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Abstract


With the rise in online purchases, returns polices have become more lenient to maximise sales, leading to increased product returns. This results in considerable costs to businesses due to complex returns systems, and environmental costs due to unnecessary transportation and waste. Unsustainable consumption poses a threat to our environment, and access-based business models whereby products are borrowed/rented rather than purchased have been proposed as a way to align customer needs, business success, and sustainability. Product returns often constitute a form of informal or illegitimate borrowing, as goods are bought with the intention of being returned. In this discussion paper we propose that, instead of being viewed as a threat to business, issues with high product returns could be seen as an opportunity to switch to an access-based model. As product returns escalate, businesses will need to invest substantially in their reverse supply chains. We propose that a more strategic approach might be to leapfrog the costly stage of developing more efficient returns systems, and move straight to formalising product returns as the new normal for those goods that would best suit an access-based model, so that processes are streamlined around borrowing and returning rather than around sales.
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1. Introduction


Current consumption and production practices are already exceeding the sustainable limits of ecological systems and are degrading them, creating severe environmental and social risks [1]. It is thus a priority to find ways to meet consumers’ material needs without increasing resource consumption. Reducing the environmental unsustainability of our production and consumption systems could be partly achieved by making durable products available through lending, access, and sharing rather than purchase [2,3,4]. Such models have the potential to facilitate the restructuring of the economy and society towards more sustainable and resilient business and consumption patterns [5,6]. Despite the benefits, few companies have shifted their business models from selling goods to providing access to them. One reason why more firms have not taken up the challenge to switch to more sustainable business models, such as access-based modes of provision, might be that the potential increase in profits is insufficient to counter the risk of switching to a completely new business model [7]. From the business perspective, such a switch would require investment in the development of new skills and processes, as well as additional transaction costs associated with the process of providing, taking back, and cleaning/repairing goods for re-use.



In this paper, we present the argument that most firms are incurring these extra costs anyway due to escalating rates of product returns [8,9]. Product return rates have been growing in line with the increases in online purchasing and show no signs of diminishing. We propose that product returns often constitute a form of informal or illegitimate borrowing, as goods are frequently bought with the intention of being returned [10,11]. Thus, we are motivated by the following research question: Could accessed-based economy models address product returns? Over the last 20 years, increasing numbers of studies have been devoted to the issue of product returns and reverse logistics in terms of the costs to business, strategic importance, or sustainability issues and waste [12,13,14]. There is little doubt that increasingly the cost of returns is being seen by businesses as a significant threat to their bottom line [10]. However, if we conceive product returns as a form of informal borrowing, then we can draw a conceptual handshake between product returns and access-based business models. We propose that instead of being seen as a threat, the desire to return products may be seen as an opportunity to switch to more access-based modes of consumption.



In the following sections we draw upon two parallel literatures. The first focuses on access-based consumption, which falls under the umbrella concept of the “sharing economy” and includes related concepts, such as product service systems, libraries of things, rental and leasing models, and sustainable business model innovation. The second stream focuses on issues with product returns, reverse logistics, and closed loop supply chains. At this point, the two literature streams begin to converge around circular economy principles, which include strategies aimed at material recovery as well extending the length and intensity of asset use, and cascading assets through new use cycles [15,16,17].




2. Literature Review


2.1. Sustainability Challenges


There is a growing consensus that our current economic systems are unsustainable [18,19,20]. They are predicated upon constant growth with mass production of goods, putting pressure upon the Earth’s resources and leading to issues such as plastic waste, plastic in the food chain, and the likelihood of catastrophic effects on marine and human life if unchecked (ibid). The demand for palm oil, wood, plastics, coconuts, and many other items is depleting our rain forests, increasing the rate of global warming, and leading to loss of biodiversity, air pollution, and impacts on human health [21,22]. There is a number of reasons why the business models of the capitalist world continue to be unsustainable. For instance, ref. [23] asserted that human activities in the last five decades have contributed to the extermination of approximately 60% of services rendered by the natural ecosystem. This means that sustainability challenges remain a threat to the environment and there is a need for better consumption models. The most obvious is that profits tend to occur from the consumption of goods and services, leading to practices such as designing products that need frequent replacing (planned obsolescence), which is profitable yet wasteful of resources [24].



These are seemingly irreconcilable problems. From the planetary perspective we need to be consuming about a fifth of what we currently consume, yet our economy and business models are predicated upon increasing consumption [18]. In 2019, the media were full of images of floods, barren wastelands decimated by destruction of rainforests, plastic in oceans, and dire warnings of global warming and the need to drastically and immediately reduce our carbon footprint. In 2020, with the outbreak of COVID-19, shops closing, high streets empty, loss of jobs, and a drastic drop in GDP, we were being told to “buy buy buy” as a means to reignite the economy. Individual businesses face similarly contradictory challenges—although they are keen to demonstrate their environmental credentials, their business models typically depend upon maximising sales.




2.2. Access-Based Models


A solution that is gaining in popularity is switching to business models based on access, whereby goods are rented, leased, borrowed, or shared rather than owned. For example, in 2011 the sharing economy was named as one of Time Magazine’s “Top ten ideas that will change the World,” and it was estimated in 2015 that the sharing economy will increase from USD 15 billion in 2015 to USD 335 billion by 2025 [25]. This growth of interest in the sharing economy has been driven by various factors, including the desire to reduce the environmental impacts of resource consumption, the opportunities presented by technology and the internet, and users’ evolving attitudes towards ownership and socio-economic factors pursuant to better value distribution and more equitable access to resources [26].



Ref. [27] defined the sharing economy as “the socioeconomic system enabled by digital platforms, where businesses or individuals share and exchange access to tangible and intangible assets; and receive a monetary and/or non-monetary compensation in return” (p. 897). In Table 1 we present the various terms that have been classified under the umbrella term of “sharing economy.”



The table above is not comprehensive, and scholars have broken down terms in a number of ways, based on theoretical approaches, business model type, etc. For example, ref. [27] employed a cluster analysis of sharing economy start-ups that identify five key types. Pseudo sharing, usually B2C using pay-per-access fees, is similar to traditional rental but relies on digital platforms. Second is the gig economy, whereby platforms match supply and demand of services based on P2P relationships. P2P rental focuses on products rather than services. The crowd-based economy is similar to the gig economy but with a greater focus on professional providers of services—a kind of hybrid model between crowdsourcing and gig economy. Last is the pooling economy, whereby platforms enable consumers to share, exchange, or rent out products and services to each other, similar to the term “platform economy” preferred by [38].



For the purposes of this paper, the most relevant term is “access-based economy,” which includes business models such as library models, renting/hiring models, and “use-oriented” PSS.



A related concept is the “access-based economy.” Access rather than ownership is the new norm for several sectors such as music, film, cars, etc. For many sectors, this occurs as a result of new technologies and is taken up due to convenience, e.g., Spotify and YouTube. Ref. [39] suggests that it is the younger generation who are predominantly driving the access-based economy, preferring access over ownership. Indeed, they may even see ownership as more of a burden than a benefit, especially when ownership comes with responsibility for maintenance (cars, bikes) or clutter (music and film saved on physical recording devices instead of streaming) [40,41].



Much of the literature on concepts such as the sharing economy and access-based economy focuses on peer-to-peer sharing platforms such as Airbnb and services such as Uber, which have been critiqued as a new form of platform capitalism that have done little to address sustainability challenges [42,43]. Yet there is less information on the extent to which concepts such as “access over ownership” are being taken up in the field of product retail [44]. This is a shame, as many of the critiques of the sharing economy in terms of poor working conditions (e.g., Uber) negatively affecting local communities or putting existing businesses out of business (e.g., Airbnb) do not apply to products [45,46]. Conversely, the huge potential for environmental benefits, such as less waste and fewer resources needed for manufacturing, and social benefits, such as greater equity in access to resources, accrue mainly to products rather than services [47]. For example, ref. [48] found that drills are typically used only 18 min per year and emissions from their use are just 2% of the total emissions, the rest coming from their manufacture, distribution, and disposal. Five drills each rented six times instead of 30 drills being purchased would save an estimated 700 kg of CO2. The manufacture and transport of goods also gives rise to environmental issues such as deforestation, loss of habitat, loss of biodiversity, pollution, congestion, and toxic waste [49].



Ref. [50] assessed the various kinds of sharing economy business models based on their sustainability credentials, i.e., the extent to which they create net positive social, environmental, and economic value. Most of these are peer to peer, but for this paper we focused on the first of the 13 categories that come under access economy, business to consumer (B2C), which refers to end-consumer access to goods such as clothes (e.g., Rent the Runway), cars (e.g., Zipcar), etc., and whose key sustainability benefits are proposed to be increasing resource efficiency and cost efficiency.



Access-based consumption has also worked well in sectors such as music, which have successfully supplanted ownership with borrowing as people subscribe to services such as Spotify to access music rather than purchasing it [51]. However, access-based consumption has yet to become the norm for more tangible products, and diffusion remains limited. This may be due to tangible value being insufficient, i.e., the cost of renting is too high, or due to the intangible value of ownership in terms of easy access to the products and the esteem benefits of ownership [7]. However, ref. [40] claimed that one way round this is to develop a psychological sense of ownership towards the service, which can substitute for physical ownership. Examples provided include invoking a sense of communal identification among users of the service by facilitating consumer interactions or creating a brand identity that consumers can easily identify with and be proud of.



Several studies refer to the “burdens of ownership” as reasons for consumers to prefer access-based consumption [2,29,30,41,52]. Such burdens include risks (e.g., obsolescence or poor performance) and responsibilities (e.g., repair and maintenance) and issues of storage space. Ref. [53] queried whether “renting is the new buying” by exploring motivations to engage in rental commerce, whereby consumers pay a monthly price for a product that they can then use for the agreed-upon duration. They found that intentions to rent were affected most by perceived economic benefits and that other significant factors were trust, complexity, and levels of knowledge and awareness of rental schemes.




2.3. Libraries of Things (LoTs)


All of the above studies of rental/access-based schemes have focused on specific items. However, on a community level, the last decade has seen growth in “Libraries of Things” (LoTs) that extend the library concept to a range of items [37]. A study of six LoTs in the UK in 2018–2019 indicated that they used a mix of membership fees and per-item fees, heavily discounted to attract customers [36]. The kinds of items that are popular are those that are expensive, durable, and rarely used, such as carpet cleaners, tools, gardening equipment, sports/holiday equipment, rarely used kitchen items, toys, and games. These LoTs have been successful in terms of meeting sustainability goals, as they minimise consumption and reduce waste and embedded carbon, but have struggled to be economically sustainable, as they tend to be small-scale enterprises that lack marketing clout and resources (ibid). Managers of LoTs agreed that the service they could offer depends very much on scale. Sustainability benefits and convenience of the borrowing service both increase in line with the number of subscribers to the LoT. The more members they have, the more branches they can provide, which reduces transportation costs (sustainability benefits) and convenience for users, thus attracting more members. Similarly, as they increase in size, economies of scale mean they can offer additional products and services (e.g., ability to reserve items), which again enables them to provide a more attractive value proposition.



Although studies of LoTs show the benefits of access-based provision, most LoTs are small social enterprises without the resources to scale up. A particular hurdle to overcome is the lack of consumers’ familiarity with the concept and the lack of awareness of the initiatives on offer. This has also been cited as a barrier in numerous other access-based schemes. Evidence from studies of participants and non-participants in access-based schemes for car leasing and mobile phones, for example [54], shows that familiarity with the concept was the most prevalent reason given for adoption. Conversely, lack of familiarity was a key reason given for non-participation. The next most important theme to emerge was trust in the provider.




2.4. Barriers to Adoption of Access-Based Business Models


The brand awareness that large retailers enjoy could help them overcome these trust and awareness barriers, as could their marketing expertise and reach. For example, the success of Spotify as a music distribution model that replaced ownership with access was down in large part to economies of scale that enabled low-cost access-based provision [51]. However, the potential of access-based approaches is yet to be fully realised in other sectors. From the business perspective, it may be the case that the benefits of switching to access-based business models may not offer sufficiently clear benefits over the current sales model for businesses to want to invest the time and resources to make the switch [7,55].



Leasing and hire models have existed for a while, but are not the norm for most products. As cultural norms of ownership show signs of giving way to norms of access [39,44,51,53,54], is there an opportunity to rebrand an access-based model as the new normal? The financial feasibility of such an alternative is an important consideration, which until now has provided a barrier to fully exploring this as a viable option. Ref. [7] claimed that one of the reasons why access-based schemes have not taken off to date is that, from the business perspective, the extra labour costs involved with renting/leasing (especially in countries with higher salaries) may mean that they are not seen as a more profitable alternative to traditional sales [19]. An access-based business model whereby goods, instead of being sold, are regularly borrowed, requires the development of new skills and processes, raising issues such as how to order, collect, and return goods; logistical issues related to the collection or transportation of goods; who is responsible for the condition of the goods upon return; what to do with damaged goods; etc. Yet high and increasing product returns [8,9] are presenting companies with these issues now anyway, lessening the difference in reality between hiring and selling.




2.5. Issues of Product Returns


Recent research indicates a growth in informal, illegitimate borrowing, whereby products are bought for temporary use with every intention of being returned [10]. Companies aspiring to great customer service and positive customer feedback generally have gone out of their way to make it easy to return items. The increase in online buying, in particular, has led companies to allow individuals to return items without indicating any legitimate reason other than “change of mind.” This has led to practices such as buying “outfits for the day” online that are Instagrammed and then returned. Similarly, ordering a big-screen TV before the championships or children’s bikes and BBQs before the summer holidays and returning them afterwards seems to have become socially acceptable. All retailers interviewed by [10] identified such problems, yet struggled to avoid them due to the dilemma between being strict when rejecting improper returns and providing a high standard of customer service. Additionally, research shows that harsher returns policies will negatively impact sales, such that the more lenient and convenient the product returns policies are, the more customers are encouraged to buy, and vice versa [56]. Ref. [57] reported that requiring customers to pay for returns resulted in decreased customer spending with that retailer by 75–100%, whereas customers who were granted free returns increased their spending by 158–457%. At the organisational level, too, policies aimed at maximising sales often increase returns, with many being unaware of the costs incurred by retailers. For example, policies that require a minimum order to qualify for free returns may encourage consumers to purchase goods with an express intention to return them [8].



Costs of returns increase in line with the percentage of items returned, in some cases leaving companies making an actual loss. Conversely, a zero returns rate does not lead to zero costs, as the systems for processing returns still need to be in place. For some product types where returns are exceptionally high, such as fashion and luxury items, returns are at the point where increased sales no longer equate to increased profits [10]. Several cases have been reported whereby the inefficiency or quantity of product returns has led to the cost of the returns being higher than the price of the product in the first instance. Ref. [58] found that the cost of handling returns can be three times as much as the cost of delivering the product. Similarly, a case study of Halfords found that in many cases it was costing more to return items than to manufacture them [59]. A cost calculator developed by [10] found that at a typical returns rate of 20%, the costs of returns is about 12% of the retail price, whereas at a 35% rate of returns (typical for online clothing purchases), the cost of returns-related overheads increases to 22.5%. They also found, when applying the cost calculator to a firm that reported 70% returns rates, that in such cases each item sold was effectively making a loss for the company.



Ref. [10] reported there is typically little oversight of the returns process by senior management, meaning that many retailers are unaware of, or seriously under-estimate, the true costs to the business of product returns [59], some by as much as 150% [60], especially regarding the extent to which returns policies are being abused [10]. These costs arise for a number of reasons. Returns add to the staff costs required to process them. They also take up physical space in stores or warehouses, thus increasing total inventory and blocking capital, which increases losses due to goods perishing or becoming obsolete. An IMRG review of returns (2020) [9] estimated that 10% of resalable goods are within the returns process at any one time. The sheer variety of processes involved in returns also creates logistical challenges [10]. In the typical multichannel environment, products may be returned to the store, to a sister brand store, to a drop box, to a parcel shop, or sent via courier or the postal service. Often, the item will travel via a returns distribution centre, where it is assessed and may be sent for recycling, to waste, to charity, to be repaired, returned to the manufacturer, or back to the store, where it may be sold again at full price or discounted, in either case leading to yet more transportation [8]. Furthermore, a considerable proportion of returned products goes to waste, in contradiction with the Corporate Social Responsibility commitments to sustainability and zero landfill that many companies make (ibid). Of particular concern is the lack of transparency regarding what happens to product returns that are sent to “jobbers”—third-party operators that buy product returns in bulk at a discounted price.



Ref. [61] identified a number of particular vulnerabilities due to the ad hoc nature of returns. Costs tend to arise due to mismatched IT systems between the various players in the returns system, which can affect inventory control and financial systems. In addition to the kinds of borrowing behaviour described earlier, there is also evidence of fraud: Ref. [62] reported that in e-commerce, 14% of returns are fraudulent. This may occur because refunds are often given before the returned product has been assessed and checked, leading to fraudulent returns [10]. The complexity of the returns processes also creates opportunities for internal fraud such as theft or collusion with external fraudsters, including failure to scan items. Some problems can be dealt with by having a specified returns desk with trained customer service staff, but this can also reduce customer satisfaction if the desk is far away or they have to queue.



Goods bought online are three times as likely to be returned as goods bought in store [63], and in most areas of online retail, product returns are on an upward curve and show no signs of diminishing [9,64]. Most companies have directed their energies towards their forward supply chains to ensure smooth and efficient sales processing and have neglected the reverse supply chain, and it is widely accepted that the efficiency and sophistication of product returns/reverse logistics is vastly inferior to that of sales/forward logistics [10,59,64], which has both cost and environmental implications.



Thus, it makes sense that as the rate of product returns increases, there will be greater incentives for companies to pay more attention to reverse logistics, and a positive relationship has been found between the volume of product returns and the adoption of closed-loop supply chains (CLSCs) [65,66]. Ref. [61] concluded from their study of how product returns are managed that the most important principle is that returned goods be seen as assets whose value should be conserved and exploited. This principle is core to CLSCs, which can be defined as consisting of “two supply chains: a forward and a reverse chain; whereby, a recovered product re-enters the traditional forward chain” [67]. CLSCs typically involve repossession of products from end users; reverse logistics to transport items back to where they can be assessed and re-used, repaired, recycled, or remanufactured as appropriate; and, where possible, creating markets for the refurbished products. It can be seen then that CLSC is similar conceptually to access-based provision in terms of its overall aims. Both concepts also fall within circular economy principles. The circular economy has been defined in many different ways [68], but it is understood by many as the idea of keeping resources and materials in circulation for as long as possible, conserving value and minimising waste.





3. Provocation: From Product Returns to Access-Based Business Models?


The 2019 consumer returns report “Leveraging Returns Data” cited in [9] indicated that 75% of supply-chain leaders are acting on this kind of data to look for ways to anticipate customer behaviour, reduce returns rates, and prevent returns fraud. However, this is a big investment with many difficulties. Part of the problem is lack of reliable information. For example, although many firms ask customers to provide reasons for returns, in reality, many customers do not bother, and for those who do, there are reasons to doubt the veracity of the information [10]. Another issue, as stated earlier, is that there is a clear link between sales volume and returns policies that are free and convenient for the customer, yet convenience to the customer comes at a cost to the business. On the environmental front, outsourcing product returns to third parties such as “jobbers” results in lack of transparency or knowledge about how many products are going to landfill [8]. Further, policies that aim to fully capture and extend product lifecycles are often in tension with commercial drivers, leading to contentious and environmentally harmful practices such as planned obsolescence [69].



In this discussion paper, we propose that, instead of being viewed as a threat to business, issues with high product returns could be seen as an opportunity to switch to an access-based model. As product returns escalate, businesses will need to invest substantially in their reverse supply chains, which is likely to be a costly and complex process. We ask whether it makes sense, therefore, to leapfrog the costly stage of developing more efficient returns systems, and move straight to formalising product returns as the new normal for those goods that would best suit an access-based model, so that processes are streamlined around borrowing and returning rather than around sales.



3.1. Horizon Scanning


Horizon scanning by monitoring trends and likely changes in the environment is central to managing business risk [70]. A key risk to businesses is climate change, with the governor of the Bank of England in 2019 warning that firms that ignore climate change will go bankrupt [71]. Concerns about climate change, resource scarcity, pollution, loss of biodiversity, water shortages, etc., are likely to result in increased regulation and financial pressures (via taxes, supply-chain pressures, and incentives) for businesses to switch to more sustainable business models. There are also consumer pressures: A poll in 2019 of 2000 respondents reported that half expressed concern about the environmental and social impact of fast fashion and took this into account when buying clothing [72]. A third also considered sustainability issues relating to household items. Similarly, a report on the UK ethical consumer market indicated that ethical consumption has increased four-fold since 1999, in contrast to average household expenditure, which has grown by just 2% [73]. These factors all suggest that pressures will grow rather than diminish for companies to reduce their environmental impacts.



One of the “burdens of ownership” reported in the literature is the storage of goods, and there are additional trends evident of minimalism, as exemplified by the popularity of books, blogs, and programmes on decluttering and space saving [74,75]. In addition to cultural shifts against ownership [39,44,51,53,54], there are also signs of a reduced social acceptability of high consumption due to climate change [76,77]. As sea levels rise due to global warming [78] reducing habitable land, trends related to space saving and anti-consumption are likely to grow. Therefore, companies whose business strategies centre around maximising sales face risks of product returns eating into profit margins, or even leading to net losses, as well as risks due to the likely emergence/increase of sustainable policies and mindsets.




3.2. Examples of Access-Based Business Models


There is growing familiarity, awareness, and adoption of access-based modes of consumption. Some companies faced with high returns are already exploring such options. For example, Ikea are researching how to develop a product-stewardship approach based on circular economy ideas to transform the way in which we think about ownership [79]. This has involved working with the Furniture Reuse Project so customers can return old furniture when they buy new items. The idea is to build a relationship with their customers to supply furnishings that they can take back, update, and refresh any time. Ikea own the furniture and take it back to reuse or recycle to minimise waste and increase resource use efficiency. A study examining initiatives at Ikea aimed at capturing value from second-hand objects through buy-back and take-back schemes and increased offerings of after-sales parts emphasised the importance of customer convenience in success and the relevance of product design, resource allocation, and availability of spare parts as critical factors in the recovery of value. Early inspection and separation of products was also important to minimise unnecessary transportation [80].



Similarly, access-based business models, both peer to peer and B2C, are growing in the fashion sector. GlobalData estimated that the budding market for online clothing rentals is set to grow to USD 2.5 billion by 2023 [81]. In 2019, the fashion retail store Urban Outfitters began a new clothes-rental service called Nuuly and expect it to have 50,000 subscribers and generate an income of USD 50 million in its first year (ibid).



There is also a variety of sharing and access-based schemes in the field of transport, such as numerous bike-sharing schemes, car-pooling, and peer-to-peer car sharing [5,29]. In the B2C realm, Zipcar is one of the best-known examples. Zipcar is a vehicle-sharing firm operating in 384 cities in the UK, Canada, Turkey, Iceland, Andorra, and the USA [82]. As of 2020, Zipcar had over one million members, operated more than 1600 vehicles, had lowered carbon emission by 1.6 billon lbs per year, and had reduced the need for more than 415,00 personally owned cars [83]. In addition, Zipcar has witnessed a consistent annual growth of 100%+ over the years. Through the access-based model, they aim to create better neighbourhoods by cutting carbon emissions, reducing vehicular traffic, and promoting multi-modal travel. They operate an access-based subscription vehicle-sharing model where members can reserve, use, and return cars.



Zipcar sells its offerings on cost and convenience as much as the sustainability implications. For instance, whereas owning a personal car requires pricey monthly payments or a huge outright payment, Zipcar offers a low rental cost per trip. In addition, prices are inclusive of insurance cover compared to expensive monthly or annual insurance payments for a personally owned car. Moreover, Zipcar covers car maintenance, refuelling, and parking spaces across cities, whereas individuals would have to pay for those services if they owned a personal car.



The above examples indicate business models related to access over ownership for specific product types, yet there is untapped potential for access-based models to be adopted by a broader range of retailers and for a greater range of durable items that consumers require for a limited time only [84]. Opportunistic returns, which is another term for wardrobing or illicit renting of products, accounted for 11% of returns in the USA in 2017 [85], illustrating the scale of opportunities for access business models. Ref. [86] estimated that returns abuse, which includes wardrobing as well as other strategies, such as ordering an additional item to qualify for free shipping, with the intention to return the item afterwards, accounts for 32% of returns and is worth USD 24 billion annually in the USA. In the UK, this is estimated to cost GBP 1.5 billion, and 43% of 16- to 24-year-olds and 39% of 25- to 34-year-olds admitted to engage in wardrobing [87]. Indeed, it is one of the biggest challenges that retailers currently face [88], with [89] suggesting working with the wardrobing customers rather than against them by offering a menu of price/refund pairs. In other words, retailers are advised to offer access-based solutions.





4. Conclusions and Further Research Directions


This paper discusses the need for access-based economy models as a solution to product returns. By explicating and demonstrating why access-based economy models might address product returns, this paper makes a useful contribution to the circular economy and products-returns literature. This discussion paper, being arguably among the few to invoke this debate, provides a useful foundation for future research. Circular economy principles, focusing on resource reuse, are widely promoted by organisations such as the Ellen McArthur Foundation and have influenced policy and innovation in some of the world’s largest economies [17,90]. Progress towards a more circular economy depends on creating greater public and business understanding and engagement with access-based schemes [17], and better understanding of how they can deliver an attractive customer experience [7], because to date, there has been insufficient attention paid to innovations in terms of customer engagement [91]. This requires business models for sustainable innovation [92]. These are defined by [93] as “innovations that create significant positive and/or significantly reduced negative impacts for the environment and/or society, through changes in the way the organisation and its value-network create, deliver value and capture value (i.e., create economic value) or change their value propositions” (p. 44) [39], for example, suggested that businesses should focus on the idea of being solution providers rather than on trying to maximise sales.



With forecasts that up to three billion people will join the global middle class by 2050 [7], finding ways to meet consumers’ material needs while consuming fewer resources has become an urgent priority. This challenge requires, among others, a shift away from business models that encourage high consumption and deplete natural capital. Business models that meet consumer needs through product access rather than ownership can offer value to customers in terms of convenience, saving space and costs, and being more sustainable.



Many high-street businesses have shut down as they fail to meet customer needs, but could they perhaps have been saved by switching to a more innovative business model? Mothercare, an international brand, closed its retail outlets in the UK in 2019. Yet if it were Mother Share, for example, rather than Mothercare, might the store have provided greater value to its customers, who, due to the nature of the products, will only need them for a limited period of time? More general department stores are also struggling to survive. Might they offer better value if one could buy membership, for example, to the fashion, sports, kitchen, or games department for oneself, one’s family, or as a present, rather than specific items that have a high likelihood of being returned?



Future research could usefully explore which packages of product, service, payment models, access, and information are sufficiently pleasing to customers that they will be persuaded to switch to access over ownership as the new normal. Research into how to develop processes around renting/borrowing and returning on a large scale that are as efficient as those relating to sales is also required to achieve the cost savings required for commercial feasibility. Companies struggling with high product returns and who expect to see the rate of returns continue to increase may find that switching to an access-based model that formally presents customers with a package that suits their needs makes both commercial and environmental sense. In the short term, it may be feasible for specific products that have high returns such as fashion, but in the longer term, switching more generally to access over ownership for the majority of items may help to future proof businesses against anti-consumption trends and low-carbon policies that are likely to emerge as the environmental impacts of overconsumption become increasingly evident. Lastly, future research should consider providing empirical evidence on the performance of access-based economy models, especially within retail, since existing studies have only provided anecdotal findings.
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Table 1. Sharing economy terminology.






Table 1. Sharing economy terminology.





	Sharing economy
	Includes access-based approaches but also schemes where people exchange time, skills, or services and is defined as “services intended to replace ownership with the sharing and exploitation of under-used assets, ranging from cars, houses, and parking spaces to pets, books, clothes” [28].



	Access-based economy/access-based business models
	Includes all approaches to people or companies paying to use a product or service without gaining ownership [29,30]. Typical payment options are fees per use (e.g., Zipcar) or a subscription option (e.g., Spotify).



	Collaborative consumption
	Often used interchangeably with “sharing economy” and defined as “peer-to-peer-based activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing access to goods and services, coordinated through community-based online services” [6].



	Product service system (PSS):
	Ref. [31] distinguished between (i) “product-oriented” PSS, which focuses on selling products with service contracts attached; (ii) “use-oriented” PSS, where ownership of the product remains with the provider but the item is lent/rented/leased to the user for a period of time and the product–service mix relates to use/access to the product but repair, maintenance, and ownership is taken care of by the provider; and (iii) “result-oriented” PSS, which is focused on providing services rather than selling products.



	Product stewardship
	The manufacturer and/or retailer remain owners of the product and also take care of maintenance, repair, replacement, and remanufacture/recycling to produce future product generations [19].



	Hiring/renting schemes
	Often a short-term arrangement between providers and end-customers, whereby products are used without transfer of ownership and returned afterwards. These can be B2B, B2C, C2C, etc. This is also classified by [27] as peer-to-peer rental.



	Leasing schemes
	Like the above, but oriented towards a medium time frame and with the option to gain ownership, growing in popularity for goods such as electric cars, where innovation is rapid [32].



	Library models
	Specific libraries that allow users to borrow goods such as tools [33] or toys [34,35] or more general libraries of things that allow members to borrow items based on per-item fees and/or subscription models [36,37].
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