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Fashion rental as a new and innovative channel 
alongside fashion retail

Elisa Arrigo

Abstract 

Frame of the research: The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated the megatrends 
reshaping the fashion industry and fashion retail companies are innovating, re-
shaping and revising their service-mix in order to respond to the new challenges of 
this dynamic and uncertain competitive context.

Purpose of the paper: The purpose of this paper is to investigate fashion rental 
as a new alternative channel or a collateral channel to fashion retail from a business 
perspective. 

Methodology: Qualitative research was carried out in Italy, with semi-structured 
interviews with CEO founders of fashion rental enterprises and a case study on the 
Please Don’t Buy project launched by the Twinset luxury fashion company.

Findings: The findings reveal the opportunities and challenges related to fashion 
rental as a new channel through which fashion companies can respond to the 
sustainable consumption patterns of consumers.

Research limits: As the study is built on a qualitative research design and a single 
case study, the findings are not generalizable, although they allow for an in-depth 
analysis of the fashion rental channel.

Practical implications: The study has managerial implications for established 
fashion brands wanting to collaborate with fashion rental platforms or to engage 
directly with fashion rental following in the steps of the Twinset project. It is also 
relevant for start-ups interested in launching their own digital rental platforms.

Originality of the paper: This study is the first to examine fashion rental as a new 
channel alongside fashion retail, and to wonder if, in response to changing fashion 
consumption patterns, retail sales channels will continue to dominate the fashion 
industry or will gradually be replaced in part by these new rental channels.

Key words: fashion retailing; sharing economy; marketing channel; luxury fashion 
marketing; channel management

1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has seriously changed the world and caused 
a profound shift in how consumers approach their lives, prompting them 
to review their consumption practices and making them more conscious 
of the detrimental environmental impact of their decisions (Hagel, 2020). 
Furthermore, managers in the luxury fashion retail industry now need 
to focus on proper operations and strategic management because of the 
uncertainty in the world (Choi and Shen, 2017). In fact, the luxury fashion 
retail industry has had to endure particularly difficult circumstances as a 
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result of restrictions related to Covid-19. The megatrends reshaping the 
industry have been accelerated by the pandemic, forcing fashion and 
luxury companies to speed up their digital transformation and act on new 
priorities for environmental and social sustainability (Amed et al., 2021). 

The recent Global Fashion Agenda report even stated that the fashion 
industry should ‘reimagine a world with smaller individual wardrobes, 
with more focus on longer-life garments and a flourishing resale and rental 
market’ (Amed et al., 2021, p. 84). Furthermore, the diffusion of digital 
platforms, consumer awareness of sustainability, and decreasing interest in 
ownership have led to the spread of new collaborative consumption models 
in the fashion industry (Becker-Leifhold, 2018; Becker-Leifhold and Iran, 
2018). Customers are more conscious of, and interested in shifting from 
‘having-to-being and from owning-to-experiencing’ (Cristini et al., 2017, p. 
101), and the success of used, rented, and shared products is also associated 
with opportunities to think of fashion in a more circular way (Machado et 
al., 2019). Similar consumptions patterns had already been observed by 
fashion companies before the Covid-19 pandemic (Choi and Shen, 2017).

Through fashion rental, the essence of fashion is transferred between 
customers and fashion brands as a service (Baker et al., 2020), without 
the implications associated with the purchase of new items (Baek and 
Oh, 2021; Guzzetti et al., 2021). The fashion rental market expanded in 
many countries prior to the pandemic (Lee and Chow, 2020) and, although 
there were signs of a negative trend in 2020 and 2021, it is expected to 
grow steadily from 2022 onwards by leveraging the resilience displayed 
in other sharing economy markets during the pandemic (Statista, 2021). 
Many fashion sharing platforms are active worldwide: in the US, where 
the online fashion rental business originated with the pioneering fashion 
rental platform Rent the Runway, other platforms have been launched such 
as Le Tote, and in other countries there are platforms such as By Rotation 
in the UK, Dress You Can in Italy, and Ms Paris in China. 

Further, at a global level, fashion companies developing rental 
initiatives have appeared, such as the apparel retailer Houdini Sportswear 
in Sweden, which moved from selling sportswear towards apparel rental 
services (Holtstrom et al., 2019). In fact, as consumers become more 
environmentally conscious and new fashion consumption patterns emerge, 
some fashion retailers are innovating and re-shaping their offer in order 
to respond to the new challenges (Li et al., 2022), and fashion rental can 
fulfil similar consumer desires. In the turbulent world of fashion retailing, 
firms can achieve a competitive advantage by targeting customers within 
their channels not simply in terms of demographics but also in terms of 
lifestyle and attitude to fashion (Lewis and Hawksley, 1990). However, 
in the prior academic literature, marketing channels are often associated 
with the process of selling goods or services directly to final consumers 
(Peterson and Balasubramanian, 2002). Thus a question arises: can fashion 
rental be considered a new marketing channel? More precisely, this paper 
aims to investigate fashion rental as a new alternative channel and/or a 
collateral channel to fashion retailing that has been developed to address 
new fashion consumption patterns.
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To reach this research objective, drawing on the academic literature on 
channel theory and fashion rental, qualitative research was carried out with 
semi-structured interviews with CEO founders of fashion rental start-ups 
and a single case study (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The company 
selected for the case study (Yin, 2017) was Twinset, a well-known luxury 
fashion company that was the first in Italy to launch a fashion rental service 
(Please Don’t Buy) alongside its retailing activity. The findings contribute 
to the academic literature on retailing by highlighting, from a business 
perspective, the key aspects of fashion rental as an additional channel 
alongside fashion retailing, and taking into account both the emergence of 
new consumption patterns and the effect of the Covid-19 pandemic.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Background

2.1 Channel Theory 

Marketing channels embody key elements of a value chain, since 
significant amounts of a nation’s economic output flow through them 
(Krafft et al., 2015). The term ‘channel’ refers to ‘a set of interdependent 
organizations involved in the process of making a product or service 
available for use or consumption’ (Palmatier et al. 2014, p. 3; Watson et 
al., 2015). In 2015, a special issue of the Journal of Retailing on the ‘Past, 
Present, and Future of Marketing Channels’ reviewed important aspects 
and challenges existing in research studies on marketing channels. In this 
special issue, four literature reviews examined the role of channels in the 
supply chain (Kozlenkova et al., 2015), the evolution of their theories, 
constructs, strategies, and topics (Watson et al., 2015), the methodologies 
used in marketing channel research (Krafft et al., 2015), and the emerging 
themes in research on international marketing channels (Hoppner and 
Griffith, 2015). However, as noted by Bucklin (2015), despite the broad 
coverage of research topics covering channels, all these papers shared 
the foundations of marketing channels in the papers of Bucklin (1966) 
and Stern (1969). Bucklin (1966) examined the distribution channel 
structure and included the final consumer, explaining that, in competitive 
markets, channels should be organized in a way that minimizes the total 
costs. By contrast, Stern (1969) focused on other channel functions such 
as the organizational forms of distribution systems, and the behavioural 
dimension of distribution channels. 

Some years later, Stern and Reve (1980) underlined the fact that 
channels were primarily built to perform vital economic functions within 
society and bridge the gap between production and consumption. Thus, 
two main orientations can be recognized in channel theory. First, there is 
an economic approach focused on the efficiency aspects of costs, functions, 
and channel structure and design. Secondly, there is a more socially 
oriented behavioural approach centred on power and conflict phenomena 
(Stern and Reve, 1980). Moreover, strategic decisions are required to define 
the structure of channels (Kozlenkova et al., 2015) through the selection 
of intermediary types (wholesaler, retailers, franchisees, etc.), distribution 
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intensity (namely the number of intermediaries involved), and levels 
of the channel structure. However, the choice of channel is, at the same 
time, considered to be a financial decision, based not only on economic 
aspects, but also on the control aspects of channels and their adaptability 
to changing conditions (Wilkinson, 2001). In fact, firms do not always 
need marketing channel intermediaries to sell their products to consumers 
because they can develop direct channels for sales by becoming retailers 
themselves (Krafft et al., 2015). 

In the late 1990s, a retailer was defined as a business ‘that directs its 
marketing effort toward the final consumer for the purpose of selling 
goods or services’ (Lewison, 1997, p. 850), or as a merchant ‘whose primary 
activity is to sell directly to consumers’ (Rosenberg, 1993, p. 291). However, 
more recently, as emphasized by Peterson and Balasubramanian (2022), 
the definitions used in studies of retailing have needed to be considered 
as context- and time-dependent because of the changes affecting retailers 
over the years. This is the case for the fashion retail sector, which is vital 
to the social and economic health of many countries (McCormick et al., 
2014). 

As stated in the Introduction, the fashion retail market currently 
faces many emerging trends, and the challenges also involve changes in 
consumer behaviour. In fact, fashion customers are looking for more 
digital experiences, and are concerned about sustainability and ethical 
consumption (Choi and Cheng, 2015). Thus, fashion retailers are being 
forced to improve their marketing operations and strategies by considering 
both sustainability trends (Luceri and Martinelli, 2022) and emerging 
consumption patterns (Choi and Shen, 2017). 

2.2 Fashion Rental

The practice of renting clothing is not entirely new, as small-scale 
and local fashion rental operations have been around for a considerable 
time (Clube and Tennant, 2020). Customers can access apparel or luxury 
products on a temporary basis through fashion rental by paying a fee and 
keeping the clothes they borrow in good shape before returning them on 
schedule (Mukendi and Henninger, 2020). Fashion rental not only satisfies 
customers’ need to wear something new but also increases the use of 
fashion products by reducing the need to produce new clothing, with its 
associated harmful environmental effects (Lang et al., 2019). Additionally, 
by reducing fashion waste and extending the life of clothing, clothing rental 
has the potential to promote sustainable consumption (Braithwaite, 2018). 

As a form of access-based consumption for customers (Lang et al., 
2020; Lang et al., 2019; Lang and Armstrong, 2018), or even as a business 
opportunity (Adam et al. 2018; Arrigo, 2022; Feng et al., 2020; Holtstrom et 
al., 2019), fashion rental has been examined from a variety of perspectives. 
As a business opportunity, the prior research has emphasized the key 
aspects to developing a fashion rental service inside a traditional fashion 
company (Holtstrom et al., 2019), or a fashion rental business model for 
a new enterprise (Arrigo, 2022). It has also been demonstrated that, for 
a fashion company, such a decision has a market expansion effect that 
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outweighs any potential cannibalization effect on the pre-existing offer, as 
evidenced by the fact that a much higher proportion of customers adopt 
fashion rentals than switch from buying to renting (Feng et al., 2020). In 
order to succeed, new start-ups interested in creating a business model for 
renting out fashion items must also reorganize their limited resources and 
create long-term networking connections with external partners (Adam et 
al., 2018). 

Fashion rental can be organized either as peer-to-peer (PtoP) or as 
business-to-consumer (BtoC). In the first case, garments are exchanged 
amongst peers, namely customers, with or without the assistance of an 
outside enterprise, whereas in BtoC fashion rental, a company oversees the 
rental and frequently keeps the goods that can be rented (Iran and Schrader, 
2017). In the latter scenario, income is mostly derived from subscription 
and rental fees, while expenditures are primarily delivery, laundry, and 
cleaning expenses, in addition to any rent or retail employee costs related 
to brick-and-mortar stores (Arrigo, 2022). 

Financial savings (Armstrong et al., 2015; Park and Armstrong, 2019), 
hedonistic or experiential benefits like having a wider selection of fashion 
items (McKinney and Shin, 2016), trying new styles at lower costs, or feeling 
a sense of novelty, as well as the opportunity to dress appropriately for a 
particular occasion (Lang et al., 2020; Lee and Chow, 2020; McNeill and 
Venter, 2019) are the main drivers behind customers’ adoption of fashion 
rental. It is currently unclear whether environmental considerations 
influence consumers’ adoption of fashion rental. However, some studies 
show that customers use fashion rental to limit the negative effects of the 
fashion industry on the environment (Armstrong et al., 2015; Johnson and 
Plepys, 2021; Lee and Huang, 2020). Prior engagement in other sustainable 
practices has also been shown to exert a positive influence on fashion rental 
adoption (Jain and Mishra, 2020), and other influences include the use of 
micro-celebrities on Instagram (Shrivastava et al., 2021), and influencer 
e-marketing (Pham et al., 2021). 

Beyond the lack of a purchase experience, the worry that one may damage 
clothing, and the psychological risk of social positional dissatisfaction 
(Lang et al., 2019), contamination concerns (Baek and Oh, 2021; Clube and 
Tennant, 2020) and the hygiene and health risks associated with wearing 
materials worn by others close to the skin (Armstrong et al., 2015; Jain 
et al., 2022; Yuan and Shen, 2019) are the main customer concerns and 
barriers to fashion rental. 

Some of these concerns were found to be amplified during the Covid-19 
pandemic (Brydges et al., 2021); in fact, the value proposition of fashion 
rental was found to decrease during the period of lockdown, for reasons 
related to hygiene as well as smart-working, which led to customers 
working from home and wearing comfortable clothes. However, after 
experiencing negative growth in 2020, the American fashion rental market 
realized a yearly growth rate of about 27 per cent in 2021 (Statista, 2022) 
and, similarly, in the European apparel rental market a yearly growth rate 
of almost 60 per cent was expected (Statista, 2022). 

In order to satisfy concerns about hygiene, customers were found to 
prefer to rent clothing in BtoC contexts rather than PtoP ones, since an 
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outside company handled the service and ensured the cleanliness and 
sanitary quality of the clothes (Kim and Jin, 2020). Perhaps this fact, along 
with the rapid pre-pandemic expansion of the online fashion rental market, 
is what has inspired some well-known fashion brands to launch a fashion 
rental subscription service first in the US and subsequently in European 
nations. One example in the US is Diane von Furstenberg, who started 
a rental service but opted to suspend it after a period of time. Another 
example is H&M, which, as part of its journey towards circularity, began 
offering clothes rentals in its Stockholm store in 2019 and more recently 
also in the UK and US. Finally, in response to the way that consumers 
are creating their own unique wardrobes in a swiftly shifting and 
increasingly digitally oriented retail world, Ralph Lauren has recently also 
created a rental service, ‘The Lauren Look’. H&M and Ralph Lauren have 
both been retailers for several years, but as part of their commitment to 
sustainability and circularity, both have decided to launch rental services. 
‘Consumers today are taking a different approach to experiencing brands 
and building their wardrobes. The closet of the future will include a mix 
of new seasonal fashion, unique customized pieces and wardrobe staples, 
alongside pre-owned and rented clothing’ stated the President and Chief 
Executive Officer of Ralph Lauren (www.rli.uk.com). In the light of this, 
it is interesting to examine the advantages and disadvantages of fashion 
rental as a new channel alongside fashion retail.   

3. Methodology

3.1 Research design and data collection

A qualitative research design was carried out to acquire preliminary 
insights into fashion rental services as an alternative and/or collateral 
channel to fashion retail, since qualitative research allows an in-depth 
examination that can generate interesting and new insights (Eisenhardt, 
1989). The qualitative methods used included both semi-structured 
interviews (Adam, 2015) undertaken with influential figures working in 
the fashion rental business and the examination of a single case study. 

The in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 
CEO founders of three luxury fashion rental enterprises operating in 
Italy. One interview was conducted with the CEO and founder of Dress 
You Can, the first Italian fashion rental start-up (now an SME), which 
has its headquarters in Milan and was founded in late 2014. The two 
other CEOs, who wished to remain anonymous, launched their fashion 
rental companies more recently, approximately three or four years ago. 
They will be referred to as the ‘second CEO’ and the ‘third CEO’. Each 
interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, and was conducted in Italian, 
transcribed, and then translated into English. Using an initial interview 
guide, the interviews concentrated on three key areas: first, a description 
of the Italian fashion rental market; second, an examination of the main 
business opportunities and barriers; and third, an evaluation of the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on the growth of fashion rental. 
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A single case study (Yin, 2017) was then conducted, since this 
methodology is especially useful when little is known about a phenomenon 
(Eisenhardt, 1989), which is the case for fashion rental initiatives created by 
recognizable and well-known fashion firms. Because Twinset is one of the 
few high-end fashion companies in the world, and the first in Italy, to offer 
a rental service alongside traditional retailing, it was chosen as the subject 
of the single case study. As a single case, it offers insights (Siggelkow, 2007) 
into a company that launched a new rental channel to fulfil a sustainability 
commitment. In fact, single case studies present a singular opportunity 
to explore phenomena that may be complex and embedded in a certain 
context (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Additionally, Twinset was 
chosen since it is a company that was founded and has flourished in Italy, 
a country with a long association with fashion, as Italian consumers are 
regarded as ‘luxury connoisseurs’ (Kauppinen-Räisänen et al., 2018). This 
aspect amplifies the relevance of the in-depth examination of the rental 
services channel in a similar context. Data collection for the case study was 
based on secondary sources (publicly available material, online magazines, 
articles, press releases, and corporate websites), on in-store observations 
and a semi-structured interview with Alessandro Varisco, CEO of Twinset. 
The interview gave additional information on the company’s plans and the 
challenges it faced, illustrating the relationship between the theoretical 
concepts and reality since this information was not available from the 
secondary sources.

3.2 The Please Don’t Buy (Twinset) case study

Twinset was founded in Carpi (Modena) in 1987 and started its activities 
with sophisticated knitwear collections that over time expanded to provide 
women and girls with a variety of product lines. In 2012, the Carlyle Group 
acquired a portion of the business and, to broaden the scope of its activities 
internationally, a managerial reorganization with equity restructuring was 
implemented. In 2015, Alessandro Varisco was appointed as the CEO, and 
the Carlyle Group purchased the entire stock of Twinset two years later.

The Twinset brand’s classic and passionately feminine aesthetic 
permeates many product categories, including clothing, beachwear, 
lingerie, denim, handbags, and various accessories for women and girls. 
By leveraging the Italian identity through a strong association with Milan, 
which is widely acknowledged to be one of the most significant global 
fashion capitals along with Paris, New York, and London, the brand has 
expanded its reach into other markets with the introduction of the Twinset 
Milano logo. Twinset’s headquarters and production facilities are in Carpi, 
while its offices and showroom are located in Milan. 

On 19 September 2019, as part of Milan Fashion Week, the Please Don’t 
Buy project and designated corners inside Twinset’s most important Italian 
stores were launched. The company’s designers created the inaugural 
Please Don’t Buy collection utilizing fashion that was 100% made in Italy 
and designed especially for this rental service. The collection featured 21 
models, providing sizes 38 to 48 in three or four different colour hues. For 
the first time in Italy, customers had the option to rent clothes for special 
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occasions from a renowned high-end fashion firm. The dresses were made 
in Italy using pricey fabrics like silk and cashmere. In fact, the ‘Made in 
Italy’ label was a key component of the Twinset philosophy.

The rental fees for Please Don’t Buy customers range from €40 to €230 
depending on the garment they select, and there is a fixed insurance fee 
of €15, or €30 for more expensive dresses. The rental service is currently 
available online in Italy, France, Belgium, and Spain (with the exception of 
the Canary Islands), and in some Twinset stores in Italy. Following rental, 
every item is carefully examined and reconditioned using new generation 
solvents that are both environmentally friendly and kind to clothing.

4. Results

4.1 Interviews with fashion rental CEOs

The first section of the interviews with the CEO founders of fashion 
rental enterprises concentrated on obtaining an outline of the Italian 
fashion rental market.

First, the respondents emphasized that there has recently been an 
increase in consumer desire for sustainable solutions in the fashion rental 
market. However, they also noted that, in comparison to the United States, 
the Italian fashion rental market is still in its infancy. Because American 
consumers were accustomed to renting items for daily use from the time 
they started college, the fashion rental business was born in the US. As 
emphasized by the CEO of Dress You Can, in the US and the UK many 
brands and retailers, such as H&M, have already entered the fashion rental 
market by directly promoting rental subscriptions or relying on other pre-
existing platforms. 

Additionally, during the interviews, the CEOs mentioned that, with 
the recent launch of the Italian brand Twinset’s capsule collections of 
rental clothing in stores and online, there was a new awareness of rental 
as a distribution channel, a tool of innovation, and a way to monetize 
opportunity. They concluded that this was a definite indication that the 
luxury fashion market in Italy was finally ready to change.

From a commercial standpoint, concerning the opportunities offered 
by fashion rental from a business perspective, the CEO of Dress You Can 
highlighted the fact that fashion rental presents a new distribution model 
for the future that has the ability to address many issues fashion retailers are 
currently facing related to e-commerce, in addition to helping to protect 
the environment. The concerns of luxury fashion retailers, for instance, 
include the need to turn frequently to discounts to clear out unsold 
product inventories, high return rates, complicated return processes, and 
associated reimbursements. Using fashion rental services would help to 
limit these problems. Additionally, fashion rental provides a platform for 
interacting with clients online by making recommendations or planning 
events, and, from the perspective of young designers, for reaching out 
to first-time customers who might then become future buyers. All of the 
CEOs who participated in the interviews stated that huge luxury fashion 
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companies may be interested in using fashion rental services since, in 
addition to reducing waste, they might reach a wider audience of customers 
who would otherwise be unable to purchase luxury brand clothing. 

However, as reported by the CEOs, there are a variety of obstacles to the 
successful establishment of a fashion rental service from an entrepreneurial 
standpoint. Two initial barriers for entrepreneurs are represented by the 
initial expensive investment required to establish the selection of luxury 
fashion items for rent, and the slower rate of return due to the limited rental 
rates, making a return on the complete investment reliant on the quantity 
of rentals. Additionally, the third CEO emphasized how renting fashion 
differs logistically from buying it; clothes may be ordered in advance, 
shipped for a 24-hour trial, returned after four days, and frequently altered 
to fit the customer’s body perfectly, before being handled by seamstresses 
and dry cleaners who assess any damage and get the clothes ready for the 
next rental. Given the importance of logistics timeframes in fashion rental, 
even minor delays when a garment is borrowed for a special occasion 
could pose serious problems for a customer. Therefore, as the second CEO 
noted, choosing the best logistics partners becomes a strategic choice, 
particularly in peer-to-peer platforms where the company serves just as a 
facilitator and the courier must quickly collect the item from the user and 
bring it back to the renter. Additionally, insurance coverage, deposits and 
reimbursements are crucial for a fashion rental business, since they give 
clients the security of knowing that expensive clothes will be protected in 
the event of accidental damage. The CEO of Dress You Can also pointed 
out that getting the necessary information technology to run a booking 
system, which is essential for effectively controlling the flow of clothing 
rentals, could represent another barrier.

Each interview ended with a discussion of the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic. All the CEOs who were interviewed agreed that the pandemic 
had caused an economic catastrophe in the fashion retail sector, which 
had contracted by 27-30% in 2020 because of skipped seasons and 
enormous amounts of unsold merchandise. Through lockdowns and the 
postponement of fashion-related events, the Covid-19 pandemic also had 
a detrimental impact on fashion rental businesses. However, as the second 
CEO emphasized, the Covid-19 pandemic also helped to centre the fashion 
system around the value of sustainability, intensifying the conversation 
about how the fashion sector affects the environment. Furthermore, it shed 
light on the contemporary problem of over-consumption and excessive 
production, which have, in part, distorted the true essence of fashion. As 
affirmed by the third CEO, fast fashion is no longer considered an eco-
friendly option, and luxury fashion brands still remain out of reach, which 
is where luxury fashion resale and rental might be useful.

4.2 Twinset and the Please Don’t Buy project

The CEO of Twinset, Alessandro Varisco, began the interview by 
outlining the history of the Please Don’t Buy initiative and the Italian 
fashion rental market. According to reports, even though the Italian 
market for fashion rentals is growing and appears promising, it is still very 
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small in comparison to the market in the Anglo-Saxon world. Numerous 
systemic factors, such as the spread of online shopping, a rise in consumer 
interest in environmental and social sustainability issues, and a shift in 
consumer preferences from owning physical goods to experiencing them, 
could further support the growth of luxury fashion rental in Italy.

Alessandro Varisco’s inspiration to launch a fashion rental service 
came while watching a Netflix movie at the end of 2018. In this movie, a 
female lawyer complained that she had a wardrobe full of identical black 
clothes for professional purposes, not to mention that these goods could 
have filled the entire house. The CEO claimed that he had the following 
idea at the time: ‘Since you can rent anything these days, why not provide 
the option of renting high-quality, entirely made-in-Italy dresses directly 
from the manufacturer?’ As a result, the idea of a luxury fashion rental 
initiative emerged, and in September 2019, in eight of its flagship Italian 
stores (in Milan, Rome, Bari, Turin, Orio al Serio and Verona), Twinset 
placed specific corners for the Please Don’t Buy project.

Within these stores, the Please Don’t Buy brand started to set out 
regular capsule collections of goods for special occasions like ceremonies, 
birthday parties, or evening events. In 2020, the Please Don’t Buy website 
expanded to offer an online platform for fashion renting in Italy. 

The Please Don’t Buy rental service was initially created for Generation 
Z, or young women between the ages of 18 and 24, who at the time made 
up 5% of Twinset’s client base. In fact, the CEO of Twinset claimed that 
young women frequently purchased clothing from fast fashion retailers 
because they lacked the resources to purchase high-end luxury outfits 
made of precious materials like cashmere and silk. With a fashion rental 
service, they would have the option to wear and admire exceptional high-
quality fashion goods with a retail value from €900 to €3,000, over four 
consecutive days, by paying a limited rental price of between €40 and €90. 
However, even in 2019, the Please Don’t Buy project aimed to produce 
capsule collections for women who were more mature. In fact, the attitudes 
and opinions of consumers about renting rather than purchasing clothing 
differed across different market segments. Generations Y and Z were quick 
to benefit from this new consumption model, whereas baby boomers were 
more cautious.

Currently the customer base of Please Don’t Buy is cross-generational, 
even including older ladies. Even though Generation Z continues to 
represent the company’s core market, and is primarily reached by marketing 
communications distributed on social media platforms like Instagram 
and through involving relevant young influencers, adult women are also 
regular customers, and rent clothing for special occasions like ceremonies, 
parties, or evening dates. In general, the advantages of the Please Don’t Buy 
offer are shared by all customer segments, providing them with the chance 
to engage in a more sustainable form of consumption - with less buying 
and less overproduction - and to have access, at advantageous prices, to 
haute couture items produced in Italy by a renowned company already 
known throughout the world for its style and high quality.

The CEO of Twinset claimed that the Please Don’t Buy collections are 
available in a range of sizes to fit different women’s bodies, and ‘this means 
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being democratic for Twinset’. It is also fascinating to note that most clients 
return to rent additional items after their initial rental because they are very 
pleased with their first luxury fashion rental experience. The Please Don’t 
Buy collections are refreshed every six months and are distinct from those 
of the Twinset brand. The capsule collections are currently created by an 
internal team of designers, but the company also plans to produce capsule 
collections with other renowned fashion designers in the future.

The Please Don’t Buy project required a shift in Twinset’s corporate 
culture, as was explained during the interview, because offering customers 
a rental option was very different from selling fashion items. Next, cross-
functional investments were required for logistics, information systems, 
manufacturing, and exhibition spaces in the stores, among other areas. 
Additionally, marketing communication was crucial for raising consumer 
knowledge of the presence of the new rental service. Finally, staff training 
was conducted inside Twinset’s stores to instruct store managers about how 
best to present the premium fashion rental service to clients.

According to the CEO of Twinset, the following characteristics set 
the Please Don’t Buy rental service apart from conventional online rental 
models: items from Please Don’t Buy are always cleaned and sterilized so 
that they remain in outstanding condition, may be tried on in-store, and 
come directly from the Twinset manufacturer. In fact, in order to have 
complete control over the high-end fashion products, Twinset has set up 
an internal laundry service and seamstress studio for minor repairs, in 
addition to a dedicated team and a logistics organization for renting out 
clothes.

At the conclusion of the interview, when asked about the effect of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the future development plans for Please Don’t Buy, 
Alessandro Varisco noted that the fashion retail industry was one of the 
industries most severely affected by the pandemic, which disrupted several 
seasons. However, the pandemic gave Twinset the chance to reconsider 
certain aspects of its fashion rental operations within the organization. 
Since many consumers had financial issues connected to their disposable 
income during the Covid-19 emergency, a rental service was able to provide 
them with the chance to continue to have access to high-quality fashion at 
an affordable price.

Regarding the future, Twinset plans to introduce new items to its Please 
Don’t Buy offer in order to cover more fashion occasions, like job interviews 
and business events. Additionally, future opportunities being considered 
relate to the idea of opening little stores solely for the Please Don’t Buy line 
and expanding the fashion rental service to other countries. 

5. Discussion

The results enable a deeper comprehension of the function played by 
fashion rental as a fresh alternative channel in the fashion retail sector. 
The interviews revealed that the fashion rental market, though still in its 
infancy, appears promising, as evidenced by the predicted high rates of 
growth (Statista, 2022). The interviews with three CEOs of fashion rental 
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enterprises highlighted the fact that certain high-end fashion brands have 
chosen to launch a rental effort in addition to their usual retail operations. 
Because of this, in their opinion, fashion rental represents a ‘distribution 
channel, monetization opportunity, and innovation tool’ for fashion 
companies. 

According to previous research, fashion rental satisfies consumers’ 
needs to wear a fashionable garment or accessory for a particular event 
(Lang et al., 2019; Lee and Chow, 2020; McNeill and Venter, 2019). 
Customers can choose to rent a fashion item from Please Don’t Buy or 
another fashion rental business so that they can wear something distinctive 
at a specific event and avoid wearing a dress that has already been seen at 
other events (Lang et al., 2019; McKinney and Shin, 2016; McNeill and 
Venter, 2019), or choose to save money by renting an item whose high 
cost means that it would otherwise be out of their price range (Armstrong 
et al., 2015; Park and Armstrong, 2019). Thus, regardless of the specific 
motivation, fashion rental represents, for customers, a channel for access 
to a special fashion item. Additionally, every CEO who participated in the 
study viewed renting clothing as a sustainable form of consumption that 
can contribute to a more sustainable future because it causes less waste and 
environmental harm than manufacturing.

This is in line with past research on the role of fashion rental in the 
pathway towards sustainability (Braithwaite, 2018; Johnson and Plepys, 
2021) and in allowing for more circular thinking about fashion (Machado 
et al., 2019). Additionally, as demonstrated in other studies (Botsman 
and Rogers, 2010; Cristini et al., 2017), consumers are shifting away from 
owning tangible products and moving towards more lived experiences. In 
response to the various needs of consumers that cannot be met through 
the purchase of items, fashion rental denotes a new and sustainable 
channel that is an alternative to fashion retail. A well-known high-end 
fashion brand like Twinset uses the fashion rental channel in addition to 
and collaterally with its traditional retail operations.

These findings contribute to the academic literature on channel 
theory and retailing (Lewison, 1997; Rosenberg, 1993; Stern and Reve, 
1980) by showing that marketing channels serve purposes beyond their 
mere economic and sales functions. In fact, the prior academic literature 
about the channel theory described choosing a channel as a financial 
decision to sell goods (Lewison, 1997; Rosenberg, 1993) by bridging the 
gap between production and consumption (Stern and Reve, 1980), and 
minimizing distribution costs (Stern, 1969). It becomes clear, instead, 
from this case study that Twinset created its fashion rental service as a 
new, cutting-edge channel to address the challenges of a competitive, 
dynamic, and increasingly uncertain fashion retail environment. In this 
case, a new rental channel that nevertheless permits the gap between 
production and consumption to be bridged, although for a limited time 
and without an ownership transfer, is integrated with the traditional retail 
role of a marketing channel. Additionally, Twinset increased its customer 
base by launching the innovative Please Don’t Buy project, because it 
attracted women of all ages who were interested in renting a dress for a 
special occasion as well as Generation Z clients, who still represent the 
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core segment of its rental service. Thus, with the Please Don’t Buy channel, 
Twinset has been forward-looking and has been able to achieve a market 
expansion that overcomes the potential cannibalization effect of the rental 
channel compared to that of its retail channel, in line with previous research 
(Feng et al., 2020). 

Since 2019, with the exception of the pandemic period, Twinset has 
organized events to attract young women interested in renting a Please Don’t 
Buy dress, frequently featuring special guests like Instagram influencers 
with a large following among Generation Z. This confirms Shrivastava et 
al.’s (2021) observation that the use of micro-celebrities on Instagram can 
facilitate customer involvement in fashion rental.

An established fashion company can leverage its strengths as a reliable 
and well-known brand (which act as a guarantee of the new project), its 
specific marketing or manufacturing skills already developed within the 
organization, or its extensive network of physical stores and omni-channel 
strategy to develop a luxury fashion rental channel. However, as the CEO of 
Twinset emphasized in relation to the Please Don’t Buy project, developing 
a fashion rental initiative is very different from fashion retail. For this 
reason, at Twinset, a change in the corporate culture was required, which 
was followed by the reconfiguration of some processes and the creation of 
new ones with specific investments. 

Even during the interviews with the three CEOs of fashion rental 
enterprises, the crucial aspect of creating strong network partnerships with 
other designers, insurance advisors, and particularly logistics partners 
emerged as one of the primary concerns related to starting a fashion rental 
business (beyond the high level of financial resources required to set up a 
digital platform, open a store, if necessary, and acquire a luxury fashion 
assortment). In fact, logistic times and deliveries become strategic in 
fashion rental if the service is to be properly provided.

These findings not only confirm but also extend previous research 
on fashion rental development among start-ups (Adam et al., 2018). In 
fact, it has been observed that new enterprises must develop network 
relationships with external partners if they are to be successful (Adam et 
al., 2018), but also that large companies must trigger a cultural change 
within their organization when they introduce an additional fashion rental 
channel alongside the existing fashion retail one. In addition, as the CEO 
of Dress You Can noted, by developing a new fashion rental channel high-
end fashion companies might avoid some of the problems seen during the 
Covid-19 outbreak. The Covid-19 pandemic led to an increase in online 
orders as well as a rise in item returns (and associated refunds), which 
is a crucial problem for both fashion companies and the environment. 
Even fashion companies had to deal with the expense of restocking and 
reprocessing these online orders (Stöcker et al., 2021). 

Finally, as every CEO mentioned, despite the fact that the Covid-19 
pandemic produced serious health, economic, and social issues, it 
helped to raise consumer and fashion industry awareness of the need for 
environmental and social sustainability (Hagel, 2020; Li et al., 2022). It 
could also be argued that the pandemic increased the number of customers 
who shifted away from owning fashion items and accessories in favour of 
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experiences (Cristini et al., 2017), and that these new consumption trends 
will drive fashion retailers to revise their service mix. This suggests that 
fashion rental channels could develop even more rapidly in the future.

6. Conclusion

The aim of this research was to examine fashion rental as a new and 
innovative channel in the fashion retail industry and, because there were 
no prior studies on this aspect, a qualitative research design was used. First, 
semi-structured interviews with the CEOs and founders of three fashion 
rental enterprises were conducted to ascertain their perspectives on the 
fashion rental market in Italy. These interviews also sought to identify the 
potential, the challenges, and the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. Next, 
the Please Don’t Buy initiative by Twinset was the subject of a case study 
that used a business perspective to look at a high-end fashion brand that 
had created a fashion rental channel as a complement to its existing retail 
channel. The results allow for a greater comprehension of the fundamental 
elements of fashion rental as a new channel, whose development can be 
connected to the appearance of new consumption patterns in the fashion 
retail sector that were exacerbated by the Covid-19 issue (Becker-Leifhold, 
2018; Hagel, 2020). 

This study presents the following theoretical contributions. First and 
foremost, the findings contribute to the existing academic literature on 
channel theory and retailing (e.g., Bucklin, 2015; Kozlenkova et al., 2015; 
Lewison, 1997; Peterson and Balasubramanian, 2002; Rosenberg, 1993; 
Watson et al., 2015) by demonstrating, for the first time, that fashion rental 
is a new and innovative channel alongside traditional retail channels in 
the fashion retail industry. The Twinset case study demonstrates how a 
reputable and well-established fashion company made the decision to 
create, alongside its traditional retail channel, a new rental channel that 
allowed it to reach a larger audience and bridge the gap between production 
and consumption (Stern and Reve, 1980) without a transfer of ownership. 
This could represent a useful and valuable response for fashion retailers 
to the new problems posed by a dynamic fashion retail environment and 
consumers’ new sustainable consumption patterns. Although the number 
of well-known fashion retailers launching rental channels is still limited, 
the acknowledged existence of new consumption patterns of fashion 
customers means that similar channels are expected to grow. Therefore, it 
becomes reasonable to consider whether the retail channels will continue 
to remain predominant in the fashion context or whether, in the long term, 
they might be partially replaced by the new rental channels. Second, by 
investigating fashion rental as a new channel from a business perspective, 
this paper contributes towards filling a gap in the fashion rental academic 
literature, since this had primarily examined attitudes and motivations for 
participating in fashion rental from a customer perspective (Armstrong et 
al., 2015; Lang et al., 2019; Lee and Huang, 2020; Jain et al., 2022), while 
the business perspective (Adam et al., 2018; Arrigo, 2022; Feng et al., 2020; 
Holtstrom et al., 2019) has remained very underdeveloped.
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The study has also managerial implications for established luxury 
fashion retailers that might prioritize achieving service levels that are 
consistent with customers’ expectations. The Twinset Please Don’t Buy case 
study illustrates the opportunities and challenges associated with creating a 
fashion rental channel addressed to the final customer (in a BtoC context) 
or through a collaboration with existing fashion rental enterprises (in 
a BtoB context). In both scenarios, companies would be able to expand 
their market, either by attracting clients who are more interested in 
living experiences than in buying specific products or by attracting new 
customers who cannot afford to buy luxury fashion items. Additionally, 
there are managerial implications for new start-ups that might benefit from 
the insights highlighted in this study before entering the market for fashion 
rentals. 

To conclude, one limitation of this study is the empirical evidence, 
which is restricted to a limited number of interviews and one case study, 
making the findings not generalizable. However, acknowledging the novelty 
of fashion rental in Italy, the qualitative research methods employed in this 
study seem to allow a deeper understanding of the fashion rental channel. 
As new fashion rental services are likely to be introduced in the future by 
other fashion companies, further research might be undertaken to support 
these initial findings.
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