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Buy Second
Hand
A parcel arrives, the packaging goes in the bin, and the new thing joins all the other things we own, many of them barely used. In 2007, Annie Leonard released The Story of Stuff, a short film, later a book, that traced the hidden journey of the things we buy: from extraction and production to distribution, use and disposal. Most of an object's footprint is created before it ever reaches us, so the greenest thing is usually the one that already exists. This workbook asks you to look at what you buy, and to commit to the next three things you will change.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except a look around your home, your recent orders and receipts, and a few minutes of browsing.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one kind of thing you often buy new. It might be clothes, phones and laptops, furniture, children's toys, books, tools or kitchen equipment. Choose an everyday category you buy regularly, not a one-off. You'll carry that one category through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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Buy Second Hand  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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The idea at the heart of this workbook is the materials economy, as described by Annie Leonard in her 2007 film The Story of Stuff and her 2010 book of the same name. Leonard traced how the things we buy move through five stages — extraction, production, distribution, consumption and disposal — and showed that the costs at each stage are mostly hidden from the person at the till.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim. The price tag tells you almost nothing about what a thing really cost. By the time a new product reaches you, most of its environmental damage has already been done, and buying new simply orders another one.
Most of the footprint comes first. Mining, farming, manufacturing and shipping create most of the carbon, water use and pollution linked to everyday goods. For many electronics, more carbon is emitted making them than in all the years of using them. A second-hand item has already paid that cost, and using it longer spreads it further.
Second hand only counts if it replaces new. Buying second hand helps when it means one less new thing is made. If cheap second-hand finds simply add to what we own, the benefit shrinks. The question to ask is: “Would I otherwise have bought this new?”
Things are made to be replaced. Leonard described two kinds of obsolescence: products designed to break or become outdated, and products that still work but feel out of date because fashion has moved on. Recognising the second kind is half the battle; most of what we replace still works.
Know where to look. Charity shops, online marketplaces, auction sites, car boot sales, refurbished electronics with a warranty, and free reuse networks all offer good second-hand goods. Libraries of things let you borrow tools and equipment you'd only use occasionally, so you don't need to own them at all.
Buy safely. Most second-hand goods are perfectly safe, but take care with a few. Check electrical items work and have intact cables and plugs. Avoid second-hand child car seats and cycle helmets unless you know their full history, because damage may not be visible. Check product recall lists for larger items.
Pass it on. Second-hand only works if things keep moving. Sell, swap, donate or give away what you no longer use while it's still useful, repair what's broken, and buy things that will last long enough to be someone else's second-hand find.
The practical use of The Story of Stuff is a running order for every purchase. First ask whether you need it at all. Then ask whether you could borrow, rent or repair instead. If you do need to buy, look second hand first. Only then buy new, choosing something that will last and can be repaired. And when you're finished with it, pass it on.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the category you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below over the coming week. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe your buying. List the things in your chosen category you've bought in the last six months. How many were new, and how many second hand? Why did you buy each one, and how often do you use it now? Score how often you look second hand first, from 1 (never) to 10 (always).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Trace one item's story. Pick one new item you bought recently. What is it made from, where were those materials extracted, where was it made, and how far did it travel to you? How long will it last, and where will it end up?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make a wish list. Write down the next five things you expect to buy in this category. For each, note whether you could do without it, borrow it, rent it, repair what you have, or buy it second hand.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Go hunting. Choose one item from your wish list and look for it in at least three second-hand places: a charity shop, an online marketplace, a refurbisher or a free reuse network. Compare price, condition and any warranty with buying it new. What did you find?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Name the barriers. What makes buying second hand harder for you: time, trust, hygiene, sizes, warranties, how it looks to others, or buying gifts? For each barrier, write one way around it.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions: one you will do this week, one rule you'll follow for the rest of this year, and one bigger change, such as joining a library of things or setting up a swap with friends. Name anyone else involved and when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How certain are you that your plan will stick?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Charity shops receive more donated clothing than they can sell, and much of the surplus is shipped abroad. Is donating our old things really solving the problem, or just moving it?
1. Second hand used to carry a stigma; now vintage is fashionable. Does it matter why people buy second hand, as long as they do?
1. Could cheap second-hand shopping encourage people to buy more than they need? How would you tell the difference between reuse and just more consumption?
1. Is giving a second-hand gift thoughtful or mean? What would it take for second-hand gifts to feel just as special as new ones?
1. If everyone bought far less new, jobs in manufacturing and shops would be affected. What should a fair transition look like?
1. Should manufacturers be required to make products that last longer and are easier to repair and resell? Who would gain and who would lose?
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Part three  ·  Questions for discussion
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the tracing and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees your stuff differently — and who might swap, lend, mend or pass things on with you.

	Share your finds online
Join an online climate action community and post your best second-hand finds and your three-step plan. Others will share their favourite shops, sites and tricks for finding good quality, and will help you resist buying new.
	
	Find people near you
Look for a library of things, repair café, swap shop or free reuse group near you. Organise a clothes, toy or book swap with friends, colleagues or neighbours. Get to know your local charity shops and what they need.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is general guidance. Check second-hand electrical items and safety equipment carefully, and look up product recalls before you buy.
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