
 

Study says U.S. 'fast fashion' apparel trend is
losing ground with consumers
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Elena Karpova (left), an ISU assistant professor apparel, educational studies and
hospitality management (AESHM), and Joyoung (Jill) Lee, an AESHM graduate
student, have taken a closer look at the U.S. and Japanese apparel industries in a
new study. Credit: Bob Elbert, ISU News Service

Elena Karpova says U.S. consumers are increasingly interested in "fast
fashion" -- more frequent replacement of inexpensive clothes that
become obsolete several weeks after they're purchased. And the Iowa
State University apparel, educational studies and hospitality management
assistant professor reports that the U.S. apparel industry has responded
in kind with its product lines.

But according to a new study that Karpova collaborated on with ISU
graduate student Juyoung (Jill) Lee, the U.S. industry's fast fashion focus
has resulted in diminishing returns on market share -- both at home, and
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abroad in Japan.

"These findings confirm empirically what scholars have been speculating
about," Karpova said. "There was a very strong push in the 1980s from
the apparel industry and associated interest groups to make American
consumers buy 'Made in the USA' apparel. The industry went this route
in the hope that U.S. consumers would support the industry. And they
didn't. They just didn't see value when they compared the quality of U.S.
apparel with imports."

Lee and Karpova's study, "The U.S. and Japanese apparel demand
conditions: implications for industry competitiveness," appears in the
latest issue of the Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management. The
ISU researchers used government trade and consumption data from
1995-2004 from both countries in their analysis.

Price-conscious consumers shape U.S. market

Based on calculated price and income elasticities, they report that price
sensitivity of U.S. consumers shaped the nation's apparel domestic
market to keep product price low rather than increase its quality with
respective price. They found that U.S. consumers were primarily price-
conscious in purchasing clothes. By contrast, Japanese consumers
increased their purchases of higher quality, domestically produced
apparel, but decreased the purchase of low quality imported apparel
when its price increased.

Census data shows that domestic output of U.S. apparel producers
dropped by 40 percent between 1995 and 2004, even though the overall
market expanded -- fueled by a 50 percent increase in imports. At the
same time, the Japanese market shrank by 50 percent, but Japanese
apparel firms held their domestic market share during that decrease. Lee
says the U.S. now ranks third among apparel importers to the country.
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The researchers contend that the U.S. apparel industry's focus on lower
quality, low cost clothes -- an attempt to compete with inexpensive
imports -- was a reason for decreasing industry competitiveness amid a
booming U.S. market.

"I think because U.S. consumers have been price conscious, they
generated the whole trend in the industry called 'fast fashion,'" Karpova
said. "American consumers want styles to change quickly and they want
to see new merchandise in their favorite stores almost every week -- and
at affordable prices. And that has meant that U.S. companies produce
lower quality items that last a shorter period of time."

Japanese consumers prefer higher quality apparel

The study found that Japanese consumers' preference for higher quality,
luxury apparel and their willingness to pay for it encourage the nation's
domestic producers to focus on those types of products. And that focus
allowed the Japanese apparel industry to differentiate their output from
the lower quality imported apparel and allow it to maintain its domestic
market share.

Lee sees the study amplifying the cultural differences between the U.S.
and Japanese apparel markets.

"The most interesting thing about the Japanese market is that they don't
think young people have money and older people have all the disposable
income," said Lee, who lived in Japan from 2005 to 2010. "So there are
so many commercials on TV targeting older people buying very nice
fashion clothes -- things you don't see in the U.S. And all of the
department stores are filled with clothes that appeal to older people,
too."

Karpova says the study should also give U.S. apparel producers
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something to think about as they move forward.

"I think the U.S. apparel industry has been and continues to be extremely
strong in terms of its portfolio of global brands," she said. "But
companies should look more into being socially responsible in their
production -- no sweatshops -- with environmentally friendly materials
and processes, sustainable design and style choices that will last a long
time."
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