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and popular voices, driving home positive messages. 
Ashley Graham, who has clocked up six and a half million 
Instagram followers, states:

“I will not let others dictate what they think 
my body should look like for their own 
comfort, and neither should you.”    
      - Ashley Graham 

Innovations in body scanning and avatar sizing technology 
will no doubt support order accuracy and seamless 
transaction. At the risk of labelling this a millennial 
phenomenon (it is not!) over a third (34%) of 13-17 year 
old girls in the UK bought plus size clothing in 2016,  
more than twice that in 2012. And for men, the biggest 
increases in body size have been in the 16-24 age bracket. 

This may go some way to explaining why value is such 
a strong purchase driver, also correlating with higher 
obesity rates among lower incomes. The bulk of sales 
focus on the lower end of market. This has supported 
the introduction of ranges by fast fashion brands like 
New Look and Primark.

Higher end plus size designer collections have not, 
to date, been widely available, however Anna Scholz, 
founder of her own successful global designer plus size 
fashion label, who we also interviewed,  says that:

“Women are very used to value products 
because that is what is available to them… I 
am always saying, `do you feel like you don’t 
deserve a designer product?’”

In this paper we examine the market metrics defining 
this space, speak to leading, influential individuals to 
hear about their experiences designing and retailing for 
the plus size customer, and highlight a selection of retail 
‘ones-to-watch’ who are bringing an exciting new spin!

If you would like to discuss any of the trends or points 
raised, please drop me a line at h.mills@pragmauk.com

Helene Mills Director, Strategy
Pragma Consulting

Pragma View 
Helene Mills Director, Strategy

The plus size clothing market is fast developing, 
outperforming general fashion and forecasting strong 
ongoing growth. Within this, the pace of growth of plus 
size menswear is forecast to exceed that of womenswear.

Buoyed by demand from ever-increasing Western 
body dimensions, alongside a strong undercurrent of 
heightened body confidence, operators are waking up 
to the fact that the best sales are achieved from ranges 
which cater to all shapes and sizes. We interviewed ASOS 
Design Director, Vanessa Spence, who explained that:

“People have started to realise that plus 
size is an important market to cover… to be 
inclusive within all the ranges and cater for 
all customer types.”

Historically underserved, the plus size consumer is now 
demanding the latest trends, and the best fit, shape, 
quality and price… and why not?

Where a trip to the high street used to be a bleak 
experience for this shopper, there is now much 
more choice, with specialist new entrants, as well as 
established players developing plus size ranges and 
extending their core offer to tap into this opportunity. 

The digital channel is playing a key role, with greater 
preference for online shopping among plus size 
consumers. At the inspiration stage of the customer 
journey, media bloggers and influencers have loud 
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By The Numbers
Plus Size Clothing Market  Key Statistics
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Expert Interview 
Anna Scholz Founder / Designer.

How did your business start?

I started off as a plus size model in the late 80s  
when there were very limited choices for a six-foot, 
size sixteen, thirteen-year-old. This led me to start 
sewing my own clothes. 

I studied at St Martin’s and then set up my own 
business with the help of the Prince’s Youth 
Business Trust, with a little shop in Portobello, then 
wholesaling to a few retailers including Selfridges 
and Harrods, who were my first two big accounts. 
The business grew out of my living room into the 
first studio then into meeting my business partner 
Cliff whose background is in banking. We grew the 
wholesale business and exhibited first in Germany 
and with Pret-a-Porter in Paris, then with Moda in 
Milan. Then our US business started growing.

“If there are more players in 
the market and more positive 
images of plus size women 
creating more body confidence 
it will make plus size women 
buy more.”
When everybody started to develop online stores, 
we decided to stop doing wholesale and focus on our 

own online shop. Shopping behaviour has changed 
and people now want much more frequent newness 
so my old idea of designing one Spring/Summer 
collection and one Autumn/Winter collection and 
launching that twice a year became obsolete. We 
 are now designing between eight and ten mini 
collections a year.
 
So you always need new products?

That’s part of running an online business, and I’m 
enjoying creating more collections and diverse 
products and not having to tailor it towards the 
more conservative wholesale market which dictated 
to me that they wanted everything in black! What 
we’ve delivered over the years is a very specific fit 
for plus size. We are much more three dimensional in 
our fitting. We are not just going wider but including 
darts and pleating and detailing to flatter a curvy 
body as much as possible.  It really helps that I am a 
plus size woman myself because I can try everything 
on and I can judge better how it feels.  
The fit is absolutely key, as is the quality of fabric.  
The market is saturated with cheap products so 
we offer something that is luxurious and we have 
become known for quality, fit and prints.

What have been your biggest 
challenges? 

When I started the business, I thought it would be 
difficult to design a collection but it’s not. What’s 
difficult is to produce it in the right quantity and to 
deliver it at the right time. You can be too early 
with a trend and you can be affected by world 
events like a bad winter in Mongolia and the death 
of lots of cashmere goats or a flood in India that  
ruins your silk production.

pragmauk.com

Since founding her self-labelled 
brand in 1996, stockists have 
included Harrods, Selfridges 
and Bloomingdales. Anna has 
styled the likes of Adele, Melissa 
McCarthy and Aretha Franklin. 
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When I started wholesaling people weren’t very open 
towards my attitude. They said our clothes were 
too sexy, too body conscious, too fashion forward; 
they wanted to stick to their old layering, hiding 
everything, non-sexual clothing. They saw me as a 
novelty but now I am middle aged they take me a 
little bit more seriously.
 
Do you think that perceptions of plus 
size have changed recently? 

Plus size really has had a moment in the last five 
years. There are so many more players in the 
industry, so many more big players like ASOS. Social 
media has bombarded us with plus size bloggers and 
influencers and there are models like Ashley Graham 
who have risen to super stardom with her six and 
a half million followers on Instagram, constantly 
showing us that confident, big women can be really 
successful.
 

“The market is saturated with 
cheap products so we offer 
something that is luxurious and 
we have become known for 
quality, fit and prints.”

And is that being driven within the UK 
or from overseas? 

The US is ahead of us in terms of social media 
and blogger influence. The UK is always about 
individuality and about being a bit less conservative 
in choices. I am German, and the Germans are more 
conservative and less confident about being sexy. 
German bloggers, for example, say that when they 
come to London they feel so free and wear whatever 
they want to without being judged. The UK, US and 
Germany are our three biggest markets.

Are there any markets that you tried to 
go into without success? 

When we were wholesaling we had an agent for Italy but 
now as we only sell online and people don’t speak English 

as well there, they don’t feel as confident about visiting 
an English language website. Also, their body type is 
a lot shorter than my usual customers so the clothes 
don’t fit as well. We have had mixed success in the 
Middle East. When we were selling in Harrods we had 
a big Middle Eastern customer base but I can’t quite 
reach them now. We do have a few people who order 
from that region, but our images get blocked. They 
might be too sexual. I did a TV series a few years ago 
called The Fashion Hero, which started airing in Latin 
American and we are seeing a rise in web visitors from 
this area which I find quite exciting.

Do you think that price is important 
for plus size customers?

I find women are very used to value products 
because that is what is available to them. There are 
hardly any plus size designer collections available 
and if women see something they desire and it 
is expensive they can get really annoyed. I am 
always saying, ‘Do you feel like you don’t deserve 
a designer product? Does that mean I should not 
offer you a silk dress which costs three times as 
much as a polyester dress?’ I am here to offer you 
a choice, to have something different to wear, such 
as a cashmere jumper or a real leather jacket.
 
Are you threatened at all by the 
increased activity among major 
retailers in plus size?

Not at all. There is a mass of plus sized women out 
there who have been wanting new products and 
they can now pick from a bigger selection. Why do 
plus size women shop more online than high street 
shopping? Because if you go to the high street you 
can buy in about two shops. It is so much easier to 
buy online.

Do you have a core customer, you 
know you dress from head to toe? 

Yes, people are very loyal once they find you. A lot 
of our customers write to me or share photos and 
tell me how they got many compliments wearing 
my clothes, and then they come back for more. ---> 
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In the UK, the plus size market has 
been outperforming the growth of 
general womenswear. Do you think 
this is set to continue?

If there are more players in the market and  
more positive images of plus size women 
creating more body confidence it will make  
plus size women buy more.
 
What about men? 

Lots of plus size model agencies have suddenly 
started presenting plus size men. There are a 
few German companies that are out there and 
Jacamo, so I think the market is growing again. 
If someone approached me, fine, but I would 
be more interested in finding new partners to 
develop swimwear, lingerie and shoes for plus 
size women.

How do you see the plus size market 
developing in coming years?

There will be more players, I think it will become 
the norm and I think a lot of the high street will 
probably extend their sizing because people are 
getting bigger and I think even the normal ranges 
will probably add a size, which again will help the 
confidence. I do think the whole avatar fitting 
technology will probably be much better in five 
years’ time and we will all have to add it to our 
websites.

Are there any individuals who have 
been an inspiration to you?

I genuinely love strong women. I named my dog 
after Frida Kahlo. I think she’s a very striking, 
interesting, talented woman who created a 
style of fashion around her disability. She had a 
terrible accident when she was quite young and 
had to wear long skirts to cover up her legs. She 
used a weakness and made it into a strength and 
became iconic for that.

“I have absolutely no desire to 
open a shop, I think it is too 
localised. I think the beauty 
of online is that you can send 
everything worldwide.”

Do you think your business will be 
doing more online or having more 
physical showrooms in the future? 

I have absolutely no desire to open a shop, I think 
it is too localised. I think the beauty of online is 
that you can send everything worldwide. What we 
will probably do is add more video to our website 
and make it more lively. I am always interested in 
new challenges and ideas. If someone wanted us to 
design uniforms or shoes or something different 
we are always interested in that. I find it exciting 
to be part of new projects.

Expert Interview 
Anna Scholz Founder / Designer. (Continued)



Ones To Watch
Industry Trends
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Dia&Co
Featured in Internet Retailer’s latest Hot 100 list, 
Dia&Co was launched in 2014 as a U.S. digital retailer 
that exclusively sells plus size women’s clothing. 

Founded by former investment banker Nadia 
Boujarwah, Dia&Co offers a solution to a problem 
Nadia faced when shopping for clothes: the lack of 
fashion options for plus-size women. 

Dia&Co is a subscription-based model, in which 
shoppers fill out a questionnaire and a stylist 
sends her selections which she can try on at home. 
Dia&Co works with hundreds of brands that offer 
plus size clothing. The shopper keeps what she likes 

and sends the rest back. For $20 a month, five 
items are delivered with selections based on 
answers to a style quiz. Customers have five 
days to try on the clothes with an option to 
return them for free.

Investors see quite a bit of potential in the 
brand. In September 2017, the company raised 
an investment round of nearly $20 million, 
led by Sequoia Capital, which reportedly 
brought Dia&Co’s worth up to $70 million.  



Ones To Watch
Industry Trends
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Universal Standard
Universal Standard launched online with a simple 
goal: to create for plus-size women the same kind 
of minimalist, well-designed, clean-line clothing in 
larger sizes that’s widely available for straight sizes.

It made news in 2017 with Universal Fit Liberty, a 
programme that allows customers to receive,  
within a year of purchase, a replacement item at no 
cost if their size fluctuates (clothing that’s sent back 
gets donated to charity). The goal, founders Alex 
Waldman and Polina Veksler told The Business of 
Fashion, was to alleviate the consumer’s emotional 
and financial anxiety around “investing” in high-
quality apparel when maybe she’s not 100 per cent 
happy with being that size. It’s a smart move when 
the Dani sweater dress goes for $190, the Seine 
jeans are $90 a pair, and the Kanda puffer coat will 
set customers back $230.

The direct-to-consumer company just raised $7 million 
led by venture capital firm Imaginery, but included 
Gwyneth Paltrow, Tom and Ruth Chapman of Matches 
Fashion, Red Sea Ventures, Toms founder Blake Mycoskie, 
Elizabeth Cutler of SoulCycle, and Sweetgreen co-
founders Jonathan Neman and Nicolas Jammet.

To date, Universal Standard has raised $8.5 million. 
The business plans to use this injection of resources 
to become more size inclusive (sizes 6 to 32 are in the 
works), design for new categories and incorporate 
innovative new fabrics. It also wants to increase its 
physical presence; currently, Universal Standard hosts 
appointments in its New York Garment District 
headquarters’ showroom but plans are underway to 
replicate that showroom experience so customers 
don’t have to rely on the e-commerce channel as their 
single means of transacting.
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Bad Rhino
BadRhino was launched in the UK in 2015 exploiting a 
gap in the male plus size market.

BadRhino has enjoyed 120% YoY growth and has nine 
dedicated franchised stores. Each month BadRhino 
acquires 1000+ new customers and has a highly 
engaging and growing social media presence. This 
social media presence can be attributed to working 
with bloggers. The business realised that male 
bloggers for the big and tall were almost non-existent 
in the UK, so BadRhino worked with international 
bloggers to promote their brand through seasonal 

campaigns and weekly social features, which 
continue to grow the brand’s engagement and 
media presence. BadRhino has become one of 
the fastest growing menswear brands in the big 
and tall market, specialising in fashion for larger 
men in sizes large all the way up to 8XL.

Over the past two years BadRhino has 
collaborated with lots of familiar faces from  
ex-footballer Razor Ruddock to Games of 
Throne actor Kristian Nairn, along with a  
mix of international male bloggers.

11 Honoré
11 Honoré is a luxury e-commerce site for women 
who wear sizes 10 – 20. The brand offers high-
end plus size clothing for women who haven’t 
historically had much choice in the luxury space. 
Collections from brands such as Brandon Maxwell, 
Michael Kors, Christian Siriano, Prabal Gurung, 
Zac Posen, and Baja East, with Adam Lippes and 
La Ligne both coming soon. The founders Herning 
and Retzer worked with designers to select pieces 

from their runway collections that were then 
manufactured for sizes 10 through 20.

They also provide an invitation for designers who 
don’t have the infrastructure to expand their sizing 
as 11 Honore is investing in technology and pattern 
makers to ensure that customers have the best 
designer styles available. However, the sizes are 
limited up to 20 (other popular plus-size brands 
such as Eloquii go up to 28).



Income
Quintile

obesity in england by age group and gender

england population by income and weight (2015)
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Obesity levels peak at middle-age and beyond, but over the last decade we have 
seen increases across most ages, including the younger brackets.

Female Male

Bodyweight correlates with income level, with higher rates of obesity and 
being overweight in the lower earners for both genders.

Market Trends 
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obesity rates around the world

The US, Middle East and South Africa have the highest levels of obesity, with the UK, Canada, 
Australia, Russia and several other northern European countries following closely behind.

Retailers are responding to market demand 
and investing in developing plus size ranges.
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Income
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Expert Interview 
Vanessa Spence Menswear and Womenswear Design Director, ASOS

How has ASOS’s position in the  
plus size market changed since  
it launched Curve in 2010? 

The market has really changed since the launch of 
ASOS Curve. People have started to realise that Plus 
Size is an important market to cover. There are now far 
more influencers and positive social media presence for 
the ASOS Curve customer. 

In terms of the high street offer in general, there’s been 
a recognition that it’s important to try to be inclusive 
within all the ranges and cater for all customer types.  
Our focus is bringing all our great fashion products 
to the ASOS Curve consumer. And recently we’ve 
launched the men’s ‘Plus’ and ‘Tall’ as well, which our 
customers love. 

How strong has the growth of  
the ASOS Curve proposition been  
since its launch in 2010? 

The ASOS Curve collection in womenswear has been 
incredible and it just continues to grow. It has a very 
loyal following. We have various activities like focus 
days to keep in contact with our customer (events 
where ASOS Curve customers get to try on lots of 
clothes and then share their opinions on style, fit, 
shape, quality, price, and a chance to share ideas of 
how things could be better). What they love about 
the ASOS collection is that we offer a trend-led range 
whereas in the past, the ranges that have been available 

just haven’t had that. They were more basic and there 
has been a perception that if you’re a curvy customer 
maybe you don’t want to wear the latest trends.

Within womenswear we have a team of about 70 
designers and we aim to cover every single customer 
type. We will make a slight twist on the fit or maybe 
a certain silhouette, but it is about giving the latest 
trends to the customers.

“Menswear has been fantastic; 
it’s very strong across Europe, 
Germany in particular – and  
the US is fantastic…. What’s  
been more surprising for us is 
that male customers really  
love trend products.” 

And menswear, is a newer part of  
what you’re doing. Has that got 
off to a similar start?

Menswear has been fantastic; it’s very strong across 
Europe – Germany in particular – and the US is fantastic. 
We knew that there was a gap in the market and sales 
would be good. What’s been more surprising for us is 
that the male customers really love trend products.  
Men love the statement pieces, the statement jerseys,  
embellished pieces, trophy stand out products.  
And that is particularly strong in the US. 

pragmauk.com

Vanessa has worked within 
the industry for 18 years, 
joining ASOS in 2007. 
Starting with a team of just 
two, she now has a team of 47.
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“The biggest proportion of our 
sales comes from mobile, and 
that’s right across the board.”

Have you noticed changes in consumer 
attitudes to plus size over the years? 

I think it is all about body confidence and there’s been 
a significant shift in people’s views and perceptions. 
With the rise of models like Ashley Graham, social 
media is a brilliant channel as you have the opportunity 
to see lots of different people and different shapes 
and sizes. This has given the plus size market a real 
platform to show who they are and what they want 
to wear and the level of confidence they have. Even in 
the early days when we were first designing plus size 
fashion, the key bloggers and Instagrammers really 
helped us to believe in what we were doing and push 
the boundaries because we could see that there was 
a need for it and they wanted to wear it. Social media 
has been fantastic for plus size. 

Are plus size customers more  
likely to use online than the  
high street and is that changing? 

The biggest proportion of our sales comes from 
mobile, and that’s right across the board. I think it’s 

about convenience. No matter what size you are 
when you can buy something, try it on at home with 
everything else you’ve got in your wardrobe and then 
decide if you want to send it back if you want, it’s 
amazing.

Do you think there is any  
difference in the price sensitivity 
for plus size customers?

In terms of pricing, we want to make sure that all our 
products are priced the same, so whether it would be 
on the ASOS Curve or Petite or Tall product they’re all 
priced the same. We see amazing sales in the higher 
price point pieces where you can really see the value 
for money, especially across statement going out 
dresses and trophy jackets. 

The plus size part of the womenswear 
market has been growing faster than 
the rest of the womenswear market.
Why do you think that is the case?

The ASOS Curve division has enjoyed incredible 
sales. There hasn’t been this type of offering in the 
market and now that there are more brands coming 
into this space, there’s more choice and more 
opportunity to buy things and I think that’s why 
we’ve seen an increase in sales  ---> 
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--->   The notion of being body confident gives plus 
size men and women the confidence to go and try out 
different trends and wear different things that they 
wouldn’t have before. That’s been really helpful and 
promotes the sector.

How does the UK market compare 
to these other countries?

The UK’s really strong. The US is a really strong market 
for us in terms of ASOS Curve and also ASOS Plus 
+ Tall. We do see strong sales in that market, and 
Germany, too.

Does ASOS engage social media 
influencers directly?

Our ASOS Insider family is the best example of social 
media influencers engaged by ASOS. We work with 
a group of 20-somethings with individual profiles 
who inspire our customer and share personal 
content and style advice via Instagram. London 
based art curator ASOS_Sophia is our ASOS Curve 
Insider with over 10k followers and LA based singer/
songwriter ASOS_Trey showcases the best of our Plus 
+ Tall collections.

Which items are the most popular in 
your plus size ranges? 

The ASOS Curve customer is brave and not afraid to 
try bold colours and trend-led styles so any trend-
driven product always sells out. Our ASOS Curve 
dresses are extremely popular for occasion dressing 
with kimono shapes being a favourite silhouette. 
Styles that accentuate hour glass figures are popular 
across tailoring, jumpsuits and dresses.

“Social Media has been 
fantastic for plus size.”
What are your views on using fit 
technology on websites?

One of the areas that we know customers ask for 
advice on is getting their size right, given the number 
of different brands we stock on site from all over 

the world. We have deployed technology that 
is integrated into the website and can help 
customers figure out the best size for them 
across different products and brands.

The recommendations can be simply based on 
brand fit guides, your personal order history 
and what you have returned (or not) in the 
past. Or you can fill out a short form with 
your measurements and then get even more 
accurate recommendations.

How does ASOS keep ahead of 
the market in terms of design 
and customer reach?  

We have a forum where we can speak to our 
customers directly, across all the different  
countries and different markets. We also run 
customer focus days where we show our  
products. We’ll get plus size customers in and  
fit all the different products on them to make  
sure the fit is consistent across all the different 
body shapes and types. In terms of technologies, 
we have our fit assistant, which is technology that 
allows you to enter your measurements to find  
your perfect fit. It’s all about just making it as 
easy as possible in the customer journey.

How do you see the market 
developing in the next few years? 

I think there will be much more choice for the 
plus size customer. I think we’ll probably see  
more brands coming into the market. In terms 
of ASOS, we’re just about making sure that we’re 
being inclusive. That’s what we do on a day to day 
basis: stay in touch with our customers and keep 
being cutting edge. 
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Expert Interview 
Vanessa Spence, ASOS (Continued).
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Fashion Retailers 
We’ve Worked With 



Pragma is a strategic partner 
for operators and investors
in consumer markets.

We are evidence-based and experience-led, 
enhancing growth and profitability through 
applied commercial insight and action.

With over 30 years of experience in more
than 30 countries, we have completed 
over 1,600 projects to date, successfully 
improving profitability for our clients.

pragmauk.com
+44 (0)20 7902 6888
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