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Abstract

This research brings in the voice of underserved and

underrepresented women of various racial or ethnic

origins and social classes, who have differing buying

powers, sexual orientations, body shapes, and physical

appearances, into the conversation of fashion diversity.

Through a qualitative inquiry with 38 semi-structured

in-depth interviews, the researchers analyzed the con-

sumption experiences of diverse women to expose what

the fashion scene is lacking. The study's main contribu-

tion is the depiction of overlooked diversity categories

in fashion, such as the non-White and non-Black

women of color, women of average sizes, and women

with characteristics that the fashion industry has long

seen as flaws. For women's physical and psychological

well-being, the authors of this study hope to lead fash-

ion producers and researchers into a new era of diver-

sity and minimize certain consumer groups' exclusion

through discrimination, isolation, and segregation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The shift of clothing from purely functional to fashion with expressive capacities has morphed
dress into a tool used to establish and convey multiple meanings concerning identity and cul-
ture (Smith, 2012). Although many differences exist between people globally in terms of culture,
tradition, fashion, and aesthetics, these differences have been assimilated by the fashion and
beauty industries due to the influence of globalization. The Westernization of fashion and
beauty has eroded beauty standards for women other than Caucasians (Isa & Kramer, 2003).
Mainstream fashion media establish beauty standards, which include a narrow face with high
eyebrows; large, round, light-colored eyes; high cheekbones; a thin and small nose; bigger and
fuller lips; and straight hair (Cunningham et al., 1995). These features are also associated with
Whiteness, such as having lighter skin (Taylor, 1999). Furthermore, thinness is seen as a prereq-
uisite for feminine beauty (Mussell et al., 2000). As a result, women who fall outside the beauty
standards, particularly those who have historically been socially stigmatized (Scaraboto &
Fischer, 2013), are neglected in the fashion industry.

Although researchers from various academic disciplines, including sociology, psychology,
and fashion theory, have investigated the concept of diversity in fashion, the main focus has
been on the racial and size diversity of models on the catwalk and in mainstream media
(e.g., Mcdermott & Pettijohn II, 2011; Mears, 2010; Schopf, 2016). The meaning of diversity in
fashion has become stuck between discussions of White versus Black and skinny versus plus
sized, and a holistic consumer research with a diverse sample still does not exist.

Nearly all of the very few consumer studies on race and size diversity that have been con-
ducted have underlined the need for more studies on the experiences of diverse consumer
groups (e.g., Christel, 2014; Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013; Shin, 2013). Following this lead, our
study examines the experiences of a greater range of female fashion consumers—not only in
terms of body size and skin color, but also ethnicity, age and sexual orientation. Specifically,
this study aims to answer the question: Regarding diversity, based on the experiences of female
consumers, what are the deficiencies in the contemporary fashion scene, and how these gaps
and shortcomings affect women? The fashion notion is discussed in more detail in the following
sections, but it is important to also note here that this study concentrates solely on modern
apparel and beauty/cosmetic routines (including makeup, hair, and skin care).

Women who are underserved lack access to products that meet their needs. For example,
two-thirds of Americans are plus size. According to the New York Times, annual spending on
larger-sized clothing accounts for barely 16% of sales in the $112 billion US apparel market
(McKinnon, 2018). This is due to a scarcity of supplies. This also implies that plus size con-
sumers do not have as many choices as their standard size counterparts. Even when the indus-
try tries to cater to this consumer group, clothing tends to be less stylish because most attention
is focused on apparel designed for standard size consumers (Colls, 2004). Therefore, this study
is not just concerned with representation in terms of being able to see similar images of oneself
in fashion magazines and advertising or on runways, but also with being properly served by the
fashion market.

Our research's novelty derives from outlining the fashion consumption experiences of a
divergent group of women who have not been studied before as listed above. The contextual
limitations of the previous studies that did not employ a broad enough sample in terms of diver-
sity allow this research to reveal the previously overlooked dynamics. In terms of originality
and phenomenological contribution, studying a broader diversity sample allows us to better

2 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK

 17456606, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joca.12504 by T

he U
niversity O

f T
exas R

io G
rande V

allley, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/02/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



define fashion diversity and understand the fashion consumption experiences of underrepre-
sented and underserved women.

As the fashion industry has mainly targeted women throughout history, women have strug-
gled for the burden of fitting in with the ideal beauty norms, more than men (Barnard, 2002).
Therefore, we limited our study with the experiences of a diverse group of underrepresented
and underserved women, with differing buying power, of various racial and ethnic origins,
social classes, lifestyle characteristics, sexual orientations, body shapes, and physical appear-
ances. Based on these consumers' experiences, we aim to extend the conversation on diversity
and reveal areas of lack in today's fashion scene. By doing so, we hope to lead consumer
researchers and industry professionals into a more inclusive conversation, and bring in the
voice of underrepresented and underserved female consumers.

The following sections introduce fashion as the context of this research, the overall problem,
and the problem's significance in consumer research. To tighten the focus, we define the con-
cept of fashion and its scope in this study. After a thorough review of the previous studies on
the discriminatory practices in the fashion industry, a brief synthesis of the literature followed
by the literature gap and the contribution of this research are presented. Then, we delve into
explaining the methodology, the data collection, and the analysis processes. After revealing the
findings on the experiences of a broader range of diverse women in fashion, we conclude with
the phenomenological contributions, practical implications, and future research suggestions.

2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 | The significance of fashion as the research context

As a result of modern consumers' desires for products to invent and reinvent their identities
(Gabriel & Lang, 1995), fashion took on a new meaning, becoming all about belonging, being
noticed, and self-expression (Adam & Galinsky, 2012). The primary function of self-expression
is to identify the nature of a social situation (Goffman, 1959), facilitate social interaction, mini-
mize social conflict, and relieve societal tension (DePaulo et al., 1996). The desire to obtain
financial and social rewards (or avoid economic and social losses) drives another function of
self-expression (Jones, 1990, p. 175). Furthermore, self-expression is self-construction, which
involves forming a unique identity for oneself (Baumeister, 1982; Rosenberg, 1979), and self-
verification, which consists in confirming an already established identity through specific con-
sumption patterns (Swann, 1990).

Smith (1990) suggests that consumers subvert and re-appropriate current fashion trends by
imagining, perceiving, presenting, and crafting a distinct positive identity using raw materials
or the basis of outstanding pieces in their closet (Guy & Banim, 2000). This concept is referred
to as “flourishing style crafting” by Baron (2013, p. 9), which is defined as “consciously
investing time and effort in visually communicating our strengths, goals, tastes, and physical
assets to the world.” According to identity theorists, clothing is a kind of self-expression that
reflects our character and impacts how others perceive our attitudes and behaviors, as well as
how we perceive ourselves (e.g., Johnson & Downing, 1979; Zimbardo, 1969). Therefore, the
seductiveness and importance of fashion as a research context derive from its power to offer
consumers the possibility of becoming different, more attractive, or more potent through social
and characteristic indicators (Crane, 2012).

CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK 3
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Since fashion presents such creative self-expression tools, it is especially important for indi-
viduals who have been marginalized due to factors such as gender, class, sexuality, race, and
ethnicity (Wilson, 1985). As a result, it is critical to document underrepresented women's con-
sumption practices by situating their everyday experiences with their bodies, selves, and identi-
ties at the center of the fashion context.

2.2 | The fashion concept

Before proceeding with the literature review on the lack of diversity in fashion, it is crucial to
define “fashion” and its connotations in this study. Although several scholars tried to define
fashion, still today, there is no stand-alone definition. In the twentieth century, the term con-
sisted of all consumer goods, and things worn or applied on the bodies (Baudrillard, 1993). For
instance, the fashion theorists Roach-Higgins and Eicher (1992) defined “fashion” as an assem-
blage of direct modifications of the body, which includes activities such as hair styling, skin col-
oring, tattooing, scarification and cicatrisation, ear piercing, breath scenting and hygienic
activities, and supplements to the body by adding items such as garments, jewelry, and accesso-
ries. Therefore, Barnard (2002) suggested that all these practices are part of fashion, cannot be
distinguished from each other and cannot be studied separately, apart from their relations to
one another. However, historically, fashion has been associated mainly with clothing and per-
sonal adornment (body altering and enhancing practices), which are important tools for con-
structing one's desired look (Davis, 1992). Thus, in studying fashion diversity, the scope of this
empirical research is narrowed down and limited to cosmetic products for makeup, hair and
skin practices, and especially modern apparel.

2.3 | Lack of diversity in fashion

The overwhelming lack of representation of women who do not possess the specific qualities
defined by the standards of the fashion and beauty industries causes a significant disparity and
results in tremendous struggle for minorities and other women. A thorough review of the litera-
ture on fashion diversity reveals six major categories related to the lack of diversity in fashion:
(1) social class, (2) body image, (3) race and ethnicity, (4) age, (5) limited abilities, and (6) sex
and gender. In the next sub-sections, we briefly present these categories.

2.3.1 | Social class

Historically, dress has been a tool to display privilege and distinctions between social classes
(Ewen, 1985). The fashion industry's ambition to separate superior high-end fashion from the
lower-end mass market has always been prevalent. The high-end market has been considered
as the editorial look with high prices and the small elite segment being the primary target while
the undervalued mass-market fashion has been regarded as the commercial look with afford-
able prices and wide availability to the larger population (Mears, 2011). If lower-income individ-
uals are willing to spend their limited funds on aspirational purchases from the editorial world,
they have the chance to participate in the high-end fashion market. However, eventually, due

4 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK
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to their financial limitations, these lower-income individuals cannot participate in fashion to
the same extent as those in the upper class (Schopf, 2016).

Fast fashion, which is currently dominating the fashion industry, is argued to diffuse the
fashionable look to mass consumers, even to lower-income classes, by offering low-cost clothing
collections that imitate the current luxury fashion trends (Joy et al., 2012). However, to access a
cheaper version of high fashion does not necessarily provide the elite look. Elite groups that are
affiliated with the editorial look often wear the perfect fitted apparel, expensive fabrics, high
fashion brand name clothing and accessories, such as shoes, handbags, eyeglasses, and watches
(Schopf, 2016) while mass consumers can only afford the cheaper and lower quality versions of
fashionable products offered by fast fashion brands. Therefore, mass consumers do not really
have access to high fashion due to budgetary concerns; social class differences are still promi-
nent, and the fashion industry's ambition to separate superior high-end fashion from the lower-
end mass market is persistent. Furthermore, fast fashion industry is also known to negatively
influence consumer welfare by creating artificial newness and obsolescence, by putting an
emphasis on material values, and by promoting idealized fashion beauty images, which, for
many, result in reduced self-esteem, body image distortions, and reduced quality of life
(Ozdamar Ertekin & Atik, 2020).

Regarding appearance, White and ultra-thin bodies are considered the editorial look, which
is exclusively populated with middle- to upper-class consumers and producers. A stylish look,
through haircut, makeup, perfectly lined-up teeth, and particularly a slender body, became
more of a social class signifier than the dress itself. On the other hand, the commercial look is
identified with the mass market and associated with the diversity of multiples races, classes,
and body types (Schopf, 2016). Mears (2011) defined the commercial look as “slightly older,
slightly more racially diverse, and ever so slightly fuller in figure” (p. 178). Therefore, fashion
industry, whether fast fashion or high fashion, still promotes social class distinction, and the
above-mentioned sharp contrast of the commercial and editorial looks leads to the next area
that lacks diversity in fashion and discussed in the next section.

2.3.2 | Body image

The fashion industry is one of the most size/weight-biased institutions against fatness. Such
biases include the limited presentation of larger bodies in fashion magazines, windows, adver-
tisements, and runway shows; isolated plus-sized clothing sections in top or basement levels of
retail stores; and dressing rooms that are designed for small-sized consumers (Colls, 2004).
Through glamorized interpretations, the world of fashion presents beauty ideals that are fasci-
nating for consumers while promoting instructions for weight management and physical
appearance, and reinforcing these ideals as essential for women's self-esteem and social success
(e.g., Thompson & Haytko, 1997; Wolf, 2002).

The availability of well-fitted female clothing for different body shapes and proportions is
another problem (Howarton & Lee, 2010). As body shape is directly related to the fit of apparel
products (Park et al., 2009), it is inevitable that consumers who do not possess the standardized,
ready-to-wear body shape and proportions will have fitting concerns. Varying body shapes and
dimensions among women result from age, gain or loss of body weight, diet and lifestyle
changes, and ethnicity (Lee et al., 2007). Although women's body shape, size, proportions, and
appearance range dramatically between different races and ethnicities (Lee et al., 2007), apparel

CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK 5
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manufacturers primarily produce women's clothing that fit solely to the Western standard
(a healthy-thin body) (Rice, 2010) or ideal figure (Makhanya et al., 2014).

In the fashion industry, the word “ideal” refers to desirable body shapes as a “standard of
perfection” (Business Bliss Consultants FZE, 2018). From the Gibson girl figure of 1910 through
the Hollywood starlet figure (small waist) of the 1950s to the super model figure of the 1980s,
each decade witnessed the idealization of different body shapes. Since 2010, the ideal body form
got inspired from the Kardashians and has been “bootylicious,” which involves having a large
bottom and a tiny waist (Grogan, 2017). More specifically, the “ideal” woman is 50500 tall, weighs
between 121 and 130 pounds, and has a 25 or 26-inch waist (Hoff & Hancock, 2022). These arbi-
trary ideals are promoted by the fashion industry, and women who struggle to adhere to these
rigorous body measurements are set up for body dissatisfaction.

A body that differs in shape and size from the standardized ideal not only experience body
dissatisfaction but also problems with finding and wearing well-fitted, fashionable clothing
(Park et al., 2009). African American women, for example, often have wrong fitting in the waist
and hips, Hispanic women frequently have improper fitting in the hips, and both Hispanic and
Asian women have fit problems in pants length due to manufacturers' conventional height
assumptions (Shin & Istook, 2007). As evident in literature, there are certain physical character-
istics specific to and sometimes dominant in each ethnic group, which need to be served and
represented separately in the industry.

2.3.3 | Race and ethnicity

Another ongoing global critique toward the fashion industry involves the lack of race and eth-
nic diversity found in the mainstream fashion media. On the runway, the idealization of White-
ness remained constant when it comes to the ethnicity of models. For instance, the proportion
of White models on the runways during the spring 2017 season in New York, London, Paris,
and Milan was 74.6%, while the figure for non-White models was 25.4%. Among the non-White
models, 10.33% were Black, 7% were Asian, 3.36% were Latina, 0.40% were Middle Eastern, and
4.27% belonged to other races and ethnicities (Tai, 2016). A blond-haired, blue-eyed Caucasian
ideal is promoted by the lack of racial and ethnic diversity in the fashion industry (Jones, 2008).
Similar to the majority of fashion models, model bookers and fashion producers are most often
White. Thus, these groups create and reproduce a fashion culture that overwhelmingly values
Whiteness (Schopf, 2016).

Throughout history, and even today, the mainstream culture has overvalued European
female aesthetics while undervaluing and rejecting the aesthetic and beauty of other racial and
ethnic groups, except for the purpose of exoticizing them (Banks, 2000). Women of color are
portrayed “in stereotypical garb, accentuated phenotypic traits, stereotypical contextual cues,
facial traits, body traits or environmental related to racial categorization” in the visual imagery
used by the fashion media to generate a vivid mental picture for the audience (Johnson, 2015,
p. 4). In other words, the media portrayals circulated to our everyday life reinforce cognitive
linkages between women of color and stereotypes (Covert & Dixon, 2008).

According to Johnson (2015), among the 278 fashion magazine covers reviewed, Latinas
and Black women were portrayed with the most hyper-sexualization attributes, such as being
partially and mostly naked in sexy body positions, while Asian women were portrayed with
intensified exoticism stereotypes, such as wearing cultural clothing (e.g., kimonos) and up-do
hairstyles, with fair skin colors in more passive body positions. However, no Indian, Pacific

6 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK
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Islander, or Native American women were featured on the covers of any of the magazines
examined.

The display of models of color in editorial fashion ranges from “looking White” to the oppo-
site end of the spectrum, exoticism (Schopf, 2016). For example, in a 1976 Essence Magazine
article, Marcia Gillespie, the editor-in-chief, defined the ideal image of Black women in the
fashion business by referring to the model, Iman, as “a white woman dipped in chocolate”
(Oliver, 2015). The exotic woman of color depicted, who has White female features in Black
skin, promotes racism by “othering” women of color and implies that a woman of color who
resembles her ethnicity is not desirable.

As a result, the problem of the lack of racial diversity in fashion dramatically influences the
well-being of society as a whole (Padula, 2016). The fashion industry fails to embrace the cultur-
ally diverse world we live in by defining ideal beauty based on a narrow segment of the female
population and by encouraging aesthetic sameness. Women of color of all ages feel left out from
the fashion scene because of the inadequate representation.

2.3.4 | Age: Women over 45

Women are continually bombarded with advertisements and commercials for weight-loss pro-
grams and cosmetic products promoting a younger look (e.g., Bordo, 1993; Wolf, 2002). One of
the most underappreciated consumer segments, which is almost invisible in mainstream fash-
ion, is women over the age of 45. According to The Fashion Spot's (2018) diversity report, the
number of models over 45 who walked the New York, London, Milan, and Paris runways in
spring 2019 was 27, which constituted 3.0% of total castings.

As women age, their bodies undergo physiological changes, such as decreased arm span, sit-
ting height, pelvic breadth, trunk height, skin elasticity, and weight (Schewe, 1988)—changes
that require different designs of fashion garments. However, studies have revealed that mature
women are dissatisfied with brands that offer ready-to-wear ranges because designers tend to
overlook the consumers' changing physique and postures (Holmlund et al., 2011). Although
some retailers have recently recognized this growing market, such as ZARA with its Timeless
collection (Ekall, 2017), 45-plus models have been disregarded in fashion communication cam-
paigns throughout history (Gantz et al., 1980; Greco & Paksoy, 1989; Langmeyer, 1993; Zhou &
Chen, 1992).

Different factors cause the lack of attention to this mature female segment. Marketers asso-
ciate older consumers with negative stereotypes, such as aging, senility, disability, and unattrac-
tiveness (Lee, 1997; Long, 1998; Tunaley et al., 1999), and, therefore, avoid targeting the older
consumer group because this mature market is viewed as a low-value sales opportunity (Nam
et al., 2007). One advertising executive explained the view of how mature consumers offer a
small return on investment with the comment “because they [will]…all die soon” (Miller, 1993).
These negative and stereotypical associations on ageism are unacceptable and call for criticism
from an ethical standpoint.

2.3.5 | Limited abilities and visible differences

Society labels anyone who does not fit the definition of “normal” (Cusforth, 1951). Therefore,
people with disabilities and visible differences carry a burden associated with their physical or

CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK 7
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mental condition due to society's expectations surrounding normalcy (Chan & Lempp, 2018).
This normalcy expectation within social interactions places huge stress on their ability to accept
their condition, which negatively affects their quality of life associated with physical, social, psy-
chological, and financial status (Farquhar, 1995). For instance, people with visible physical dif-
ferences, such as a disfigurement or a scarred/marked face or body from congenital or other
conditions, although not disabled, face a social stigma that results in body dissatisfaction,
depression, and anxiety, which is considered a psychiatric disability under the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) (Swift & Bogart, 2021).

Considering fashion's link with self-confidence, social significance, and emotional empower-
ment, especially for consumers with limited abilities, clothes play an even more critical role in
their relationship with their immediate environment (Entwistle & Wilson, 2001). However, only
a handful of examples in the global fashion industry ensure representation of such individuals
as the faces of runways, brands, magazines, or billboards. For instance, Winnie Harlow became
the first model with vitiligo—a visible skin disorder that causes loss of pigment from random
areas of the skin (Mayo Clinic, n.d.)—to walk in the Victoria's Secret runway show
(Lauriello, 2019) while Madeline Stuart, an 18-year-old Australian with Down syndrome,
became the face of GlossiGirl cosmetics and walked at New York Fashion Week (NYFW) in
September 2015 (Waxman, 2015). It is important to note that NYFW runways did not feature a
model with a disability until Madeline Stuart in 2015 (Burnett, 2018).

People with disabilities are underrepresented and underserved in the market, which acts as
a reminder that they cannot be a part of the mainstream fashion. Developments in adaptive
clothing are still minimal. For instance, among major retailers, Target announced its adaptive
and sensory-friendly clothing line in 2018 (Heasley, 2018), and Tommy Hilfiger launched its
adaptive clothing capsule collection for people with limited physical mobility in 2019
(Hilfiger, 2019). Given adaptive clothing choices are limited in the market, women with disabil-
ities must settle for a small range of available pieces. The lack of choice marginalizes such con-
sumers and forces them to face increased social stigma (Chan & Lempp, 2018).

2.3.6 | Sex and gender

Due to dress' intense intimacy with the body, a profound connection to gender and sexual iden-
tities is created. Wilson (1992) describes this connection as “when fashion underlines sexuality
or when…they go in for gender-bending, many of us may feel threatened and insecure. For
women especially, the exaggerated and often arbitrary standards of “beauty”…can be dis-
empowering and even offensive” (p. 34).

Berger (1972) argues that fashion was primarily the concern of women rather than men
because the creation and maintenance of looks were considered the primary feature of feminin-
ity. Similarly, today, in the twenty-first century, women's fashion considers women as frivolous
and decorative beings, who are not suitable to work in industry and commerce, as are men.
While men's clothing and fashion are reproduced to be ideal for the office and marketplace,
women's fashion and gender identity are still frivolous and decorative (Barnard, 2002).

The conventional fashion styles were designed based on gender identity; however, with the
arrival of genderless fashion trends, masculinity and femininity have diversified (Kim
et al., 2022). Fashion producers recognized the need of consumers to establish and express their
gender identity (Kopf, 2019). While genderless fashion has recently received global attention
from fashion brands, efforts to provide genderless fashion have been inconsistent.

8 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK
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For example, what was once known as the tomboy style, a women's version of menswear, is
renamed as androgynous style that refers to clothing items, which defy traditional “male or
female” gender roles. Men wearing skirts and women wearing ties are two common examples.
According to the psychoanalyst Dianne Elise, gender expression is not always linked to sexual
orientation (Elise, 1999). Any woman may want to adopt a feminine, tomboy, or androgynous
style. However, most retailers ignore the genderless fashion demand and produce the tradi-
tional “Man” and “Woman” styles. Being underserved forces tomboy or androgynous women to
shop from the men's section of a store for more masculine products and to face the challenge of
not finding clothing that is suited to feminine body shape. Lacking gender diversity in fashion
serves as a historical precedent for today's fight for gender equality across the gender range.

On the other hand, the famous fast-fashion brand ZARA made a confusing attempt to be
gender neutral. The Independent noted that ZARA “join[ed] the gender-blending movement by
releasing a 16-piece collection of unisex items including jeans, shirts, sweatshirts, shirts, and
jumpers—all in neutral colors (black, white and grey)” (Illingworth, 2017). The collection was
entitled “unisex” and “ungendered,” however, the clothes were presented only on male and
female, rather than non-binary, models. ZARA's inconsistent attempt suggests that clothes are
still primarily designed for and represented by cisgendered men and women and do not include
LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, or questioning) individuals. Supporting this
inconsistency in the fashion industry, the appearances of openly transgender or non-binary
models in the New York, London, Milan, and Paris spring 2018 runway shows were only 1.3%
(The Fashion Spot, 2017). Thus, there are attempts to promote sexuality and gender diversity in
fashion, but they are still not only insufficient but also misunderstood.

3 | LITERATURE GAP

Previous research on diversity in the consumer research domain has, to a limited extent, studied
fashion diversity in relation to social class, body image, race and ethnicity, sexuality and gender,
age, and disability (e.g., Henry & Caldwell, 2006; Sandikci & Ger, 2010; Scaraboto &
Fischer, 2013) and emphasized the need to better understand underrepresented and under-
served fashion consumers' experiences, challenges, and quests for change.

Moreover, previous studies suggested further research that examines the previously studied
diversity categories in more depth. For instance, as explained in detail previously, most studies
on racial and ethnic diversity have focused on Black versus White. However, there are other
women of color. Also, most studies related to body image have concentrated on plus size versus
thin bodies despite the existence of different body shapes and sizes. Therefore, our study's main
contributions can be listed as the revelation of (1) the fashion consumption experiences of a
much broader range of diverse female consumer groups, (2) the problem of lack of diversity in
fashion and its impact on female consumers, and (3) other diversity types that shed light on
what diversity in fashion truly entails. The following section concentrates on our methodology,
data collection, and analysis techniques.

4 | METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative—precisely hermeneutic (interpretative) phenomenological—
approach that is concerned with generating a broader understanding of how individuals

CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK 9
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perceive a particular situation and their personal and social experiences and with gaining rich
insights into participants' experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Hermeneutic (interpretative) phe-
nomenological approach is especially ideal when investigating sensitive topics such as race, eth-
nicity, gender, physical ability, and appearance to convey minimize distrust toward the research
and the researcher (Davies et al., 2009). Furthermore, empirical dynamics, including but not
limited to individuals' motivations, intentions, and experiences, are not easily accessible
through experiments, surveys, or database modeling (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Since this
study investigates the fashion consumption experiences of a diverse group of women from vari-
ous socioeconomic, racial and ethnic backgrounds, with different sexual orientations, ages, and
body types, a qualitative inquiry was suitable. More precisely, semi-structured in-depth inter-
views, which allowed informants to freely express their thoughts, feelings, experiences, and
motivations were used (Berg, 2001).

A total of 38 semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with a diverse group of
female consumers. The output of this empirical study entailed 25 h of recorded data, which
amounted to 384 pages of transcript. Beforehand, the interview protocols were prepared to help
direct the conversation toward essential topics, formulate the critical questions and necessary
probes. Although the interview guide shed light to the questions for stimulating the conversa-
tion during the interviews, the order of questions was tailored according to each interviewee's
responses and the conversation's natural flow. As recommended by Creswell (1998), each par-
ticipant was informed about the research's nature and purpose beforehand. Additionally, confi-
dentiality and anonymity were assured to create a relationship based on trust, so the
participants could feel at ease revealing personal information. The data were collected and held
anonymously. No identifying information that could link the data to the participants is used in
this paper. Only one of the two researchers performed the interviews. The interviews lasted
between 30 to 90 min and were tape recorded with the interviewees' consent. The recording of
the interviews helped to give full attention to the respondent and ensure that no information
was missed during the interview. The interviews were manually transcribed verbatim. No soft-
ware was used for either transcribing, or analysis of data.

Glaser and Strauss's (1967) stated that almost all qualitative research studies recruit partici-
pants exclusively based on personal ties. Following their supposition, informants were identi-
fied through purposeful sampling. Interviewees were chosen based on their willingness to
participate in the study and their ability to communicate experiences and opinions expressively
and reflectively (Bernard, 2002). After conducting the interviews from researchers' social net-
work, exponential snowball sampling, which allowed to reach the target population, was
employed. Participant selection bias limits data trustworthiness, and, when using purposive and
snowball sampling, generalizability may be a concern (Van Meter, 1990). However, research
has demonstrated that sampling bias can be addressed by obtaining a large enough sample size
so that data is saturated (Atkinson & Flint, 2001). Therefore, each new referral has been investi-
gated until the study reached data saturation (Vogt, 1999). Although we could not reach every
possible diversity group though our snowball sampling, such as women with limited abilities,
our data reached a saturation point within the novel diversity categories we discuss in our find-
ings below. We mention the diversity groups we could not interview as the limitation of our
research and suggestion for future research, in our conclusion.

Even a small sample of in-depth interviews with an emphasis on defining key themes can
provide up to 90% of the information available from a broad collection of interviews, as Zaltman
and Coulter (1995) suggest. Nevertheless, data collection proceeded until rich insight was
obtained to address the research query, and no new concepts or themes arose from the

10 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK
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interviews (Mason, 2002). Table 1 summarizes the profile and the background information of
the participants and the interview durations.

Two researchers, who are also the authors of this article, first independently analyzed the
data, applying some of the most advised steps for qualitative data analysis (e.g., Kvale, 1996).
During the open-coding process, tentative labels were created for themes that emerged from the
data. The major findings of each interview were grouped after the labeling process. During the
axial coding, authors cross-checked the transcripts for similar patterns and irregularities and
grouped the similar themes, which eventually became categories and sub-categories. For
instance, one of the themes that was emerging through the open-coding process was that preg-
nant women could not find stylish and trendy clothing during pregnancy since maternity cloth-
ing tends to be loose-fitting with baby graphics and pastel colors. Through the axial coding
(which is the process of relating open codes of data to each other), we found out that not being
able to look stylish affect pregnant women's self-esteem and this is a shared concern among our
participants who are pregnant, have been pregnant, want to be pregnant, or plan to get preg-
nant. Through the selective coding process, we could then associate this emerging theme with
our research question and observe that pregnant women could be underserved in the fashion
industry.

While examining a mass of raw textual data, we were meticulous about not ignoring any
parts that initially seemed outside the categories. Researcher triangulation in data analysis,
through comparison of the findings, enabled to see the fuller picture of the phenomenon, avoid
bias, add depth to the coding process, and gain multiple perspectives (Ritchie, 2003). In the fol-
lowing sections, we present our core findings illustrated with excerpts of our participants that
are representative of the main themes, which emerged from the data.

5 | FINDINGS: EXPERIENCES OF UNDERREPRESENTED
AND UNDERSERVED FASHION CONSUMERS

The literature review showed that the meaning of diversity in the fashion industry is trapped
between White versus Black, skinny versus plus-sized, young versus old, revealing versus con-
servative, female versus male, and disabled versus abled (which is considered normal). How-
ever, our empirical data revealed novel categories of diversity such as skin shades other than
Black and White, women of average sizes, and women with characteristics the fashion industry
has long perceived as flaws, such as being shorter or pregnant. These newly identified diversity
categories are discussed in detail in the sub-sections that follow.

5.1 | Skin shades other than black and white

Although there has been considerable research on Black and White female consumer experi-
ences in the fashion market, a literature gap exists concerning the experiences of non-White
and non-Black women of color, who are almost invisible in the fashion industry.

We are outsiders of the fashion industry. They do not target us because we are not
beautiful enough to be targeted. They prefer to ignore brown-colored skin. It is
either White or Black. And of course, whiter is better and always prettier. In India,
if you have white skin like the ones we see in magazines, you are considered

CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK 11
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TABLE 1 Participant's background information

No. Name Age

Marital
status and
household Height

Clothing
size
(in US
numeric)

Sexual
orientation

Race/
ethnicity

Country
of origin

1 Victoria 24 Single 50300 8–10 Heterosexual Hispanic PRa

2 Adriana 24 Single 50500 2–4 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

3 Grace 24 Single 50600 10 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

4 Latavia 25 Single 50400 8–10 Homosexual Black USA

5 Yaritza 26 Single 50700 6 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

6 Angela 26 Single 50400 4–6 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

7 Mila 26 Single 50400 4 Heterosexual Black/
Hispanic

USA

8 Petra 26 Single 50500 2–4 Heterosexual Asian India

9 Julia 27 Single 50400 8–10 Heterosexual Hispanic Colombia

10 Beril 29 Married 50400 4–6 Heterosexual White Turkey

11 Divya 29 Single 50300 6 Heterosexual Asian India

12 Wendy 29 Single 50200 0–2 Heterosexual Asian Taiwan

13 Kara 29 Single 50000 2 Heterosexual White USA

14 Viviana 30 Married 50300 4–6 Heterosexual Hispanic Colombia

15 Zaira 30 Married, 1
kid

50500 4–6 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

16 Maya 31 Married 50800 12–14 Heterosexual White Egypt

17 Lulu 31 Married 50600 8–10 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

18 Juanida 31 Single 50700 2–4 Homosexual Black/
White

USA

19 Pooja 31 Single 50200 2–4 Heterosexual Asian India

20 Laura 32 Married 50200 0–2 Heterosexual Asian China

21 Ping 32 Single 50100 2–4 Heterosexual Asian China

22 Nina 32 Single 50400 8–10 Heterosexual White Australia

23 Sophia 33 Married, 1
kid,
pregnant

50300 0–2 Heterosexual Hispanic Colombia

24 Nicole 33 Married 50400 14–16 Heterosexual Hispanic Colombia

25 Dannie 33 Single 50500 10–12 Homosexual Black USA

26 Megan 33 Single 50300 8–10 Heterosexual Asian Pakistan

27 Amy 33 Single 50800 10–12 Heterosexual White Australia

28 Clara 35 Single 50800 14–16 Heterosexual White USA

29 Angela 36 Married, 1
kid

50200 4–6 Heterosexual Black USA

30 Jossie 38 Married, 1
kid

50600 12–14 Heterosexual Hispanic PR

12 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK
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attractive. Sometimes I think there should be a pill or cream that bleaches your
skin color a couple of shades” (Petra, 26).

From Black to Indian, from Hawaiian native to Asian, each participant in this study had
her personal story recalling the feeling of “not being beautiful enough” due to the perpetuated
standards of the industry. Some, such as Petra, desired to bleach their brown-colored skin to fit
in the society's definition of beauty. TV shows, fashion commercials, magazine advertisements,
celebrity culture, and mainstream media significantly influence how women perceive beauty.
Women of color are forced to feel that their skin colors are all wrong because of the industry's
idealized beauty standards. Being underrepresented in mainstream fashion media for having
different skin tones creates a one-way colorism that favors Whiteness (Hunter, 2002) while
simultaneously informing women of color that they should have lighter skin.

“As a Hawaiian woman, the biggest problem is bras, underwear, and pantyhose.
My skin tone is definitely not either White or nude. Bras and underwear, or
pantyhose that claim ‘skin tone’ were way too light, and the ones made for Black
women were way too dark. I feel all races and skin tones that do not fit nicely into
White, pink, or Black have a bit of a hard time finding exactly the right color for
‘skin tone,’ whether it is makeup or underwear” (Chloe, 45).

The women of color other than Black and White are not only underrepresented but also
underserved in the fashion market. Aside from makeup products, locating any so-called “nude”
clothing items, from underwear to shoes, is a problem for women of varying skin tones. Regard-
less of whether it is in the form of clothing, accessories, or shoes, the term nude means that a

TABLE 1 (Continued)

No. Name Age

Marital
status and
household Height

Clothing
size
(in US
numeric)

Sexual
orientation

Race/
ethnicity

Country
of origin

31 Chloe 45 Married, 2
kid

50700 8 Heterosexual Pacific
Islander

Hawaii

32 Pamela 47 Married, 1
kid

50400 4 Heterosexual White Italy

33 Miranda 48 Married, 2
kids

50600 12 Heterosexual White USA

34 Rykie 55 Married, 1
kid

50200 4 Heterosexual White USA

35 Ruth 56 Single 501000 18–20 Heterosexual White USA

36 Dorothy 57 Widow 50600 14–16 Heterosexual Black USA

37 Charlotte 61 Divorcee, 1
kid

50100 10 Heterosexual White Australia

38 Maria 65 Married, 1
kid

50900 14 Heterosexual White Greece

aPR stands for Puerto Rico.
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product should match a person's skin color and give the illusion of bare skin (Suh, 2017). Our
participants such as Chloe mentioned the lack of skin-tone choices in pantyhose and lingerie as
a source of frustration in their fashion shopping experience. The majority of fashion products
labeled as nude are a specific kind of light beige, which is designed to cater to a small demo-
graphic segment of women worldwide. As a result, mainstream fashion's current definition of
nude not only allows a small number of women to buy products that match their skin tone, but
functions as a mnemonic of Whiteness as the beauty norm.

“Seeing more models of color gives me a feeling of recognition/freedom and makes
me proud to be recognized as a woman of color. We are gaining strength in num-
bers, and we are no longer allowing ourselves to be invisible to the public eye”
(Dorothy, 57).

Black women such as Dorothy celebrate the increasing visibility of women of color,
through celebrities like Lupita Amondi Nyong'o, Iman, Naomi Campbell, and Halle Berry,
not only because it is rare for Black women to be in the public eye, but also because it is
even rarer for their physical features to be accepted as beautiful. The concept of beauty itself
holds such a confining power that women tie their inner peace and self-worth to their
appearance. As in the case of Dorothy, while more representation and visibility in the main-
stream fashion media has positive consequences for women of color, underrepresentation
causes a devaluation of the self.

5.2 | In-between sizes and ethnic body shapes

Despite 14 being the average size of American women, prior research has revealed that more
than 60% of women who wear size 12 or above face difficulty finding clothing of the same cali-
ber as standard-sized versions (Corrigan, 2013). Sizes 12 and 14, which are in-between sizes, are
found to be the most underrepresented and underserved clothing sizes for women. Clothing
bigger than a size XL, or sometimes 16W, is regarded as plus-sized and is presented separately
in retail stores (Keiser & Garner, 2012). On the other hand, as many fashion brands make 12 as
the maximum size, and plus-sized brands begin with size 16, women who wear size 12 and
14 face considerable frustration finding the right fit.

“Fashion is still talking only about very thin models or ‘plus-size’ models, which
seem to encompass a range of different meanings—often obese. It would be nice to
see more models that are average size, like size 12, rather than large or small. I
remember recently seeing someone with a similar body shape to mine, hourglass,
which means she had larger hips and chest and smaller waist. Sometimes this
shape is considered plus-size. I do not think it is plus-size. It is fit and curvy”
(Nina, 32).

As Nina mentioned, being a curvy woman does not equate to being a plus-sized woman.
Women who wear size 12 and above want to be considered curvy in average size rather than
being labeled as plus-sized. Plus-sized is considered the politically correct term for being obese
and/or fat. Given the term “plus sized” is the reclaimed word of “fat,” its exact definition is still
confusing for female consumers such as Nina.

14 CAVUSOGLU AND ATIK

 17456606, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joca.12504 by T

he U
niversity O

f T
exas R

io G
rande V

allley, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/02/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



“I have a typical Latina body shape. I am not a plus size and not a regular size.
Sometimes I go to a regular store and I do not find size 14. If I go to a plus-size store
again I do not find a regular 14. I do not want to go to a plus-size store anyways. I
am just thick and curvy. I mean I see myself as a voluptuous woman not a plus
size. So, it is very difficult for me to shop and find something that actually fits”
(Nicole, 33).

Similar to Nina, women with ethnic body figures like Nicole identify themselves as curvy
rather than plus sized. For them, the concept of curvy evokes positive imagery and has the con-
notation of femininity in the form of sexiness, which is related to their ethnic identity as Latina
in Nicole's case. However, size identification is not the sole problem. In conjunction with
increasing diversity in the US population, America's racial and ethnic composition in body fig-
ures and size has shifted, and standard clothing sizes have become an increasing problem for
women with diverse ethnic backgrounds (Clifford, 2011).

“I hate shopping because finding the right size is so difficult for me. I am usually
10 or 12. Sometimes for some clothing, I do not even fit into 12. So, it is always very
frustrating even to try on clothes in a store. I think stores do not have the right fit
for my body type. Sometimes I wear a medium, sometimes it is large or extra-large.
It depends on the brand and the clothing piece. It is even more frustrating when
you like something in a store, ask for your size and the salesperson tells you that
the brand does not produce for ‘bigger’ sizes. They literally segregate bigger bodies”
(Julia, 27).

The sizing and fit problem that both Nicole and Julia experience originates from the size
charts developed in the 1940s (e.g., Kasambala et al., 2016; Simmons et al., 2004) when the
National Bureau of Standards (now known as American National Institute of Standards and
Technology) used US Airforce women to create a series of universal body size measurements
(Loechner, 2018). In other words, the rigid definitions and measures of women's sizes have been
problematic since the beginning, particularly for minorities such as Nicole and Julia.

The concept of small, medium, and large continues to hold iconic meaning for female con-
sumers such as Julia, as a way to describe fit and obtain symbolic reassurance. However, the
primary problem all women face is not only the generic nature of size charts but also the incon-
sistencies in size and fit between brands. The primary reason for size variations between brands
and retailers is vanity sizing, which is “the practice of altering measurement specifications for
garments to enable consumers to fit into smaller sizes” (Hoegg et al., 2014, p. 70). To put it
another way, businesses reduce their size metrics to make consumers feel slimmer, to the point
that a woman who wore a size 12 in 1958 wears a size 6 today. By the late 2000s, vanity sizing
went so far that designers had to introduce new smaller sizes such as 0 and 00 to make up for
the difference (Dockterman, 2016).

The fashion industry's lack of conformity with standard sizing has created an inconsistency
of fit, which twists consumers' perceptions of size (Kennedy, 2009). Studies have demonstrated
that due to idealized beauty standards promoted by the fashion industry, female consumers pur-
chase intentions increase when they fit into a clothing item that is labeled with a smaller size
because it generates positive mental imagery of the self while mental imagery about being a
larger size is destructive to self-worth (Aydinoglu & Krishna, 2012). As she expressed above, our
participant, Nicole, finds the practice of shopping in the plus-sized department as an insulting
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and demoralizing experience due to her self-view. Clothing is considered a part of self-view
(Belk, 1988), and the brand label can be considered the reflection of the desired identity
(Berger & Ward, 2010). Furthermore, most designers and brands including but not limited to
Karl Lagerfeld and the CEO of Abercrombie and Fitch Mike Jeffries equates fashion with thin-
ness and refuse to make clothes for women who are larger than size 10 (Gunn, 2016).

Vanity sizing underrepresents women by preventing them from embracing their actual bod-
ies (by promoting the appearance of thinness) through deceptive clothing sizes. As a result of
fashion producers' discriminative sizing practices, all women, particularly minority women with
ethnically diverse body types like Nicole and Julia, compare themselves to sizing charts that are
designed based on standard Western women and determine their self-worth.

5.3 | Ordinary women with imperfections and flaws

“Least represented women are ‘real’—no airbrush, body as it exists, and in a vari-
ety of ages, with flaws. I would love to see a proliferation of ‘real me’ body images.
The shaming that we feel for not having the body type or skin is devastating”
(Ruth, 56).

From fashion scenes to social media, female images are heavily edited, filtered, retouched,
and airbrushed, which dictates to women around the world how they should look. As retouched
body figures and airbrushed skin have become more blatant in magazines, ordinary consumers
have begun to react to photo manipulations. Consumers such as Ruth voice the damaging
effects on women's self-esteem of not depicting “real” women in fashion media. Women want
to embrace their so-called flaws and imperfections, be represented, and not aspire to what the
industry proposes as perfection.

“I think to be fashionable, you have to be over 50800, skinny, have glowing skin and
hair with colorful eyes. So, your body has to be flawless to rock the fashion items.
Otherwise, even if you have the funds to buy the expensive, stylish clothing, you
are just mediocre, and clothes are the items to cover up. They tell the rest of the
world that you are just ordinary women with common style because your body,
face, your look in general, do not allow to be more than that. You can't be unique. I
guess only with Instagram filters, I can look unique and have that perfect look,
smooth skin, big glowing eyes and so on” (Kara, 29).

Participants such as Kara consider perfection to be smooth, tanned skin, free of fine lines,
freckles, moles, scars, blemishes, acne, warts, zits, visible veins, body hair, razor bumps, cellu-
lite, and stretch marks. In other words, these aforementioned physical traits are considered
socially undesirable. The retouched images of high-fashion models presented in both fashion
scenes and social media create an imaginary and impossible beauty ideal that results in women
such as Kara feeling inadequate because flaws are communicated to be damages, defects, and
glitches.

The retouching and airbrushing of pictures have become common not only in fashion maga-
zines but also on social media platforms such as Instagram, due to the popularity of selfies.
Instagram introduced photo filters that allow consumers to adjust contrast and lighting in order
to airbrush imperfections. In a society where female bodily perfection is not only required but
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expected, the beautification of selfies before posting on social media platforms has become so
much the norm that some smartphone brands, such as Samsung, have embedded automatic
selfie-editing into their front camera settings (Cosslett, 2016). Following the development of
photo-editing smartphone apps such as Beauty Plus, FaceTune, Golden Beauty Meter, and Per-
fect365, young women began to compare their physical appearances not only with models and
actresses in magazines, but on their own phone screens. Using filters, women can make their
nose narrower, their face slimmer, their skin tone smoother, their eyes larger, and more. How-
ever, all of these retouching activities to achieve the stereotypical perfection create deep psycho-
logical problems, including but not limited to body shaming and self-hatred for women of all
ages, as Ruth and Kara expressed in the interviews.

5.4 | Less than ideal height: Petite women

In fashion linguistics, the term petite refers to height. The fashion industry considers women
petite if they are five feet, four inches tall or under, and have narrower shoulders and shorter
neck-to-waist, arm, and leg lengths (Lauren, 2010). According to the National Center for Health
Statistics (2011–2014), the average height of American women aged 20 or older is five feet, four
inches while women who are five feet, eight inches or taller represent only 3.9% of the popula-
tion. Ironically, in the fashion industry, this very small minority of the female population is rep-
resented dominantly with runway models being five feet, nine inches or taller and the standard
boutique mannequin being six feet (Darwin, 2015). Thus, it is not surprising that petite women
feel isolated from the fashion scene.

“I am envious when I see someone tall wearing a cute swing dress because they
look so comfortable, but I can't wear something with that little shape because of
my height. Also, skinny jeans and leggings are undoubtedly produced for taller girls
because I never find skinny jeans with the right length that do not stack at the
ankles. Although dresses zip up just fine, they hug in all the wrong places and drag
on the ground. I think I belong to the demographics that retail industry wants to
ignore. So, as a smaller-framed woman, who is a size 2, I shop at Junior's section,
but I do not want to shop in the Junior's section anymore. Like any other women, I
want to wear apparel for women because I am a woman—a bona fide woman! I
am a regular-sized customer…only shorter. Sometimes, I go to Loft, Ann Taylor,
Banana Republic, but the selections of petite clothing are minimal, and the sales
representatives are usually confused about how to deal with short women, which
makes me so angry. Sometimes, I just want to shout at their face ‘Hey, we're just
small female adults, not Thumbelina complexes’” (Kara, 29).

Although women who are 5040 tall constitute 50% of the female population in the
United States (Schlossberg, 2016) and hold 10 billion dollars of buying power in the fashion
industry (Lauren, 2010), very few retailers carry petite clothing lines explicitly designed to fit
shorter women. The disparity of petite clothing options and the lack of industry concern for
petite female consumers is noteworthy.

Petite women are assumed to be tiny in every category, including physical shape and size,
because they are short (Darnell, 2018). However, although the literal meaning of “petite” is
small, a petite woman can be plus-sized or regular-sized yet voluptuous. Therefore, pant length
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is not the only consideration for petite women. For instance, Kara stated that she needs regular-
sized adult clothing to fit her developed female figure without any alteration, which means
sleeves, skirts, tops, should also be shorter in length, armholes should be higher, shoulders
should be narrower, and pants should have a shorter rise. According to Kara, as a petite
woman, wearing trendy fashion styles can require an extra budget for tailoring to fit
(e.g., hemming jeans, dresses, skirts; shortening straps, etc.), or forsaking comfort by wearing
heels. Petite women feel physically inadequate and emotionally deflated as a result of the diffi-
culties to fit into the fashion norms.

5.5 | Life stage, pregnancy and postpartum

Liminal transitions, which are periods of transition that cause instability and ambiguity, occur
throughout the lifespan, and might suspend an individual's identity (Noble & Walker, 1997).
Research has proposed that an individual may utilize consumption and possessions that hold
symbolic meaning representing the self when the identity is in flux, in order to ease changes
and transitions during times of liminality (Belk, 1988). Pregnancy is considered a significant
liminal transition for women when the self is redefined while the body experiences dramatic
changes; sometimes women feel a “loss of identity” due to the role transition from being a
woman to mother (Upton & Han, 2003). Therefore, although pregnancy is often considered one
of the most exciting times in a woman's life, it can also be a period of vulnerability and stress
due to both a lack of representation and limited options in the fashion market for pregnant
women (Sohn & Bye, 2015).

“I do not want to spend tons of money on loose and outdated clothing that I will
wear only three–four months. Capris, leggings, t-shirts, or oversized dresses with
full of ribbons and silly baby graphics…That's what you can find in the market. I
don't like to be separated. I don't want to wear maternity-only clothing, forced to
change the way I dress in my everyday life and sacrifice my taste. I like to wear
miniskirts, skinny jeans, fashionable tops, and cute dresses. I want to feel sexy,
cute, and chic when I am pregnant too. I want body flattering clothing for preg-
nancy, which is very hard to find in affordable prices. Currently, I can only shop
from a few online stores” (Sophia, 33).

Historically, in Western Europe, since regular clothing was easily adaptable to the baby
bump, women from all social classes wore everyday clothing during pregnancy
(Baumgarten, 1996). From the sixteenth century until the beginning of the twentieth century,
maternity clothing was designed to hide pregnancy by constricting the pregnant belly with bon-
ing corsets, bodices, or drapery, so it was very restrictive. After World War II, specifically
designed maternity styles, such as skirts with elastic panels to cover and hide pregnant bellies
and unnecessarily full tops, were introduced to the market. This maternity clothing had nothing
in common with regular clothing because the fashion industry dictated to women that preg-
nancy needs to be hidden (Poli, 1997). Body-conscious culture and feminism changed these
maternity styles, leading pregnant women to adopt clinging styles in public instead of draping
(Baumgarten, 1996).

The increased visibility of the pregnant bodies through celebrities, such as Kate Middleton
and Kim Kardashian, in mainstream media has ascribed significance to maternity fashion in
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contemporary societies (Goodwin & Huppatz, 2010). Some specialized boutiques, such as Storq
and Rosie Pope, and big retailers, such as Topshop, H&M, The Gap, and ASOS, have adopted
the maternity clothing movement and begun to offer small maternity lines (Raphael, 2016).
However, although the maternity market has improved compared to the 1990s, women such as
Sophia still think that looking good requires more effort and money during pregnancy.
According to Sofia, maternity fashion tends to identify the mother-to-be with baby graphics,
pastel colors, bowties, and ribbons. She wants to find more stylistic variety in the market, and
she wants to see pregnant models who advertise the clothing. Sophia highlighted that, due to
the minimal options on the market, she must shop online, and the garments to her liking are
usually available only at higher prices. Therefore, Sophia feels abused by the fashion industry
in this stage of her life because of the cost she pays to be her everyday self.

“Now that I am pregnant, it is supposed to be the best time of my life. Actually, I
like being pregnant, but when it comes to dressing up, it is a nightmare. Shopping
when pregnant has been so stressful and frustrating, especially in the last three
months. I am a size 2 woman. When I am pregnant my upper body is still size 2 or
4 but I have a baby bump, which I do not want to hide under loose, ugly, outdated
clothes, which make me feel like I am huge. I want people to see that I have pot-
belly because I am pregnant, not because I am fat. I want to wear stylish clothes
and be proud of my body, baby, and style. I want to be chic and fabulous when I
am pregnant too. Why it has to be so difficult to find stylish and comfortable mater-
nity clothing that give you confidence and make you feel like yourself in this stage
of your life?” (Lulu, 32).

During pregnancy, women face bodily shifts, which affect identity and the self and, eventu-
ally, arouse ambivalence and frustration concerning appearance (Earle, 2003). Prior research
has discovered that, due to the discrepancy between the actual and ideal selves, women see the
body as obdurate and out of control during pregnancy and postpartum (Ogle et al., 2011).
Therefore, in today's weight-stereotyped culture, because of the body and weight changes occur-
ring during pregnancy as well as the construction of a negative self-image, pregnant women
often feel excluded from the cultural norm of beauty.

Previous research has shown that women were taught to camouflage their bodies during
pregnancy using maternity clothing (Tiggemann & Lacey, 2009). In contrast, this study shows
that pregnant women such as Sophia and Lulu desire more fitted clothes that showcase their
bodies to celebrate pregnancy. They believe that the maternity apparel should not hide the preg-
nant body; instead, it should be comfortable and fashionable while making one feel good about
herself.

6 | DISCUSSION: WHY IS EXTENDING THE DIVERSITY
CONVERSATION IN THE FASHION INDUSTRY CRITICAL?

Previous discussions about diversity have been polarized by consumer categories such as
White versus Black, slim versus plus-sized, and young versus old. With a much broader sam-
ple group in terms of diversity, our findings contribute to the literature by identifying previ-
ously overlooked diversity gaps in the fashion industry that are not commonly explored in
earlier studies and bringing in the voice of minority women into the fashion conversation. In
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this section, we discuss the three main effects of these diversity shortcomings on female fash-
ion consumers.

First, we observe that non-White women, petite women, in-between-size women with eth-
nic body types, and women with imperfections who are in different life stages do not have the
privilege of reaffirmation of their physical features from the fashion media and thus, are afraid
of being socially excluded. Due to the lack of diversity, underrepresented and underserved
women of all categories revealed in the findings section perceive that their look is not the kind
of beauty that is worth celebrating. The assumption of being perceived as ugly and different
leads to the fear of social and romantic discrimination, lack of access to economic and social
power, and, overall, the dismay of social exclusion.

Greene (1994, p. 18) stated that “the United States idealizes the physical characteristics of
White women and measures women of color against this arbitrary standard.” Therefore, to fit
in with society, non-White women modify their physical appearance using cosmetics, skin-
lightening lotions, hair straightening and teeth whitening chemicals, dieting, plastic surgeries,
and many other consumption practices. For instance, Hispanic and Black consumers have a
history of outspending other ethnic groups (Nielsen, 2021). Unsurprisingly, Black women spent
$54.4 million on ethnic hair and beauty products, out of $63.5 million total industry spending
in 2017 (Nielsen, 2018). While Asian American women invest 70% more the average US con-
sumer on skin-care products (Nielsen, 2015), Hispanic women were the only ethnic group to
drive color cosmetics volume in 2020 with a spending of 13% more than the typical consumer
(Nielsen, 2021). On the other hand, Hispanics experience more body-image dissatisfaction,
engage more in weight loss behaviors such as dieting and exercising, and suffer more from eat-
ing disorders than Black women (David et al., 2002).

Consequently, women of color carry higher levels of beauty-product related chemicals in
their bodies than White women due to the use of more cosmetic products to comply with West-
ern beauty ideals (Zota & Shamasunder, 2017). These figures support our findings that espe-
cially non-White women, in-between-size women with ethnic body types, and women with
imperfections have a proclivity to alter their physical appearance in order to achieve unrealistic
beauty standards that favor Western ideals, experience social inequality due to their natural
appearance, and face a physiological threat to their well-being.

Regardless of race, all women who participated in our study described the social conse-
quences of not complying with the dominant fashion trends as ostracization. Therefore, the
mainstream fashion is populist and lacks imagination, rejects individual expression, and does
not embrace originality and longevity. The marginalization of women who do not fit into the
socially constructed stereotypical images of beauty and fashion damages perception of the self-
concept by lowering self-esteem and increasing feelings of body dissatisfaction and shame.

Second, all women are heavily exposed to unrealistic images, from both traditional and
social media, which dramatically influence their beauty standards and their sense of body dis-
satisfaction. Due to the socially constructed and conventional standards of beauty, as discussed
above, women of larger-than-standard sizes with ethnic body types feel body dissatisfaction,
shame, and self-hatred, which leave psychological scars from a young age well into their adult-
hood. It must be acknowledged that body shame and self-hatred do not emerge due to “troubled
individual psyches,” but are “systematically taught through processes of socialization in white
supremacist society” (Hooks, 1995, p. 131).

Women compare their physical appearances with what they see as dominant in traditional
or social media. The comparison between the socially constructed ideals of beauty and the
actual-self causes insecurities, which are, eventually, destructive for self-esteem. Therefore,
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women strive to change their bodies based on what they read is socially acceptable and
desirable.

Third, non-White women feel exoticized due to features that are different than ideal. Inten-
sified exoticism is the hyper-accentuated presentation of women of color with a strong emphasis
on cultural backgrounds (Cahill, 2011)—black women presented in African apparel, tribal pat-
terns, and animal print; Latinas depicted as sexy and fiery; and Asian women portrayed as sub-
missive and wearing a bun are examples of intensified exoticism in the fashion industry
(Millard & Grant, 2006).

The relentless hyper-sexualization or de-sexualization of non-White women in fashion
results in women of color feeling that their bodies are not quite right or normal. For instance,
in the context of the fashion media, through exoticism, Black women are represented as other-
worldly creatures to be admired and observed due to their hyper-sexuality and lascivious
nature.

The othering and exoticizing practices of the fashion industry are not limited to Black
women but involve all non-White women with different skin shades. Women of color are
defined as exotic because they look different than the mainstream beauty ideal, which is domi-
nantly White. Thus, women of color are estranged and othered from the idealized beauty stan-
dards and are never truly accepted as beautiful on their own terms. Therefore, the racial
identities of non-White women become subjects of Western cultural appropriation, and their
races are treated as styling choices rather than social identities.

7 | CONCLUSION: PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS AND
FUTURE RESEARCH

Dominant fashion trends and the definition of beauty based on Western ideals are histori-
cally constructed and socially accepted phenomena. This study demonstrates the industry's
discriminative fashion practices based on producers' learned aesthetic preferences and rev-
ealed that the dominant academic and professional discourse regarding the lack of diversity
has surrounded limited explorations of social class, body image, race, age, gender, and
physical ability in the context of fashion. Critical discriminative fashion practices, such as
failing to consider skin colors other than Black and White, height, in-between average
sizes, visible physical differences, gender identities, and pregnancy, have been consistently
overlooked.

Underserved consumers who are also underrepresented do not feel seen, validated, or
respected, and they are also denied access to trendy items and participation in fashion. As a
result of being underserved and underrepresented in the fashion industry, certain groups of
women face severe societal, physiological, social, and psychological consequences, such as the
fear of being socially excluded, body shaming, self-hatred, and sexism and exoticism from
racism.

The findings reveal that the fashion industry still recognizes old standards, mostly Cauca-
sian, as the ideal beauty and attempts to be politically diverse by including a limited number of
women from the trending categories mentioned in the literature review. This research's contri-
bution to the existing literature on fashion diversity is the discovery of other attributes that have
been ignored. These neglected categories of diversity shed light on the fashion challenges
underrepresented and underserved women face and underscore the diversity perception gap
between fashion consumers and producers. Furthermore, this study outlines the physical,
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social, and psychological implications associated with the industry's assumption that fashion
becomes aspirational and admirable because it is ultimately unattainable.

7.1 | Practical implications

Inclusivity implies that women can comfortably express their cultural backgrounds and physi-
cal appearances without feeling the need to downplay their differences. The diversity under-
standing on the part of producers in booking a limited number of models of color or plus-sized
women who carry similar features to the dominant and Caucasian beauty standards is ineffec-
tive without inclusivity. Producers should acknowledge that diversity is not a trend solely about
race and skin color, but it is concerned with differences in age, gender, sexual orientation, and
physical abilities. The homogeneity of the industry offers a lack of opportunity and access to
fashion for underrepresented and underserved women.

The fashion industry's diversity problem extends far beyond the featured people on run-
ways, magazine covers, and ad campaigns. The Council of Fashion Designers of America (2019)
criticized the lack of diversity in the fashion industry from entry-level to the boardroom. This
results in a self-perpetuating imbalance in the fashion industry's culture, in which those in
authority maintain their status while minorities struggle to reach the top. Top leaders' support
is required for a meaningful long-term solution to be implemented. Individual-level diversity
and inclusion training and organizational-level activities focused on policies and practices
should be provided at all levels, beginning with the C-suite executive team. Acquisition and tal-
ent management systems can detect biases that may be roadblocks for some while providing a
bridge for others.

Policymakers should offer multi-faceted incentives to create structural change in the fashion
industry, including but not limited to mentorship and internship programs that place underrep-
resented women in established fashion companies. This is not about placing a few minority
women to achieve diversity, but it is about the concoction that sparks new and fresh ideas and
perspectives through diversity.

Furthermore, little is spoken about how much the lack of diversity costs to fashion compa-
nies. Research shows that when diversity is done correctly, the return on investment is substan-
tial. Fashion companies with above-average management diversity derived 19% more earning
from improved or new goods/services than companies with below-average leadership diversity
(Binkley, 2019).

On the other hand, fashion brands that do not embrace diversity are losing significant
potential revenue. For instance, over 70 million women in the United States are of a “special
size,” with 50% of the population being petite (under 50400) (Schlossberg, 2016), and 67% of
American women are size 14 or larger (Lamare, 2018). While petite women have $10 billion in
purchasing power (Lauren, 2010), plus-size women represent $20 billion worth of buying
power, and Baby Boomer women who are 45-plus spend upwards of $20 billion each year on
clothing (Girl Power Marketing, 2020).

Similarly, the global maternity wear market is expected to grow from US$10.426 billion in
2019 to US$13.742 billion in 2025 (Business Bliss Consultants FZE, 2018). Pregnancy fashion
and the growing number of pregnant women in the working population in emerging countries
are predicted to stimulate demand for trendy products. Regarding genderless fashion, there has
been a 52% increase in internet searches for the keyword “genderless fashion,” (Lyst, 2019), and
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56% of Gen-Z shoppers, with a combined buying power of over $140 billion, shop outside the
gendered area that is assigned for them (genderless fashion) (Marci, 2020).

Moreover, According to Disability Statistics and Demographics Rehabilitation Research
and Training Center's (2018) annual disability statistics compendium, over 40 million people
live with disabilities, including, but not limited to, hearing, vision, cognitive, ambulatory, and
self-care, in the United States, which equals 12.7% of the total population. Among these,
approximately 20 million are working-age adults with a discretionary income of $21 billion,
which is greater than the Hispanic and African American segments combined in the
United States (Yin et al., 2018). Also, the US Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP)
reported that disabled individuals constitute “the third largest market segment in the
United States” (ODEP, 2012). All of these statistics show that disabled individuals represent a
hidden but remarkable consumer market for high-quality adaptive fashion products. There-
fore, disabled consumers represent a hidden but remarkable consumer market for high-
quality adaptive fashion products.

Moreover, when companies receive flak for cultural appropriation or misrepresentation, the
cost of exclusion is vast. For instance, Gucci, Prada, and Moncler have all had to remove prod-
ucts from shelves that evoked blackface in 2018. Dolce & Gabbana has canceled a major Shang-
hai fashion show after a series of racist ads, which disparaged China and Chinese people
(Farley, 2019). These blunders have resulted in product recalls and faced major criticism on
social media, which negatively impacted such companies' brand image and sales. Instead, com-
panies, by promoting inclusivity, could take advantage of the potentials offered by untapped
consumer segments such as ethnic and racial minorities, plus-size, petite, tall, over 45 years old,
gender fluid, pregnant, disabled, differently abled and lower-income buyers.

Since underrepresented and underserved women wield significant economic power, their
exclusion from the fashion scene has far-reaching ramifications for market revenue. Therefore,
companies should acknowledge that these demographics are not highly specialized corners of
the economy, but rather ecosystems in and of themselves. Lastly, fashion companies that adopt
gender fluidity and racial, ethnic, body, age and social class diversity in advertising, packaging,
and production will effectively demonstrate to the next generation of consumers that their
brand understands who they are and how they self-identify.

7.2 | Future research suggestions

As mentioned in the literature review, fashion has historically and primarily targeted women,
and this paper focused explicitly on female consumers' experiences and did not include men's
fashion consumption experiences. An interesting future avenue of study may be to conduct sim-
ilar research with male consumers of different cultural backgrounds and characteristics and
investigate their experiences and perceptions of fashion diversity. Furthermore, although we
attempted to create a diverse sample of participants, another limitation of this study was the
lack of sufficient number of interviews with disabled and differently abled women, non-binary,
transsexual, or queer women, women over the age of 45, and pregnant women. For instance,
although our sample demonstrated a desire for form-fitting apparel during pregnancy, future
studies examining the clothing preferences of pregnant or would-be pregnant women may
reveal different fashion market deficiencies. Similarly, despite the fact that the majority of our
sample is younger than 45 years of age, our participants expressed concerns regarding their
future fashion shopping experiences based on current market observations. They described the
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frustrations of their moms, aunts, friends who are over 45 years old, interested in fashion but
could not find stylish apparel or are only depicted in media through stereotypical narratives.

Another shortcoming of our sample group is tall women. Although, our sample group con-
sists of women ranging in height from 5 feet to 5 feet 10 inches, tall women's challenges were
not mentioned during our interviews. As a result, while this study reveals the challenges con-
fronting petite women because of a lack of diversity in fashion, it fails to address the plight of
those who are tall. More research is needed on women who feel underrepresented because they
are taller than standardized ideals and have difficulty accessing fashion products because of
their height. Therefore, a continuation of this study with a specific focus on gender, physical
abilities, age, or pregnancy is needed.

Since research on fashion diversity is scarce, further research is essential to better under-
stand how the fashion industry can become more diverse, inclusive, and equitable, with a spe-
cial focus on talent acquisition and retention. By extending the diversity conversation, industry
professionals and academics, due to their leadership and knowledge, can establish a strong and
compelling fashion scene for everyone.

In conclusion, this study is a powerful reminder for fashion professionals to promote diver-
sity and for academia to conduct scholarly work on the subject. It shows why representation in
every form of beauty is essential for women's physical and emotional well-being. Fashion pro-
ducers should consider that beauty lies in differences and that no women should be ashamed of
their uniqueness. It is time to leave the conventional beauty standards of the past behind—
for good.
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APPENDIX A

A.1 | Introduction
1. Introduce yourself and inform the interviewee about the purpose of the research. Make sure

the informant acknowledges to be tape recorded and notify the respondent when the
recorder is on.

A.2 | Inquiry process
A.2.1. | Warm-up to get the interviewee in the interviewing mindset

2. Get some background information on interviewees such as age, the higher degree of educa-
tion, ethnicity, and occupation. Inform the respondents about the anonymity of the research
by ensuring them that their names and any identifying information will not be used in final
report or publications.

3. When I say “fashion,” what comes to your mind?
4. How about your clothing style? Can you describe your clothing style? How do you feel about

your fashion style?
5. Can you tell me about your shopping routine? When do you prefer to shop? Who are you

going shopping with? What are your favorite stores/brands?
6. What kind of pieces are appealing to you to wear? Why? How those pieces make you feel?
7. Are there any types of clothing that you avoid wearing? Why? Can you describe your feelings

when you see this piece on someone else?
8. Can you tell me what does fashion means to you? Can you describe your thoughts and feel-

ings when you think of fashion?
9. How do you feel about fashion/clothing shopping?
10. Can you remember any negative experiences with clothing shopping in a physical store or

online? Any positive experience while shopping?

A.2.2. | Experiences and feelings about diversity in fashion

11. How do you evaluate people based on their clothing style/look? Do you remember any
example of including/excluding someone based on her appearance?
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12. Can you remember any situation that you felt judged/excluded by others based on your
clothing style? Can you give me more detail about the situation? How did you feel? How
did you react?

13. Where do you see yourself in the fashion system? Do you feel represented? Do you ever feel
underrepresented? Why? Can you please give me an example?

14. Can you remember a situation where you felt discriminated while clothing shopping due to
your ethnicity, skin color, body type, culture, values? How did you deal with it?

15. Do you remember a situation that you canceled/rescheduled an event because you did not
like your outfit/look? Can you tell me more about your feelings that day?

16. Have you ever experienced pressure because of the fashion/beauty system's ideals and stan-
dards? (e.g., dieting and working out, age-defying creams, plastic surgery… etc.)

17. What would you say is, from your perspective, the most commonly held misconception in
fashion industry about women of your culture? Why do you think fashion industry make
those assumptions? How did you notice that assumption about women of your culture?

18. When you think about the current fashion industry, do you say, fashion industry is diverse
and it is representing all women? Can you give me examples of representation? What kind
of women you see on runways, online catalogs, magazines?

19. How do you react to these? Do you do anything? Can you give an example?
20. When it comes to giving a reaction, social media is one popular place today to raise voice.

Are you a social media user? What social media channels are you using?
21. When you face a positive or negative experience in fashion, do you share in social media?

Can you give an example about sharing a fashion post on social media? Do you care about
your outfit/look when you post on social media?

22. Do you follow any fashion bloggers on social media? Based on what you chose the blogger
that you follow? Can you name them? Did social media change your fashion consump-
tion? How?

A.2.3. | Suggestions and opportunities for improvement

23. What would make you happy to see that is changed in fashion industry? Can you please
give me some examples?

24. What are consequences of not being fully represented in fashion industry for women of
your culture, age, body type characteristics? If you see more women looking like you in
media how would that have changed your consumption and perception of yourself?

25. Is there anything else you would like to add?

A.3 | Interviewer reflections
After the informant leaves, take some time to indicate your reactions and observations about
the interview.

The date and place of Interview………………………………………….
Describe the respondent's attitude toward you and the interview questions.

……………………………………………………………………………………

Anything that has bearings on the research's objective or interview questions.
……………………………………………………………………………………
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