
F A S H I O N 1 
New Customers 
Push Retailers I 
To Rethink Plus j 

Young, stylish shoppers looking for 
bigger sizes represent a chance to 
boost sales B Y L I I M D S E Y R U P P 

For as long as there's been plus-size women's cloth
ing , there's been a plus-size stigma attached to i t . 
Retailers hide the clothes, sizes 14 and u p , i n the 
basements of their stores, far away f rom the rest o f 
womenswear. The tops, pants, and dresses are big 

and boxy, typically concealing a woman's shape. 
The message isn ' t on ly about h i d i n g y o u r 

curves. It also says, as the actress Melissa 
McCarthy t o l d fashion site Refmery29, 

'You're not really worthy." 

'/« n 
Share of U.S. female shoppers buying plus sizes 

S p u r r e d b y o n l i n e retai lers , social 
m e d i a , a n d celebri t ies l ike McCarthy , 

larger sizes are gaining acceptance and visi
bility. Established companies from Target to teen 
chain Charlotte Russe introduced plus-size col
lections this year. New labels l ike e-commerce 
b r a n d Universal Standard are updating larger-

size looks. The company's first 
eight-piece collection of m i n i m a l 
designs went on sale in September. 
The m o m e n t u m , says M a r s h a l 
C o h e n , a r e t a i l a n a l y s t w i t h 
research firm NPD Group, w i l l pick 
up next year. "Some retailers are 
going to make a b i g deal o f plus 
size i n 2016," he says. 

M c C a r t h y has b e e n a force 
pull ing the $19.9 bi l l ion market for 
plus-size clothing in the U.S. into the 
mainstream. After several designers 
refused to make her a dress for the 
2012 Academy Awards, she created 
her o w n l i n e , Melissa McCarthy 
Seven? Introduced i n August, the 
clothing comes i n sizes 4 to 28 and 
sells on Home Shopping Network. 
Nordstrom and Macy's (page 125) 
stock only the plus sizes of her line. 
McCarthy is p i tching the stores to < 



take the full collection and display all sizes together. 
Rebel Wilson also has been outspoken about a 

fashion industry that hasn't always catered to her 
shape. I n November the actress added her name 
to a l ine of clothes f r o m T o r r i d , a women's and 
teen plus-size chain w i t h stores across the U.S. 

That g r o w i n g v i s i b i l i t y isn ' t on ly i n stores. 
Bloggers and news sites such as Refinery29 are cov
ering larger-size clothing along w i t h other fashion 
trends. " L o o k at social media , look at movies, 
TV, music," says the designer Rachel Roy, who's 
preparing a "curvy" collection that w i l l go o n sale 
early next year. "The difference is that people are 
starting to actually pay attention to i t , talk about i t , 
and act on it now." 

With 65 percent of female shoppers buying plus 
sizes, major stores can't ignore the market. "As retail
ers are looking for growth, they'd be hard-pressed 
not to consider this customer," says Mariah Chase, 
chief executive officer o f E l o q u i i , an online fast-
fashion retailer of plus clothing. Eloquii was started 
by the Limited in 2011, closed in 2013, and revived by 
employees and investor John Auerbach last year as 
an independent company. Its sales tripled in its first 
year, Chase says, and are projected to top $20 million 
this year. "There's buying power," she says. 

L a n e B r y a n t , the n a t i o n a l plus-size chain 
owned by Ascena Retail Group and a mainstay i n 
the market, has seen sales rise over the last three 
fiscal years. The brand accounted for 25 percent o f 
the parent company's revenue last quarter. Sales at 
Lane Bryant stores and online rose 3 percent i n the 
fourth quarter f rom a year earlier. The brand attri
butes the growth to new ads tackling stereotypes i n 
the fashion industry. One video, featured on Lane 
Bryant's social media pages, shows plus-size models 
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i n their underwear striking sexy 
poses and saying, "No one's ignor
ing us anymore," as #PlusIsEqual 
flashes on the screen. 

For br ick-and-mortar retai l
ers, l i m i t e d floor space has dic
tated w h e t h e r they c a r r y such 
lines. Plus sizes historically have 
been one o f the first to go w h e n 
another product , such as hand
bags, starts driving sales. "This is 
a market that was really not taken care of. There was 
no love," says Gerard Guez, CEO of Sunrise Brands, 
w h i c h manufactures McCarthy's l ine. But today's 
plus-size customer is different and demanding that 
retailers pay attention, he says. And she's doing a lot 
of shopping on the Internet. "The biggest opportunity 
is online," where retailers can and do carry more mer
chandise, says Kathy Bradley-Riley, senior vice presi
dent for merchandising at retail and fashion advisory 
firm Doneger Group. Says Guez: "There's certainly a 
market that's just waking up, and instead of telling 
people to lose weight, the message is love your- gtJ° 
self the way you are." — -


