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o the frustration of millions of women, fashion 
retailers have failed to provide adequate plus-sized 
clothing options. According to a survey by retailer 

ModCloth, 65 percent of all women feel that the retail 
industry ignores needs of plus-sized women, while just 
28 percent of women say larger sizes are included in the 
fashion community.

Additionally, 77 percent of plus-sized women agree that it’s 
difficult to find well-fitting clothing, and 46 percent said 
that they never find well-fitting garments. This neglect of 
larger-sized clothing runs counter to demographic trends 
across the nation. More than two-thirds of American adults 
are overweight or obese, and obesity rates are trending 
upward. According to research from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention’s National Center for Health 
Statistics, the obesity rate for adult women was 40.4 percent 
in 2013-2014, compared to 35.3 percent in 2005-2003.

Though sizing often varies from brand to brand, most 
industry experts put the average size for women between 
a 14 and 16. The number of women who wear a size 16 
is greater than the number of women who wear sizes 
0, 2, and 4 combined, yet most retailers do not carry 
size 16 and above or only have very limited options in 
those sizes. According to Bloomberg, only 16 percent of 
dresses on JCPenney’s website and 8.5 percent of dresses 
on Nordstrom’s website are available in plus-sizes. In the 
spring, Nike.com carried only five plus-sized items, while 
UnderArmour carried three products in “extended sizes.”

Though larger men also have difficulty finding clothing that 
fits, for a number of reasons, the problem is more pervasive 
in women’s apparel. On a practical level, it is more difficult 
and expensive to produce larger sized clothing for women. 
Each individual has a unique figure, and these unique 
body types become more pronounced at higher sizes. This 
presents a design challenge, as simply making existing 
clothing designs larger will not flatter the variety of plus-
sized female figures. In order to make clothes that fit right, 
designers must create more patterns, which is costly.

Snobbery within the fashion industry may play a part as 
well, due to a perception that plus-sized fashion diminishes 
brand value. When retailers do carry larger-sized clothing, 
they usually have a very limited selection hidden in the 
corner. For years, the fashion industry has essentially 

trained the plus-sized segment to simply accept the limited 
options. As a result, retailers have experienced low sales in 
this segment, which discourages investment in plus-sized 
fashion. The industry is trapped in a vicious cycle: plus-sized 
women don’t shop where their size is not available, and 
retailers don’t carry larger sizes because plus-sized women 
don’t buy their clothes.

However, market forces will likely change the equation. 
According to the NPD Group, the percentage of teenage girls 
purchasing plus-sized clothing has grown from 19 percent in 
2012 to 34 percent in 2016, while the share in the junior-size 
category declined from 81 percent in 2012 to 74 percent in 
2015. Plus-sized apparel, defined as size 14 and up, rose by 17 
percent to $20.4 billion in 2015, up from $17.4 billion in 2013. 
This segment is growing rapidly, especially when compared 
to an increase in overall apparel sales of 7 percent, or just shy 
of half the growth seen by the plus-sized segment. According 
to Mariah Chase, CEO of plus-sized retailer Eloquii, 65 
percent of women are considered plus-sized, yet plus-sized 
accounts for only about 17 percent of retail sales. As a result 
of this inconsistency, fashion retailers that specialize in plus-
sized fashion, like Eloquii and ModCloth, are experiencing 
tremendous success and sales growth.

According to Modcloth co-founder Susan Koger:

“[S]ize 16 and above is our fastest growing category and, in 
2014, sales in size 16 and above doubled year on year. We 
have found that styles in a full range of sizes sell around 
20 percent more units and customers who buy sizes 16 
and above place 20 percent more orders than the average 
consumer. These customers are also 66 percent more likely 
to spread positive feedback about their purchases on social 
media.”

Some larger retailers are beginning to follow suit. Target 
launched a plus-sized line called AVA + VIV in 2015 in an 
attempt to grab market share in this category. JCPenney 
launched its first fashion brand for plus-sized women, 
Boutiqe +, in collaboration with “Project Runway” designers 
in April 2016. Plus-sized women want stylish and well-fitting 
apparel, but it just isn’t available yet in most stores. As a 
whole, the retail industry is struggling. It may not be able to 
afford to ignore plus-sized women any longer. ◀
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