
IFFTI Annual Proceedings 
                Vol.1, April 2022 

 

 

609 

 

UNISEX FASHION: exploring the barriers that prevent marginal practices from 

becoming mainstream 

 

Authors 

Zijie Xu, Jack Coffin and Rosy Boardman, 

University of Manchester, Manchester, UK 

Corresponding Author: zijie.xu@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk 
 

 

Keywords 

Unisex fashion, mainstream market, gender identity, gender fluidity, male consumers, society 

and culture 

 

 
Abstract 

The incessant pursuit of novelty has recently seen some fashion brands develop unisex clothing 

lines. Unisex fashion does not make any strong associations with masculinity or femininity. As 

such, it can be worn by both men and women without communicating any specific gender 

identity. The emergence and development of unisex fashion challenges traditional gender 

norms because it allows men and women to wear similar or identical clothing, which may blur 

conventional gender boundaries and hierarchies. As such, it has the potential to reduce gender 

inequalities in society. However, only a small number of fashion designers and fashion brands 

have entered the unisex fashion market, making only limited forays. Therefore, unisex fashion 

is still a niche market in the fashion industry, and one which seems to be more appealing to 

female consumers and marginalised groups (such as the LGBTQ+ community) rather than 

mainstream consumers (particularly those identifying as male). More research is needed to 

explore the barriers that prevent unisex fashion from becoming mainstream and gender-diverse 

market. This research is in the developmental stage and seeks to adopt a qualitative approach 

to identify and analyse what kinds of barriers discourage consumers, especially male 

consumers, from accepting unisex fashion and allowing the market to become mainstream. The 

study also aims to address the link between society, culture, gender and fashion development, 

particularly focusing on the perceptions of millennials and Generation Z. In doing so, this 

research will develop theories of market mainstreaming, market development, and market 

system dynamics. Due to the privacy of individual gender identity and the social controversy 

of unisex fashion itself, the current research may not only help to inform the marketing strategy 

for the growth of unisex fashion brands and better understand the male consumers, but also 

contribute to the development of gender-neutral markets and gender-equal societies. 
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1. Introduction 

Men’s clothing became colourful after the Peacock Revolution in the 1960s (Pearson, 2020). 

More recently, we have seen the emergence of “metrosexual” in Europe (heterosexual men care 

about appearance and fashion) (Pearson, 2020) and “little fresh meat” in China (men with 

androgynous, effeminate and elvish features) (Chitrakoen, 2019). This indicates social changes 

are occurring and that men may be more open to unisex fashion. Unisex fashion is clothing that 

can be worn by both men and women without any specific gender feature (Oetojo, 2017). 

However, although unisex clothing attempts to embrace universalism, it seems to attract the 

interest of women more than men (Paoletti, 2015). Women are more willing to dress in a 

gender-neutral way in society (Sherman, 2014). Furthermore, unisex clothing caters to the 

fashion needs of marginalised groups due to its inclusivity (White, 2019). Research indicates 

that men would prefer not to deviate from conventional gender norms through their clothing 

practices (Sherman, 2014). Therefore, deep-rooted gender norms in society and culture make 

it difficult for unisex fashion to be accepted by the majority of fashion consumers, especially 

male consumers, which has prevented it from developing into a mainstream market to some 

extent (Sherman, 2014). Yet, existing literature tends to focus on the awareness of unisex 

fashion (Vasan et al., 2017), or more generally on the tension and triggers of mainstream market 

development (Scaraboto and Fischer, 2016). What is lacking is an understanding of the 

gendered barriers to mainstreaming in a market like unisex fashion. The present study aims to 

fill this gap in the literature by exploring the barriers that prevent unisex fashion from becoming 

a mainstream market, particularly the gendered barriers to mainstreaming that discourage male 

consumers from adopting unisex fashion. 

 

 
2. Literature Review 

 

 
2.1 Unisex Fashion 

Unisex is usually described as “androgynous”, “agender”, “gender-neutral” and “genderless” 

(Bardey et al., 2020, p.2). It consists of clothing that is suitable to be worn by both genders 

(Oetojo, 2016). In the 1960s, the counterculture revolution, initiated by young Americans 

seeking a new way of life and expressing a new distinctive identity, officially put unisex 

fashion on the stage of history (Hill, 2018). Meanwhile, unisex fashion is also considered to 

be related to subculture, as the themes of youth subculture in the 1960s were androgyny and 

gender-blurring (Goulding et al., 2004). At present, the blurring of fashion styles among men 

and women seems to be on-trend (Abnett, 2016). Fashion designers (e.g. Hedi Slimane and 

Tom Ford), luxury fashion brands (e.g. Prada, Gucci and Jil Sander) and high-street fashion 

brands (e.g. ASOS, H&M and John Lewis) have embraced unisex fashion and applied it to 

their design and products (Saner, 2017; Jasman, 2018; Clark and Rossi, 2020). These all 

demonstrate that unisex fashion is gradually coming into the public insights and attracting 

more and more attention. 
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2.2 Mainstream Market and Unisex Fashion 

New markets emerge to meet the unsatisfied demand of consumers in existing markets 

(Scaraboto and Fisher, 2013). As the new market is initially small and maybe culturally 

stigmatised, it hopes to develop and expand to become a mainstream market that is legitimate 

and culturally recognised and accepted by the majority of mainstream consumers 

(Humphreys, 2010; Wang et al., 2020). Existing studies demonstrate that market actors 

(human and non-human) such as producers (Wang et al., 2020), entrepreneurs (Schouten et 

al., 2016), social media, celebrities (Mckeown and Shearer, 2019) and so forth are likely to 

promote or hinder market development to varying degrees (Ertekin and Atik, 2020). Notably, 

consumers play an essential role in affecting market changes (Schouten et al., 2016). Despite 

being around since the eighteenth century and developing all the time (Ranathunga and 

Uralagamage, 2019), unisex fashion has yet to become mainstream (Chen, 2011). Moreover, 

millennials and Generation Z, who grew up with the Internet and social media, are more 

likely to discover, access and own fluid and non-binary concepts of gender (Diamond, 2020). 

For millennials, gender fluidity is introduced as a new concept of gender expression (Green 

and McCelland, 2019). Both genders enjoy shopping and fashion consumption (Nellikunnel 

et al., 2015). For Generation Z, consumption is a way of expressing their identity and the 

pursuit of moral truth (Francis and Hoefel, 2018). Research suggests that Generation Z agree 

that people should not be defined and limited by their gender (Elan, 2020). It is for these 

reasons that the present study will focus on millennials and Generation Z as the main target 

groups. 

 

 
2.3 Gender and Unisex Fashion 

Gender is a complex concept, usually accompanied by social, cultural and psychological 

meanings, and defined as being constructed by culture and society (Goulding and Saren, 2009). 

Fashion is considered to be closely related to the construction of gender, and people tend to 

visually express their gender identity and personality to the world through fashion consumption 

(Kacen, 2000). Fashion also reflects and supports gender fluidity and gender identity (Clark 

and Rossi, 2020). Research shows that in the past, women tended to spend a lot of time and 

money paying attention to fashion while men did not (Patterson and Elliott, 2002). Nowadays, 

the traditional social roles of men and women and people’s perceptions of gender roles have 

changed through economic and sociocultural development (Shin and Koh, 2020). Men now 

purchase fashion products to follow trend, re-establishing the concept of masculinity (Al- 

Mutawa, 2015). Sandro (2020) states that fashion blurs the apparent boundaries between 

masculinity and femininity, acting as a political mediator between structural changes in society 

and the associated discriminatory resistance. However, the concept of unisex fashion embraces 

gender binary, which may lead to some gender controversies (Sherman, 2014; Mckeage et al., 

2015). The main controversy is that the gender fluidity of unisex fashion can cause people to 

question their gender identity, especially for male consumers (Sherman, 2014). Hence, gender 

is considered as a possible barrier for preventing unisex fashion from becoming a mainstream 

market in this study. 
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2.4 Male Consumer and Fashion Consumption 

Most research in the consumer culture area, especially in the field of fashion consumption, 

focuses on female consumers rather than male consumers (Bakewell et al., 2006; Gupta and 

Gentry, 2016; Branchik and Chowdhury, 2017), due to the fact that fashion consumption is 

traditionally regarded as feminine behaviour (Bakewell et al., 2006; Ourahmoune, 2016). 

However, with cultural and social developments, as well as the feminist movement, men have 

recently taken more interest in fashion consumption (Koksal, 2013). Furthermore, in post- 

modern society, consumption is the main means of constructing identity and is equally 

important for men and women (Koksal, 2013). Men have now started focusing more on their 

bodies and expressing their individuality by changing external conditions, for instance, plastic 

surgery and make-up (Workman and Cho, 2012), which drives the emergence of new concepts 

of masculinity – metrosexual in western culture and androgyny in eastern culture (Chitrakorn, 

2019; Pearson, 2020). The men’s fashion market has grown faster than the women’s segment 

in recent years, with male consumers becoming as passionate about fashion as female 

consumers, making them a target for fashion brands (Amed, 2012; Statista, 2021). Nevertheless, 

research suggests that male consumers, particularly heterosexual men, are worried that fashion 

consumption challenges traditional gender norms of masculinity (Gupta and Gentry, 2016). This 

is because traditional male gender norms consist of hegemonic masculinity, with menswear 

often dull and infused with meanings of power and authority (Twigg, 2018). Fashion 

consumption can easily be perceived by men as a sign of homosexuality (Gupta and Gentry, 

2016). 

Existing research has primarily focused on a western context, with a lack of research on the 

Chinese context (Zheng, 2015; Kuo et al., 2021). Unisex fashion has been on the rise in China 

in recent years, with the gender fluidity of fashion being sought after by China’s young 

generation (Luo, 2019; Luo 2021). Searches for genderless clothing on the Tmall shopping site 

surged by 150% (Mollard, 2020), and unisex fashion was one of the top 10 lifestyle trends 

keywords on Little Red Book in 2020 (Luo, 2021). 

Furthermore, “little fresh meat”, a unique and new concept of masculinity in China, is widely 

accepted by fashion brands (Chitrakorn, 2019). However, gender stereotype has always been a 

huge problem in China, and even in modern China some traditional gender norms still exist in 

daily life (Zhao, 2020). In particular, effeminate men, the popular androgynous male identity 

of “little fresh meat”, are considered by some people to be a threat to the nation-state (Wen, 

2021; Song, 2021). Nevertheless, many young Chinese netizens believe that this androgynous 

image reflects aesthetic diversity and represents social progress, and that masculinity should 

not be judged solely from the perspective of appearance (Wen, 2021). The young celebrities 

labelled as “little fresh meat” are particularly popular among China’s young generation and are 

influencing Chinese male consumers to become more involved in fashion consumption (Song, 

2021; Luo, 2021). Even so, Chinese male consumers are still under more pressure to try and 

adopt unisex fashion practices than female consumers (Luo, 2021). 

Therefore, this study hopes to draw more attention to unisex fashion and market mainstreaming 

by focusing on the barriers to unisex fashion's development, as well as adding to paucity of 

literature concerning male fashion consumption. The current research is in a developmental 
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stage and will build on institutional theory to work towards an understanding of the barriers 

preventing unisex fashion from becoming mainstream. As such, it will make theoretical 

contributions to market mainstreaming, market development and market change. Institutional 

theory means the various actions that actors take to shape and change the institutional 

environment (Scott, 2013). Institutional theory emphasises that social norms, cultural 

understanding and shared expectations are the key sources of institution’s structures, outcomes 

and actions (David et al., 2019). Institutional theory considers all actors that can influence the 

market and consumers, and the legitimacy of market development (Slimane et al., 2019). This 

makes it an appropriate lens to use to help researchers understand and explain the development 

of the unisex fashion market and its existing ambiguous gender controversy from social and 

cultural perspectives. 

 

 
3. Methods 

The initial plan is to adopt a qualitative approach to explore the barriers that prevent unisex 

fashion from becoming mainstream. Qualitative semi-structured interviews will be used to 

invite male fashion consumers who have not adopted unisex fashion to deeply understand why 

male consumers are reluctant to embrace unisex fashion and how market actors produce barriers 

to prevent male consumers from accepting unisex fashion. Millennials and Generation Z tend to 

consume across gender lines (Anyanwu, 2020) and are more willing to accept gender fluidity 

(Gosling, 2018) and will therefore be the participants for the present study. Given the popularity 

of unisex fashion in China in recent years (Luo, 2021), the current research has chosen China 

as the target country. Therefore, the target groups are millennials and Generation Z male 

consumers in China. The snowball sampling is planned to be used to reach approximately 30 

participants for qualitative interviews (Morse, 2000) or until saturation point is reached. 

Discourse analysis will be adopted to analyse qualitative data and computer-assisted qualitative 

data analysis software (CAQDAS) such as Nvivo will be applied to help and manage data 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

 
4. Conclusion and Future Development 

Focusing on the role of gender in market mainstreaming, this research will contribute to the 

marketing theories of market change, market-shaping, market dynamics and new market 

emergence. It will also develop the application of institutional theory to fashion marketing, 

exploring how gender logic in institutional environment guides fashion market actors to affect 

market change. Managerially, this research will help fashion marketers and retailers better 

understand male consumers in the fashion industry, which remains under-researched. Fashion 

companies and unisex fashion brands can develop and adjust their marketing strategies to 

facilitate the development and expansion of unisex fashion. Socially, researching unisex 

fashion will raise awareness of gender equality and gender diversity in culture and society. 



IFFTI Annual Proceedings 
                Vol.1, April 2022 

 

 

614 

 

References 

Al-Mutawa, F. S. (2015). Negotiating Muslim Masculinity: Androgynous Spaces within 

Feminized Fashion. Fashion Marketing and Management. 20(1), pp.19-33. 

Anyanwu, O. (2020). Decoding Genderless Fashion, the Future of the Industry. WWD. 

[Online]. [Accessed 21st February 2021]. Available from: https://wwd.com/fashion- 

news/fashion-features/genderless-fashion-future-of-industry-1203381685/ 

Amed, I. (2012). From Pitti to Paris, Men are the New Women. Business of Fashion. [Online]. 

[Accessed 18th March, 2021]. Available from: 

https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/global-markets/the-fashion-trail-from-to- pitti-to-paris- 

men-are-the-new-women 

Bardey, A., Wöllenstein, J. A & Chiu, P. (2020). Exploring the Third Gender in Fashion: From 

Consumer Behavior to Designers’ Approach towards Unisex Clothing. Fashion Practice, 0(0), 

pp. 1-19. 

Bakewell, C., V.W. Mitchell, and M. Rothwell. (2006). UK Generation Y Male Fashion 

Consciousness. Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, 10(2), pp. 169-180. 

Branchik, B. J. and Chowdhury, T. G. (2017). Men Seeing Stars: Celebrity Endorsers, Race 

and The Male Consumer. Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice, 25(3), pp. 306-322. 

Chitrakorn, K. (2019). Men are Changing. Are Brands Keeping Up? Business of Fashion. 

[Online]. [Accessed 20th September 2019]. Available from: 

https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/intelligence/men-are-changing-are- brands-keeping-up 

Chen, S. (2011). Androgynous Style in Fashion. Advanced Materials Research, 174, pp. 976- 

980. 

Clark, H & Rossi, L. M. (2020). Clothes (Un)Make the (Wo)Man – Ungendering Fashion 

(2015)? Crossing Gender Boundaries: Fashion to Create, Disrupt, and Transcend. 

David, R. J., Tolbert, P. S. and Boghossian, J. (2019). Institutional Theory in Organization 

Studies. Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Business and Management, pp. 1-23. 

Diamond, L. M. (2020). Gender Fluidity and Nonbinary Gender Identities Among Children 

and Adolescents. Child Development Perspectives, 14(2), pp. 110-115. 

Elan, P. (2020). How Harry Styles Became the Face of Gender-Neutral Fashion. The Guardian. 

[Online]. [Accessed 13th July, 2021]. Available from: 

https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2020/nov/17/how-harry-styles-became-the- face-of-gender- 

neutral-fashion 

Francis, T. and Hoefel, F. (2018). ‘True Gen’: Generation Z and its Implications for Companies, 

McKinsey & Company, 12(2018). 

Goulding, C. & Saren, M. (2009). Performing Identity: An Analysis of Gender Expressions at 

the Whitby Goth Festival. Consumption, Markets and Culture, 12(1), pp.27-46. 

http://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/global-markets/the-fashion-trail-from-to-
http://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/intelligence/men-are-changing-are-
http://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2020/nov/17/how-harry-styles-became-the-


IFFTI Annual Proceedings 
                Vol.1, April 2022 

 

 

615 

 

Gosling, J. (2018). Gender Fluidity Reflected in Contemporary Society. Jung Journal, 13(3), 

pp. 75-79. 

Gupta, S. and Gentry, J. W. (2016). Construction of Gender Roles in Perceived Scare 

Environments – Maintaining Masculinity When Shopping for Fast Fashion Apparel. Journal 

of Consumer Behaviour, 15(2015), pp. 251-260. 

Hill, D. D. (2018). Peacock Revolution: American Masculine Identity and Dress in the Sixties 

and Seventies. Bloomsbury Publishing. 

Humphreys, A. (2010). Semiotic Structure and the Legitimation of Consumption Practices: The 

Case of Casino Gambling. Journal of Consumer Research, 37(3), pp. 490-510. 

Kacen, J. J. (2000). Girrrl Power and Boyyy Nature: The Past, Present, and Paradisal Future of 

Consumer Gender Identity. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 18(6), pp. 345-355. 

Koksal, M. H. (2013). Psychological and Behavioural Drivers of Male Fashion Leadership. 

Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics, 26(3), pp. 430-449. 

Kuo, Y., Vongphantuset, J. and Joneurairatana, E. (2021). From Eastern Inspiration to Unisex 

Fashion: A Case Study on Traditional Chinese Shenyi Attire. Humanities, Arts and Social 

Sciences Studies, pp. 535-546. 

Luo, J. (2021). Forget Gender-Neutral Fashion. Chinese Men Want Women’s Clothes. Jing 

Daily. [Online]. [Accessed 21st November, 2021]. Available from: 

https://jingdaily.com/chinese-men-womens-clothes-chanel/ 

Luo, J. (2019). The It Bag Goes Unisex in China. Jing Daily. [Online]. [Accessed 10th February 

2022]. Available from: https://jingdaily.com/the-it-bag-goes-unisex-in-china/ 

McKeown, C. & Shearer, L. (2019). Taking Sustainable Fashion Mainstream: Social Media 

and the Institutional Celebrity Entrepreneur. Journal of Consumer Research. 18, pp. 406-414. 

Morse, J.M. (2000). Determining Sample Size. Qualitative Health Research, 10(1), pp. 3-5. 

Nellikunnel, S., Rahman, A., Jawaid, A. and Sim, L. E. (2015). Generation Y Male Cosmetic 

Consumption Patterns Regression Modelling. International Journal of Modelling inOperations 

Management, 5(2), pp. 154-176. 

Oetojo, J. O. (2016). Consumer Perception on Gender Equality and Designer Performance for 

Genderless Fashion Brands. Social Sciences & Humanities, 24(S), pp. 137-146. 

Ourahmoune, N. (2016). Luxury Retail Environments and Changing Masculine Sociocultural 

Norms. The Journal of Applied Business Research, 32(3), pp. 695-706. 

Patterson, M. and Elliott, R. (2002). Negotiating Masculinities: Advertising and the Inversion 

of the Male Gaze. Consumption, Markets and Culture, 5(3), pp. 231-249. 

Paoletti, J. B. (2015). Sex and Unisex: Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 



IFFTI Annual Proceedings 
                Vol.1, April 2022 

 

 

616 

 

Pearson, J. (2020). Smart, Casual, Unisex: Can We Have Gender Equality in Twenty- First 

Century Fashion and Dress? In: Smith, A. Ed(s). Gender Equality in Changing Times, pp. 227- 

245. 

Ranathunga, G. M. and Uralagamage, S. R. (2019). An Investigative Study of the Androgynous 

Fashion Concept and its Impact on the Sri Lankan Fashion Market. International Conference 

on Business Research. 

Sherman, L. (2014). Unisex Fashion: Can it Ever be More Than a Niche Category? Fashionista. 

[Online]. [Accessed 21st November, 2020]. Available from: 

https://fashionista.com/2014/08/unisex-designers 

Sandro, N. D. (2020). Contemporary Fashion Imaginary: Deconstructing Gender. ZoneModa 

Journal, 10(1), pp. 51-64. 

Song, G. (2021). “Little Fresh Meat” : The Politics of Sissiness and Sissyphobia in 

Contemporary China. Men and Masculinities, pp. 1-9. 

Scott, W. R. (2013). Institutions and Organisations: Ideas, Interests and Identities. Forth 

Edition. Los Angeles: SAGE Publication. 

Scaraboto, D. & Fischer, E. (2016). Triggers, Tensions and Trajectories: Towards an 

Understanding of the Dynamics of Consumer Enrolment in Uneasily Intersecting Assemblages. 

Assembling Consumption. New York: Routledge, pp. 172-186. 

Slimane, K. B., Chaney, D., Humphreys, A. and Leca, B. (2019). Bringing Institutional Theory 

to Marketing: Taking Stock and Future Research Directions. Journal of Business Research, 

105(2019), pp. 389-394. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A. (2009). Research Methods for Business Students. 

Fifth Edition. Harlow: Pearson. 

Statista. (2021). Revenue of the Men’s Apparel Market Worldwide by Country in 2020. 

[Online]. [Accessed 30th November 2021]. Available from: 

https://www.statista.com/forecasts/758671/revenue-of-the-men-s-and-boys-apparel- market- 

worldwide-by-country 

Twigg, J. (2018). Dress, Gender and the Embodiment of Age: Men and Masculinities. Aging 

& Society, 40(1), pp. 105-125. 

Vasan, S., Pujar, S. R. and Gopalakrishnan, S. (2017). Awareness on Unisex Clothing Among 

Fashion Designers: A Study. International Journal in Management and Social Science, 5(2), 

pp. 14-23. 

Workman, J. E. & Cho, S. (2012). Gender, Fashion, Consumer Groups, and Shopping 

Orientation. Family& Consumer Sciences Research Journal. 40(3), pp.267-283. 

White, A. (2019). Everything You Need to Know About Gender-Neutral Style – Trending with 

Generation Z – in Philly and Beyond. The Philadelphia Inquirer. [Online].[Accessed 21st 

http://www.statista.com/forecasts/758671/revenue-of-the-men-s-and-boys-apparel-


IFFTI Annual Proceedings 
                Vol.1, April 2022 

 

 

617 

 

February 2021]. Available from: https://www.inquirer.com/fashion/gender- neutral-

fashion-inclusive-genderless- boutiques-designers-20190725.html 

Wang, X., Colbert, F. and Legoux, R. (2020). From Niche Interest to Fashion Trend: Hanfu 

Clothing as a Rising Industry in China. International Journal of Arts Management, 23(1), pp. 

79-90. 

Wen, H. (2021). Gentle yet Manly: Xiao xian rou, Male Cosmetic Surgery and Neoliberal 

Consumer Culture in China. Asian Studies Review, 45(2), pp. 253-271. 

Zhao, Z. (2020). Analysis of the Similarities and Differences Between Gender Stereotype and 

Gender Role in China. 2020 3rd International Conference on Humanities Education and Social 

Sciences, 496, pp. 38-43. 

Zheng, T. (2015). Masculinity in Crisis: Effeminate Men, Loss of Manhood, and the Nation- 

state in Postsocialist China. Etnográfica, 19(2), pp. 347–365. 

http://www.inquirer.com/fashion/gender-neutral-fashion-inclusive-genderless-
http://www.inquirer.com/fashion/gender-neutral-fashion-inclusive-genderless-
http://www.inquirer.com/fashion/gender-neutral-fashion-inclusive-genderless-

