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ABSTRACT 

Urban dwellers in Zimbabwe have lived through more than a decade of recurring economic shocks, and many 
households have turned to informal livelihood strategies to get by. Chief among these is the trade in second-hand 

clothing (SHC). The study set out to establish whether the SHC trade is a coping strategy for urban dwellers in 

Mutare, using Sakubva (Bako) Flea Market as a case study. Drawing on the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 
and on Lazarus and Folkman's Cognitive Theory of Stress and Coping, the study used a mixed-methods design, 

combining questionnaires, key informant interviews and focus group discussions, with 50 SHC traders selected 
through a combination of purposive and simple random sampling. The findings show that SHC trade works in 

two ways at once: it lowers household expenditure through the direct use of cheap second-hand garments, and it 

diversifies household income in ways that support food, shelter, education, health and, for some traders, modest 
asset accumulation. Every respondent (100%) reported relying on used clothing to cut clothing costs, and food 

security improved sharply, with the share of traders able to afford at least three meals a day rising from 24% 
before they entered the trade to 97% afterward. The sector nonetheless operates under a restrictive legal and 

policy environment, most notably Statutory Instrument 64, which criminalises the importation of SHC and leaves 

traders exposed to confiscation, harassment and income insecurity. We conclude that SHC trade is an effective 
but fragile coping mechanism, one whose long-term sustainability depends on supportive policy reform, formal 

recognition of trader associations, and their inclusion in local development planning. Because the study is based 
on a single flea market and a modest sample of 50 traders, its findings are best read as an in-depth account of one 

urban trading site rather than a generalisable picture of the sector as a whole; we return to what a fuller account 

would require in the discussion of limitations below. 

Keywords: second-hand clothing trade; coping strategies; urban livelihoods; economic shocks; informal sector; 

sustainable livelihoods approach. 

INTRODUCTION 

Globally, deteriorating economic conditions have pushed households to adopt a wide range of coping strategies, 
not only to survive from month to month but to build some resilience against the next shock (UNDP, 2013). One 

strategy that has grown into a significant urban livelihood activity, particularly in developing countries, is the 
trade in second-hand clothing (SHC). The trade is not new: it can be traced back to Europe in the 1930s, when 

economic hardship pushed ordinary people toward used garments rather than new manufactured clothing (Frick, 

2005). Garments that began as charitable donations to Africa and Asia gradually evolved into a lucrative, highly 
organised commodity chain (Hansen, 2000; Brooks, 2012). 

As formal-sector employment has shrunk and public sectors across many developing economies have been 
downsized, growing numbers of urban residents have been pushed into informal economic activity (Potter & 

Lloyd-Evans, 1998). The pattern recurs across very different contexts: in Thailand, job losses pushed urban 
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dwellers into vending, domestic work and micro-enterprise (International Labour Organization, 2004); in Kenya, 
households responded to shocks by changing what they bought and eating fewer meals (Government of Kenya, 

2001; Amendah, Buigut, & Mohamed, 2014). Zimbabwe's experience has been especially stark: a formal-sector 

unemployment rate reported at around 80% has driven a substantial expansion of informal activity, including 
vending, home-based enterprise and cross-border trading (ZimStat, 2012; Schlyter, 2001; Chagonda, 2010). 

Within this context, SHC trade has become one of the most visible coping strategies in urban Zimbabwe. Its legal 
footing, however, remains precarious. Statutory Instrument (SI) 64 restricts the importation and trading of used 

clothing, putting traders in a permanent conflict with regulatory authorities despite the sector's evident 

contribution to household survival. Given the scale of the sector, it is striking how little empirical evidence exists 
on the extent to which SHC trade enables urban dwellers to withstand economic shocks and improve their 

livelihoods. This study addresses that gap by examining SHC trade at Sakubva Flea Market in Mutare, with three 
objectives: (i) to establish the coping strategies adopted by urban dwellers in the face of economic shocks, (ii) to 

examine the effectiveness of these strategies, particularly SHC trade, and (iii) to propose recommendations for 

strengthening SHC trade as a livelihood coping strategy. 

Coping Strategies in the Face of Economic Shocks 

Coping strategies are usually classified into ex-ante (protective, precautionary) and ex-post (remedial) responses 
to adverse economic events (Dercon, 2002). Ex-ante strategies include precautionary savings and asset 

accumulation, and household saving behaviour has been shown to vary considerably from one household to the 

next (Browning & Lusardi, 1996). Ex-post strategies, by contrast, involve cutting expenditure, doing more at 
home rather than buying in, or diversifying income once a shock has already hit (Aguiar & Hurst, 2005). In 

Zimbabwe, public-sector employees, including teachers and bank workers, diversified into cross-border trade and 
small enterprise to offset the erosion of formal incomes during the years of hyperinflation (Chagonda, 2012). 

Expenditure-reduction strategies documented in the literature include cutting back on utilities, changing diets and 

generally consuming less (Rutherford, Harper, & Grierson, 2002), eating fewer meals (Amendah et al., 2014), 
and switching to cheaper transport, as seen among poor workers in Zimbabwe who walked or cycled long 

distances to save money (Chazovachii, 2012). Income-diversification strategies, meanwhile, run from small 
enterprise to remittances to rural–urban linkages that ease, without fully resolving, economic distress (Bracking 

& Sachikonye, 2006; Painter, 1996; Reardon, 2001). 

Second-Hand Clothing Trade as a Livelihood Strategy 

SHC trade has attracted growing scholarly interest as both a consumption practice and an income-generating 

activity across the Global South. In Kenya's fashion industry, second-hand clothing businesses have offered 
useful lessons for enterprise development and job creation (Imo & Maiyo, 2012), while in the Philippines, SHC 

consumption has been studied as a distinct fashion practice bound up with ideas of thrift and value (Isla, 2013). 

Consumer motivations for buying second-hand goods, spanning economic, recreational and ethical 
considerations, have been documented across a range of retail settings (Guiot & Roux, 2010). In Zimbabwe 

specifically, research on how Harare consumers perceive second-hand undergarments found that affordability 
and perceived quality strongly shape SHC purchasing decisions (Chipambwa, Sithole, & Chisosa, 2016), which 

fits with earlier accounts of the sector's growing internationalisation within the Zimbabwean economy (Field, 

2000). 

Theoretical Framework 

This study draws on two complementary theoretical perspectives. The first, the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 
(SLA) developed by Chambers and Conway (1992), treats a livelihood as the capabilities, assets, and activities 

that together constitute a means of living, and defines a sustainable livelihood as one that can withstand and 

recover from shocks without depleting its underlying asset base. The SLA identifies five categories of livelihood 
assets: human, physical, social, financial, and natural capital, and points to the role Policies, Institutions and 

Processes (PIPs) play in mediating access to them (Farrington, Chapman, & Slaymaker, 2001). The second, 
Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) Cognitive Theory of Stress and Coping, treats coping as an appraisal-driven 

process: individuals first assess how personally significant a stressor is (primary appraisal), then weigh up their 
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options for managing it (secondary appraisal). Read together, these two frameworks position SHC trade as both 
an asset-mobilisation strategy in SLA terms and a cognitively appraised response to the stress of economic shock. 

METHODOLOGY 

The study adopted a mixed-methods, case-study design centred on SHC traders operating at the Bako Shopping 

Centre flea market in Sakubva, Mutare. Sakubva was not chosen by default: it is one of the oldest and busiest 
SHC trading sites in Mutare, and its traders have been there long enough to speak with some authority about how 

the trade has shaped their households over time. The trade-off, which we return to in the limitation’s discussion 

below, is that findings from a single site cannot simply be read onto SHC trading elsewhere in Zimbabwe. 

Sampling proceeded in two steps. First, traders were purposively identified against three criteria: they had to have 

been active at the market for at least twelve months, they had to derive a meaningful share of household income 
from SHC trade rather than treating it as incidental, and they had to be willing to discuss their household's 

financial circumstances, since several questions touched on income and expenditure directly. This step produced 

a sampling frame of traders considered information-rich for the study's purposes (Patton, 2015). From this frame, 
simple random sampling was then applied: using the vendor register kept by the market committee, every fifth 

trader on the list was selected, continuing through the register until a final sample of 50 respondents was reached. 
Combining the two techniques in this way was meant to balance a practical need, speaking to traders who could 

answer questions about household finances, against the risk of hand-picking only the most established or most 

articulate traders, which would have skewed the findings toward unusually positive outcomes. That said, the 
purposive first step still involved a degree of researcher judgement, and traders who had been active for under a 

year, or who were reluctant to discuss household finances, are not represented in the sample. This is a plausible 
source of selection bias that we ask readers to bear in mind when interpreting the results, and we discuss it further 

under limitations. 

Primary data were collected using structured and semi-structured questionnaires, key informant interviews, and 
focus group discussions, supplemented by secondary data drawn from peer-reviewed journals, textbooks and 

institutional reports. Data collection took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, which meant combining 
telephone-based interviews with, where feasible, face-to-face interviews conducted under the public health 

regulations in force at the time. 

Quantitative responses were analysed descriptively and presented as frequencies and percentages, while 
qualitative data from interviews and focus group discussions were transcribed and analysed thematically 

following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase approach, with themes organised around coping strategies, income 
levels and policy support. Ethical clearance was obtained from Zimbabwe Open University and the local 

municipal authority. Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained from all respondents, and 

confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout, in line with established ethical guidelines for social 
research (Wiles, Crow, Heath, & Charles, 2008). The study achieved a 100% response rate. 

One further point is worth flagging here rather than only in the discussion. The questionnaire did not 
systematically capture several variables that plausibly shape livelihood outcomes alongside SHC trade itself, 

including household size, the income sources traders relied on before entering the trade, educational attainment 

in more detail than the broad categories reported in Table 1, access to credit, and the level of competition traders 
faced within the market. Their absence means the improvements in food security and household welfare reported 

in Section 3 should be read as associated with SHC trade rather than attributable to it in any strict causal sense; 
other household characteristics could well be doing some of the explanatory work.  

RESULTS 

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents 

Of the 50 respondents, 26 (52%) were female, and 24 (48%) were male, so women make up a slightly larger share 
of SHC traders at this site. The age distribution skewed toward economically active adults: 18 respondents (36%) 

were aged 26–35, 16 (32%) were aged 36–45, 7 (14%) were aged 46–55, 6 (12%) were 25 or younger, and 3 
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(6%) were 56 or older. Educational attainment was generally modest: 58% of respondents held only secondary-
level qualifications, 22% held a diploma, 14% held an undergraduate degree, 4% had primary-level education 

only, and 2% held a master's degree. Formal education, in other words, does not appear to be a significant barrier 

to entry into the sector. 

Table 1. Demographic profile of SHC traders at Sakubva Flea Market (n = 50). Source: Field survey (2021). 

Demographic Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 24 48 

 Female 26 52 

Age (years) ≤25 6 12 

 26-35 18 36 

 36-45 16 32 

 46-55 7 14 

 ≥56 3 6 

Education Primary 2 4 

 Secondary 29 58 

 Diploma 11 22 

 Undergraduate 7 14 

 Master's 1 2 

Expenditure-Reduction Strategies 

All respondents (100%) reported relying on used clothing to reduce household clothing expenditure, which freed 

up income for food, rent, and other basic needs. Asked how effective this strategy was, 55% rated it very effective, 
25% rated it effective, 15% rated it not effective, and 5% were unsure. One respondent put it simply: used clothes 

are cheap yet good quality, which lets households meet their clothing needs without eating into money set aside 

for food and other essentials. New clothing, by contrast, was seen as out of reach for most. A further 70% of 
respondents reported cutting spending on social services as a complementary strategy, most commonly by moving 

children from boarding schools to nearby day schools and by dropping medical aid premiums. 

Income-Diversification Strategies 

Beyond direct clothing sales, traders diversified their income through activities linked to the SHC value chain, 

including washing and ironing garments for resale and transporting other traders' goods to and from the market. 
Only 14% of respondents benefited meaningfully from transport-related income, since vehicle ownership was 

limited, while 86% had no access to this opportunity at all. Poultry production emerged as a particularly important 
diversification strategy once COVID-19 restrictions began limiting public vending: 78% of respondents had taken 

up poultry production, and among them, 30% rated it very effective, 48% effective, 10% ineffective, and 12% 

were unsure. Several respondents described broiler production as a resilient, home-based income source that kept 
generating revenue even when SHC vending itself was disrupted by lockdown enforcement. 

Effectiveness of SHC Trade in Improving Livelihood Outcomes 

SHC trade was associated with marked improvements in household food security. Before engaging in the trade, 

76% of respondents could afford a maximum of two meals per day, 20% could afford three meals, and 4% could 

afford four meals. After engaging in SHC trade, this pattern reversed: 87% could afford three meals a day, 10% 
could afford four meals, and only 3% remained limited to two meals a day. Regarding education, 80% of 

respondents reported that SHC trade enabled them to pay school fees for their children, with some able to support 
education up to the tertiary level. However, affordability constraints meant that private and boarding schools 

generally remained out of reach. 

On shelter, 85% of respondents reported securing decent accommodation through SHC trade income, with 20% 
of this group owning their homes outright and using trade income primarily to cover utility bills; the remaining 

15% reported ongoing difficulty raising rental payments alongside other household demands. On health, 77% of 
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respondents reported that SHC trade income enabled them to meet medical expenses, reducing the risk of distress 
asset sales that typically accompany uninsured illness in low-income households (Hossain, 2013). 

Enhancing SHC Trade as a Coping Strategy 

Respondents saw policy reform as the single most important lever for strengthening SHC trade as a coping 
strategy. Asked whether legalising SHC importation would help the sector, 70% strongly agreed, 15% agreed, 

3% disagreed, and 12% were unaware of the policy question entirely. Respondents connected the current 
restrictions on SHC importation to confiscation risk, harassment by law-enforcement officers, and a general sense 

of operational insecurity. A second theme that came up repeatedly was the exclusion of traders from local policy 

formulation; respondents argued that involving traders in designing vending regulations would produce rules that 
traders could live with and would reduce friction with municipal authorities. A third theme concerned building 

stronger, more effective trader associations as a vehicle for collective bargaining and for pushing for better market 
infrastructure. 

DISCUSSION 

Taken together, the findings show that urban dwellers in Mutare pursue expenditure-reduction and income-

diversification strategies at the same time, which fits the broader coping-strategies literature (Dercon, 2002; 
Aguiar & Hurst, 2005). The direct use of second-hand clothing as a cost-saving measure mirrors patterns 

documented elsewhere, from reduced meal frequency in Nairobi (Amendah et al., 2014) to long-distance walking 

or cycling to save transport costs in Zimbabwe (Chazovachii, 2012). This reinforces a point made elsewhere in 
the literature: cutting expenditure tends to be the first, almost reflexive response to economic shock, even though 

it offers limited sustainability on its own over the longer term (Adugna, 2006). 

The income-diversification findings, in particular the emergence of poultry production alongside SHC vending, 

echo evidence that Zimbabwean formal-sector workers diversified into small enterprise and cross-border trade 

during earlier periods of economic crisis (Chagonda, 2010, 2012). This fits the Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approach's emphasis on drawing on multiple asset types, human, social and financial capital, rather than 

depending on a single livelihood activity (Chambers & Conway, 1992; De Haan & Quarles van Ufford, 2002). 
Read through the lens of the Cognitive Theory of Stress and Coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the strong 

endorsement of both SHC consumption and poultry production as "effective" reflects a favourable secondary 

appraisal: respondents see these options as accessible and as genuinely capable of meeting the demands economic 
shocks place on them. 

At the same time, the findings point to real fragility in SHC trade as a coping mechanism. Income tends to be 
absorbed almost immediately by daily needs rather than saved or turned into productive assets, which suggests 

SHC trade functions more as a survivalist buffer than as a route to sustained upward mobility. This is consistent 

with broader critiques of informal-sector coping strategies as short-term rather than transformative (Meikle, 
2002). The restrictive regulatory environment around SHC importation adds to this fragility and echoes a wider 

finding in the literature: informal urban livelihoods tend to sit outside mainstream development planning despite 
their clear contribution to household welfare (Rakodi, 2002; Potter & Lloyd-Evans, 1998). 

Limitations of the Study 

Three limitations deserve to be stated plainly. First, the sample of 50 traders was drawn from a single flea market 
in Mutare. Sakubva is an important, long-established SHC trading site, but findings from one location cannot be 

assumed to hold for other urban areas or for informal trading more broadly. Cities differ in the size and make-up 
of their SHC markets, in how strictly SI 64 is enforced locally, and in the wider economic conditions traders face, 

so the specific figures reported here, the rise in traders able to afford three meals a day, for example, are best read 

as evidence of what SHC trade can achieve under Sakubva's particular conditions rather than as a national 
estimate. 

Second, although Section 2 explains the sampling procedure in more detail than is typical, the purposive first step 
still involved researcher judgement about which traders counted as established and forthcoming enough to include 
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in the sampling frame. This is a plausible source of selection bias: traders who were newer to the market, or less 
willing to discuss household finances, were systematically less likely to be included, and their experiences may 

look quite different from those captured here. 

Third, the study did not collect systematic data on several factors that likely shape livelihood outcomes 
independently of SHC trade itself, including household size, the income sources traders relied on before entering 

the trade, detailed educational history, access to credit, and the intensity of competition among traders within the 
market. Because these variables were not measured, the study cannot rule out the possibility that some of the 

improvement in food security and welfare reported above reflects these other factors rather than SHC trade 

participation on its own. Future work that measures these variables directly, and does so across more than one 
site, would allow for a more confident attribution of the outcomes reported here to SHC trade specifically. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study concludes that second-hand clothing trade is an effective, though structurally constrained, coping 

strategy for urban dwellers responding to economic shocks in Mutare, Zimbabwe. The sector reduces household 
expenditure through direct clothing consumption while also generating income that supports food security, 

education, shelter and health, and it anchors complementary livelihood activities such as poultry production. Its 
effectiveness is nonetheless curtailed by a restrictive legal environment, by the exclusion of traders from policy 

formulation, and by the largely subsistence-oriented, non-accumulative nature of the income it generates. 

On the strength of these findings, we recommend that national and local authorities develop a supportive legal 
and regulatory framework for SHC trade, including relaxing the importation restrictions currently enforced under 

Statutory Instrument 64, and formally incorporating SHC trade into urban economic development planning. Local 
authorities should set up structured mechanisms for consulting SHC traders and their associations when designing 

vending regulations, and should invest in dedicated, well-serviced vending infrastructure to improve operating 

conditions. Strengthening trader associations would further build the sector's capacity for collective advocacy 
and self-regulation. 

Future research should build on this study in three specific ways, each responding directly to the limitations set 
out above. First, extending the analysis to SHC trade in multiple urban centres across Zimbabwe, not only Mutare, 

would help establish whether the patterns observed at Sakubva Flea Market hold more broadly, or whether they 

are specific to this site's history and location. Second, larger samples, combined with more detailed data on trader 
characteristics, household size, prior income sources, educational background, access to credit and market 

competition, would make it possible to separate the effect of SHC trade from the effect of these other factors on  
livelihood outcomes. Third, longitudinal research that follows the same traders and households over several years 

would help establish whether participation in SHC trade produces sustained improvements in livelihoods, or 

whether the gains documented here are better understood as short-term coping benefits that do not, on their own, 
lift households out of vulnerability over the longer term. 
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