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Abstract

Fashion is an important aspect of life, and impacts peoples’ sense of belonging, well-being, self-esteem, behaviour, cognition, and emotions. However, there is a lack of understanding of how current “youthful” fashion impacts the well-being of middle-aged female consumers. This study examined the mediating role of ageing anxiety, appearance anxiety, and the moderating effects of an interest in fashion, as well as fashion spending power and age on the relationship between satisfaction with fashion clothing choices and well-being. Survey responses were collected from 252 middle-aged women residing in the United Kingdom (UK). The results showed that satisfaction with fashion clothing choices was a significant predictor of well-being, and this relationship was partly mediated by social avoidance behaviour. The model explained 19% of the variance in middle-aged women’s well-being. The content analysis of open-ended responses asking about challenges middle-aged women face when shopping for clothes revealed that size, fit, and style were the main areas of concern. This cohort, overall, felt overlooked by designers, manufacturers, and retailers. Pushing middle-aged women from the market or hoping they will just fit into the “young” or “mature” category can lead them to disengage socially and from mainstream fashion brands. Therefore, it is important for the industry to reconsider its current provision and cater to the needs of this important consumer group. 
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Introduction

In the United Kingdom (UK), the official retirement age is 67 for those born after April 1960 (State Pension Age Changes and Retirement Age Increases, n.d.). Therefore, women are expected to remain in the workforce longer than ever before. As they remain employed, 40 to 49 year-olds hold the highest earning potential, followed by those aged 50 to 59 (What Is the Average UK Salary by Industry, Age, and Education?, n.d.). Thus, middle-aged women wield substantial spending power, with the mean disposable income for the age group 45 - 54 years old reaching £47,630 (Household Disposable Income by Age Group 2024 - Office for National Statistics, n.d.). 
Professionally, middle-aged women tend to be at the prime of their careers and hold a certain social status that requires them to dress accordingly. This should make them quite an appealing consumer base for fashion brands. However, middle-aged women are invisible to the fashion industry as current trends and designs are made to fit young women’s bodies (Twigg, 2012), and middle-aged women are rarely featured in fashion and beauty advertising (Lewis et al., 2011) unless it is for a new anti-ageing solution. Furthermore, there is a lack of research into fashion for middle-aged women, and there is no research exploring the impact of fashion on middle-aged women’s well-being. 
Having fashionable attire and generally being well-dressed extends beyond aesthetics. The empirical evidence suggests that there is an intricate relationship between clothing and a sense of belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, Turner et al., 1979), well-being (Çili, 2023), and self-esteem (Masuch & Hefferon, 2014), and clothes also influence our behaviour, cognition and emotions (Adam & Galinsky, 2012; Horton, Adam & Galinsky, 2023). Grounded in the existing empirical evidence, this study aims to fill the gap and explore how being unrepresented by the fashion industry impacts the well-being of middle-aged women. In particular, it will examine the relationship between satisfaction with fashion clothing choices, appearance anxiety, ageing anxiety and well-being, and the challenges middle-aged women face when shopping for fashionable attire. 
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Literature Review
Fashion is a dynamic form of self-expression that encompasses clothing, accessories, footwear, and even lifestyle choices. It reflects cultural, social, and individual identities. Fashion serves as a mirror to society, often reflecting the values, aspirations, and ideologies of a particular time and place. The significance of fashion lies in its ability to shape social norms, construct identity, and enable individuals to communicate their personality and affiliations (Kawamura, 2021; Crane, 2012). 
Current society is at the brink of the “agequake” when the population over the age of 60 surpasses that under the age of 15 across G7 countries (Walker & Mesnard, 2011). “Agequake” is in stark contrast with the emergence of the "youthquake" concept in 1965 (Youthquake Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster, n.d.). “Youthquake” was popularised by Diana Vreeland during her tenure as the editor of American Vogue. The “youthquake” marked a pivotal shift in the fashion industry's focus, redirecting attention from affluent older consumers to a younger, trendier demographic. 
Before the “youthquake” movement, the fashion industry primarily catered to an older, more affluent demographic with elevated social status. This phenomenon was initially described by economist Thorstein Veblen in his seminal work "The Theory of the Leisure Class" in 1899. Goncu-Berk (2015) notes that fashion trends and styles were initially embraced by the privileged upper echelons of society before gradually permeating to lower socioeconomic levels. Veblen (1899) referred to this phenomenon as the 'trickle-down' method of fashion adoption, wherein new styles were accessible only to the privileged class due to their financial capacity, thereby reinforcing their elite status by adopting the latest fashion trends. During the “youthquake”, for the first time in history, fashion trickled up, and the trends of the street became the inspiration of the catwalks.  
The “youthquake” revolutionised the fashion industry's focus, leaving middle-aged women with fewer choices when shopping for fashionable clothing. With the spotlight now firmly on the youth market, most advertisements and publications are geared towards a younger cohort, often disregarding those aged 50 and above, who constitute a large audience for fashion magazines (Lewis et al., 2011). Consequently, the fashion industry's strong focus on youth may inadvertently reinforce biases against older consumers, as discussed by Nelson (2011). Therefore, it is essential to build knowledge and understanding of what role fashion plays in positive ageing and longevity.
The link between the self and clothes was first noted by William James (1890), who wrote about our attachment to clothing in Principles of Psychology. He stated: “The old saying that the human person is composed of three parts—soul, body and clothes […]“ (James, 1890, p. 280). James thought that a person's clothes were integral to their material identity (Watson, 2004), which is further linked to their social identity. 
According to the Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), humans have an internal need to fit within society through belonging to a group (Turner et al., 1979). Identification with the group membership is often achieved through visible ornaments, clothes and behaviours coherent with the group. An example is school uniforms worn by all the pupils to demonstrate that they are a group and belong to a particular school. Similarly, the suit can be seen as an identifying characteristic of an office worker, and variations in its quality, cut and brand indicate the level within the office hierarchy. Thus, fashionable clothing can be seen as a tool for consumers to explore, articulate, and validate their social identities (Dittmar, 2007), and it is part of an extended self (Bye & McKinney, 2007).
The sense of self is also inextricably linked to autobiographical memories (e.g., Conway, 2005; Conway, Singer, & Tagini, 2004). Autobiographical memories are memories of events in a specific time and place in an individual’s past (Nelson, 2003). They are recalled from the individual’s own perspective and have personal meaning (Çili & Stopa, 2019). Recall of autobiographical memories is accompanied by a feeling of re-experiencing the events (Tulving, 2002). Previous research suggests that autobiographical memories related to clothes are associated with psychological well-being (Çili, 2023) and self-continuity, which is individuals' sense of connection between their past and present selves (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2018). Thus, perception and expression of self are closely interlinked with clothing. 
The effect of clothing on people also stretches beyond one’s sense of self and social identity. Extensive empirical evidence supports the impact of clothes on thinking, feelings and behaviour. Enclothed cognition theory (Adam & Galinsky, 2012) posits that clothes have symbolic meaning to the wearer and, when worn, influence the wearer’s cognition and behaviour. To test enclothed cognition, Adam and Galinsky (2012) conducted experiments asking groups of students to put on a white lab coat and perform various cognitive tasks like visual search (sustained attention) and Stroop test tasks (selective attention). They found that the group who wore lab coats presented as doctor’s coats consistently performed better on the attention tasks than those who wore the same lab coats presented as painter’s coats or those who wore their own clothing.  This increased performance on the tasks was explained as a transfer of the characteristics associated with a doctor (e.g., heightened attention to detail and cognitive performance) onto the wearer via clothes. Since 2012, researchers have tested the effect of enclothed cognition in a variety of contexts, ranging from the research into the effect of uniforms on profession-associated stereotypical behaviour (e.g., Andrews, 2023; Civile & Obhi, 2017; Pech & Casper, 2023) to the effects of counterfeit goods on the erosion of ethics (Gino et. al., 2010), to the effect of clothes on healthy food preferences (Wang et al., 2021).
For example, few studies have investigated the impact of professional or formal attire on the wearer’s feelings, perceptions, and behaviours. Formal clothes carry a particular symbolic meaning that communicates professionalism, status, and authority.  Hannover and Kühnen (2002) found that the formality of the clothes we wear is internalised, and as a result, activates aspects of self-knowledge related to formality, which in turn, shapes how we perceive ourselves in the moment. The research also found that employees felt most authoritative, trustworthy, and competent when dressed in formal business attire, and they also reported feeling more productive when wearing business casual or formal clothes (Peluchette & Karl, 2007). The effect of clothes was also noted beyond the immediate work environment. Cutright and colleagues (2019) found that wearing formal clothes increased feelings of social confidence and led to higher consumer spending. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Clothes can also be used to manage one’s feelings and overall well-being. Masuch and Hefferon (2014) conducted a qualitative study interviewing ten people aged 25-46, seven females and three males. They used grounded theory to analyse the interview responses and found that people managed their everyday well-being by using clothes to manage mood, befriend the body, and negotiate selfhood. These findings were further corroborated by a recent study that found that clothing can boost confidence and contribute to a positive self-image and, therefore, enhance well-being (Suganya et al., 2024).
Based on the SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, Turner et al., 1979), theory of self, research into autobiographical memory (e.g., Conway, 2005; Conway, Singer, & Tagini, 2004), and enclothed cognition theory (e.g., Adam & Galinsky, 2012; Horton, Adam & Galinsky, 2023), clothes can have a profound effect on life, work, self-perception and well-being. Thus, on the one hand, when clothes align with people’s self-perception and self-expression and with their social identity, they experience high satisfaction with their fashion choices. Higher satisfaction with fashion would lead to higher well-being as people can use fashion to manage their emotions, cognitions, and behaviour. On the other hand, when people cannot find clothes that are congruent with their self-perception, social identity, or their bodies, they will feel dissatisfied with fashion. Consequently, a lack of appropriate attire can negatively impact one’s well-being. 
Furthermore, in the case of UK fashion consumers, Rocha et al. (2005) found that they had a closer relationship with fashion than their counterparts from China or Brazil. Overall, middle-aged women from the UK appear to be very interested in fashion and have the necessary resources to spend on fashionable attire, yet they have been largely invisible to the fashion industry since the fashion industry continues to prioritise a younger market with less purchasing power. The current gap in the research is the lack of studies examining how current “youthful” fashion impacts middle-aged female consumers’ well-being.  Therefore, this study aims to investigate how satisfaction with fashion contributes to middle-aged women’s well-being. It is hypothesised that:

H1: Satisfaction with fashion will predict the well-being of middle-aged women. 

In the media, middle-aged women are rarely seen as models; they are only featured when advertising anti-ageing skincare or similar products. The fashion media promotes slender and young women as Western beauty ideals, and the departure from this beauty standard with age can contribute to the anxieties related to physical attractiveness (Saucier, 2004). This can promote age anxiety, which describes negative feelings and fears associated with growing older, including physical, psychological, social, and transpersonal losses (Lasher & Faulkender, 1993). A study by Lewis-Smith et al. (2014) found that midlife women experience body image concerns influenced by the societal emphasis on youthful appearance, contributing to ageing anxiety and appearance-related distress. 
The negative effect of stereotypes and perceptions associated with older people can be explained through Terror Management Theory (TMT; Chonody & Teater, 2016). The TMT theory posits that encountering older people can trigger anxiety, as it prompts contemplation of our own mortality. According to TMT, the concept of "old" is closely linked to the concept of "death". Lack of positive ageing promotions from the fashion industry can, therefore, activate negativity towards ageing in middle-aged women that will negatively impact their well-being. The unattractiveness of ageing also includes the stereotype of failing health (Lee, 1997), and some advertisers ignore the older consumer market because “they would all die soon” (Miller, 1993, p. 8). This can lead to both age anxiety and appearance anxiety, which could have a negative impact on middle-aged women's well-being.  
Subjected to this “age shaming” from the fashion and beauty industry, middle-aged women are trying to appear younger (Lewis et al., 2011). They attempt to look younger through extensive exercise, dieting, and facial enhancements. According to Chondy and Teater (2016), these enhancements and lifestyles lead to a discrepancy between the felt age and the actual chronological age. To fit a narrow beauty standard, women over the age of 50 reported engaging in extreme weight-loss practices, including the use of diet pills, excessive exercise, diuretics, laxatives, and self-induced vomiting (Gagne et al., 2012). Thus, studies suggest that body dissatisfaction among women in midlife is closely linked to disordered eating behaviours (McLean et al., 2010).
The lack of middle-aged women represented in the media also fosters social appearance anxiety, which enforces fears of being rejected or negatively judged because of physical appearance (Papapanou et al., 2023). When women in midlife do not see themselves represented, they may feel excluded or devalued, which can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and dissatisfaction with their appearance. Research shows that exposure to narrowly defined beauty standards correlates with increased body image concerns and self-objectification, particularly among women who feel they do not align with these ideals (Tiggemann & McCourt, 2013). This absence of diverse representation creates a disconnect between lived experiences and societal portrayals, fostering insecurities and leading to behaviours such as obsessive self-scrutiny and avoidance of social activities. Research indicates that media messages often blur the lines between appearance and health, creating pressure on middle-aged women to strive for unattainable body ideals, which intensifies appearance anxiety by perpetuating unrealistic beauty standards (Monks et al., 2021). Taking into account the effect of media on ageing anxiety and appearance anxiety, it is hypothesised that:

H2: The effect of fashion satisfaction on the well-being of middle-aged women will be mediated by ageing anxiety. 
H3: The effect of fashion satisfaction on the well-being of middle-aged women will be mediated by social appearance anxiety.

For some years, Alexandra Shulman, an editor of British Vogue (a middle-aged woman herself), led the representation of middle-aged women in fashion magazines. She started the 'Ageless Style' issue as a regular July issue on the Vogue calendar in 2007 (Twigg, 2010). It remained on the editorial calendar until 2019. Unfortunately, the 'Ageless Style' issue ceased to exist when Edward Enniful, a younger man, took over as editor, further isolating older women from the fashion narrative. 
There are fashion options for older consumers, but fashion retailers often lump all consumers outside the youth market into a single "mature" category. This aggregation is inadequate as the needs of a 50-year-old woman who is still in employment and potentially at the top of the career ladder are not the same as those of an 80-year-old woman in retirement (Mumel & Prodnik, 2005). Thus, there is a gap in the market as most current fashion is done for young consumers and substantially fewer options for the mature market, which leaves middle-aged women with no viable alternatives. 
The underrepresentation of middle-aged women in fashion media can lead to their disengagement from fashion. Research indicates that when individuals do not see themselves reflected in media, it negatively impacts their self-esteem and body image (Lewis-Smith, 2014). Therefore, as a way of coping, middle-aged women can withdraw from fashion, and their interest in fashion consumption can diminish. 
The fashion industry did make attempts to cater to middle-aged consumers as individuals over the age of 45 held more than 50% of the market share in 2021, which is a substantial shift from the approximately 33.3% they represented in 1971 (Jackson & Shaw, 2008). Marks and Spencer (M&S) in 2008 launched a brand named “Portfolio” in response to a gap in the market for middle-aged women with large disposable incomes and who were still working (Twigg, 2012). The brand was axed in 2010 after just two years. The main reason for removing “Portfolio” was M&S desire to put more emphasis on its own name fashion lines instead of a collection of brands under the M&S umbrella (Bearne, 2010). Zara also tried to appeal to middle-aged consumers in 2017 with their “Timeless” collection. In this clothing collection, only models over the age of 40 were featured. However, the advertising campaign for this collection backfired when Malgosia Bela, one of the models featured in the campaign, stated in an Instagram interview promoting the collection that she would prefer “not to get old and ugly” (Ledbetter, 2017). Evidently, that interview negatively affected Zara's effort to cater for older women, and the retailer has now removed all references to that collection and campaign from its website. 
Both M&S and Zara are mid-range fashion brands on the high street and, therefore, can be accessible to people with varied incomes. Although middle-aged women are considered to have a proportionally large disposable income in comparison to other age groups, it is possible that fashion spending power will affect what middle-aged women want and can afford. 
Furthermore, a review of the existing literature showed that academia has also overlooked middle-aged women. Research examining the clothing needs of mature consumers was done on older (70+ years old) participants (Clarke et al., 2009), and Julia Twigg's book “Fashion and Age: Dress, the Body and Later Life” (2013) was written for older individuals. Thus, there is an apparent gap in the research that needs to be addressed. Based on the invisibility of middle-aged women to the fashion industry and academia and the lack of understanding of this important segment of the population, it is hypothesised that:

H4: The effect of fashion satisfaction on the well-being of middle-aged women will be moderated by interest in fashion.  
H5: The effect of fashion satisfaction on the well-being of middle-aged women will be moderated by consumers’ fashion spending power.  
H6: The effect of fashion satisfaction on the well-being of middle-aged women will be moderated by age.  

Overall, the literature review showed that fashion is an important aspect of life and impacts people’s sense of belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1979), well-being (Çili, 2023), self-esteem (Masuch & Hefferon, 2014), behaviour, cognition, and emotions (Adam & Galinsky, 2012; Horton, Adam & Galinsky, 2023). Furthermore, several failed attempts by the fashion industry to create fashion lines for middle-aged women further highlight that this valuable population has been ignored or not understood. Looking at the current gaps in the research, this study aims to 1) examine the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being and where the relationship is mediated by ageing anxiety and appearance anxiety, 2) test the moderating effect of fashion importance, fashion spending power and age on the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being and 3) understanding what challenges middle-aged women face when shopping for fashion attire. The hypothesised model that will be tested in this research is presented in Figure 1 below.
Figure 1

The Hypothesised Model Where the Relationship Between Fashion Satisfaction and Well-being is Mediated by Ageing Anxiety and Appearance Anxiety, and the Effect is Conditional on Levels of Interest, Fashion Spending and Age 
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Methods
[bookmark: _Toc43368326]Participants
Overall, 335 people started the survey, but only 252 completed it and satisfied the inclusion criteria (identified as female), 83 participants were excluded due to incomplete responses, and one was identified as a male who was also excluded. The participants' ages ranged from 38 to 67 (M = 52.8, SD = 5.6). Most of the sample identified as white females (n = 228; 90.5%), 23 (9.1%) identified as Black, Mixed, Asian and Other ethnic background, and one refrained from reporting the ethnicity. Regarding occupation, 58 (23%) participants were in managerial roles, 83 (32.9%) were skilled workers, 60 (23.8%) were in general employment, and 15 (6%) were self-employed. In addition, the sample comprised 15 participants who were retired, 15 who were homemakers, and the remaining 9 were unemployed, for a total of 20.4% of those who were not employed. All participants resided in the UK. 
Most participants indicated they were interested in fashion (measured on a scale from 0 – not at all to 10 – very important), with 174 (69%) selecting option 8 or higher. In addition, 135 (30.2%) participants reported shopping for fashion items at least once a month, and 69 (27.1%) shopped seasonally. Only 16 participants (6.3%) reported shopping for fashion only when they absolutely needed to. Concerning the spending power of the sample, 133 (52.8%) were willing to spend £10 - £20 on a simple white t-shirt, 76 (30.2%) said they were willing to spend £21 - £35, and 28 (11.1%) were willing to spend over £35. The average price of the simple white cotton t-shirt at the time of the study was around £8.50 from M&S (a high-street brand). 
[bookmark: _Toc43368327]Materials
Fashion Satisfaction Questionnaire (FSQ) was developed specifically for this study. Overall, 10 self-reported questions were designed to measure whether participants felt that the fashion industry catered to their needs (e.g., “It is easy for me to find fashion brands that cater to my specific style preferences”).  The responses were recorded using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). The fashion satisfaction levels were computed by averaging all the constituent items. Higher average scores on this variable indicate greater satisfaction with the fashion options currently available. The face validity of the scale was examined by the two authors, and the first 40 participants were used as a pilot to determine whether the scale was reliable (n=40; Cronbach’s a = .872) before continuing data collection.  
Anxiety About Ageing Scale (AAS; Lasher & Faulkender, 1993) was used to measure participants’ feelings about their age. The scale consists of 4 subscales; however, for the purpose of this research, only the subscale measuring anxiety about ageing concerning physical appearance was used. The physical appearance subscale consisted of 5 self-reported items (e.g., “I have never lied about my age in order to appear younger”). The responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The responses to the scale were recoded so that high scores represented higher anxiety about one's own appearance in old age. The ageing anxiety variable was computed by averaging all the constituent items. The scale demonstrated good reliability in the previous research (Cronbach’s α = .71; Lasher & Faulkender, 1993). 
The Appearance Anxiety Inventory (AAI; Veale et al., 2013) was used to assess the level of anxiety people experience in relation to the way they look. The scale consisted of 10 self-reported questions and measured appearance anxiety. Although the scale can be used as a single factor measure, for the purpose of this research, the two subscales: Avoidance (e.g., “I avoid situations or people because of my appearance”) and treat monitoring (e.g., “I check my appearance (e.g. in mirrors, by touching with my fingers, or by taking photos of myself”) were analysed separately. Participants’ responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (all the time). The level of appearance anxiety was computed by averaging out the items for each subscale. Higher scores across both subscales represent higher levels of appearance anxiety. Previous research has reported good internal consistency for the questionnaire (Cronbach’s α = .86; Veale et al., 2014).  
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (WEMWBS; Tennant et al., 2007) was used to assess whether participants had an overall positive outlook for their future. The scale comprises 14 self-reported questions (e.g., “I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future”). The responses were recorded using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all the time). The variable was computed by averaging all the constituent items in the scale. The higher scores represent a higher level of well-being. The questionnaire overall showed good reliability in previous research (Cronbach’s α =.91; Tennant et al., 2007). 
An open-ended question was added at the end of the survey to capture what specific challenges middle-aged women face when fashion shopping (e.g., “What specific challenges or difficulties have you encountered when shopping for fashion now compared to when you were in your 20s?”). 
[bookmark: _Toc43368328]Procedure
Ethical approval was obtained from the University of the Arts, London Psychology Ethics Committee. All participants were presented with the information sheet outlining the aim of the study, what they would be asked to do, the risks and benefits of the study, their right to withdraw, and how their data would be used and stored. All participants had to provide informed consent before proceeding to the survey.  All data was collected using the online survey platform Qualtrics. It was open to all females who identified as middle-aged women. Currently, in the UK, women’s life expectancy on average is 82.9 years old (Mortality in England and Wales - Office for National Statistics, n.d.) and thus, age 40 can be considered middle age. The upper limit for the inclusion criteria was estimated based on the UK qualifying age for receiving the State Pension i.e., 67 for those born after April 1960 (State Pension Age Changes and Retirement Age Increases, n.d.). This ensured that the sample in this study would capture predominantly professional women or those looking after the family or who are in their early years of retirement. Participants were recruited from 1) The Emma Guns Show: The Forum, 2) Postcards from Midlife, 3) Trinny Tribe – Greater London & Home Counties Regional Tribe, and 4) the Snowball sampling technique. Invitations to participate in the research were posted on Facebook, as it is the most used social media platform for people in the desired age range (How Different Age Groups Are Using Social Media 2024, n.d.). On average, participants took 8 minutes to complete the survey. At the end, participants were debriefed and provided with the researchers' contact details. 
[bookmark: _Toc43368329]Data analysis
Data was analysed using the PROCESS macros in SPSS version 30. Firstly, all data were screened for outliers, incomplete cases, and participants who did not fit the inclusion criteria. After the data cleaning, the study variables were computed, and the scales' reliabilities were tested. The distribution of the DV was normal. The association between the variables was tested using Pearson’s correlation, with 5000 bootstrap samples. The hypothesised mediation models with conditional effects of interest in fashion, fashion spending power and age were tested using the PROCESS macros version 4.3.1 model 5 (Hayes, 2017) with bootstrapping to 5000. Before testing the hypothesised models, all continuous variables were centred to facilitate the interpretation of the results. Overall, three separate models for each of the moderation variables (interest in fashion, fashion spending power and age) were tested.
The responses to open-ended questions were analysed using content analysis following a systematic approach, beginning with familiarisation by reviewing responses to identify recurring words and patterns. Using an inductive coding method, themes and subthemes emerged directly from the data. Then, each response was categorised, addressing overlaps by allocating quotes to the most relevant theme. Subthemes were used to provide nuanced insights into participants' responses. Representative quotes were selected for each theme and subtheme (where subthemes were identified) for illustrative purposes. Additionally, statistics on the prevalence of each theme were calculated to contextualise findings. The initial coding was conducted by the first author, and the second author used the identified themes and subthemes to re-code the data independently. This process ensured transparency and robustness of the qualitative data analysis.
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The Pearson correlation was used to examine the relationships between well-being, fashion satisfaction, ageing anxiety, social avoidance, and threat monitoring behaviours. In addition, descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients were computed and are presented in Table 1.



Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviation, Pearson Correlation Coefficients and Reliability (in parentheses) for the Study Variables

	 
	X
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. Wellbeing
	3.4
	0.5
	(.9)
	
	
	
	

	2. Fashion Satisfaction
	2.5
	0.8
	.359**
	(.856)
	
	
	

	3. Age Anxiety - Appearance
	2.9
	1
	-.219**
	-.151**
	(.76)
	
	

	4. Appearance anxiety - Avoidance
	2.3
	0.8
	-.345**
	-.388**
	.316**
	(.871)
	

	5. Appearance Anxiety - Threat monitoring
	2.2
	0.7
	-.236*
	-.191**
	.258**
	.587**
	(.677)

	Note: **p<0.01; The sample bootstrapped to 5000




As can be seen from the table, the predictor variable and the mediators related to well-being as hypothesised and correlated among themselves. Notably, satisfaction with fashion had a moderate positive relationship with well-being. This means that having the availability of suitable and desirable fashion attire is associated with higher well-being. The next noteworthy association with well-being was social avoidance behaviour that stems from appearance anxiety. It correlated moderately negatively with fashion satisfaction and overall well-being, suggesting that higher levels of both are associated with reduced social avoidance. Ageing anxiety and threat monitoring behaviours were weakly but significantly negatively correlated with fashion satisfaction and well-being. This suggests that when people are satisfied with their fashion options, they engage in fewer threat monitoring behaviours and report higher well-being. Ageing anxiety, social avoidance, and threat monitoring behaviours were positively, moderately and strongly correlated with each other. 

Testing the hypothesised mediation model with conditional effects 
The indirect effect of fashion satisfaction on well-being is hypothesised to be mediated by ageing anxiety, social avoidance, and threat monitoring behaviours. Furthermore, it was hypothesised that this relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being will be moderated by the interest in fashion. Thus, the relationship is expected to be strong for individuals who report fashion being important to them and not significant for those who are not concerned with fashion. The results for the mediation model with the conditional effect of interest in fashion are presented in Figure 2 below. 
Figure 2 

Standardised Coefficients for the Mediating Effects of Ageing Anxiety and Appearance Anxiety, and the Conditional Effect of Interest in Fashion on the Relationship Between Fashion Satisfaction and Well-being 
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Overall, the model was significant and explained 19.4% of the variance in well-being (R adj = 0.194). The only significant predictor of well-being was fashion satisfaction, and its effect was partially mediated by social avoidance. The moderating effect of interest in fashion was not significant (B= -.036; t= -.623; 95%CI = -.15 to .078). This means that regardless of the interest in fashion, fashion satisfaction has a significant direct effect on well-being. None of the full mediating paths between fashion satisfaction and well-being were significant: ageing anxiety (B= .018; 95%CI = -.002 to .048), social avoidance (B= .066; 95%CI = -.004 to .141) and threat monitoring behaviours (B= .011; 95%CI = -.019 to .042). Therefore, the hypothesised model is partly supported as fashion satisfaction has a direct effect on well-being, and this effect is partially mediated only by social avoidance. Thus, the more satisfied middle-aged women are with fashion, the higher their well-being, and this effect is partly due to increased social interactions. 
To further test the effect of fashion satisfaction on well-being, the second model was estimated, where the moderating effect of how much money middle-aged women were willing to spend on a simple fashion garment (white t-shirt) was tested. This measure is used as a proxy for estimating participants’ fashion spending power. It was expected that for women who spent more on fashion, the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being would be strongly positive, whereas for those willing to spend less on fashion, the relationship will not be significant.  The results for the mediation model with the conditional effect of fashion spending power are presented in Figure 3 below.
Figure 3

Standardised Coefficients for the Model Testing the Mediating Effects of Ageing Anxiety and Appearance Anxiety, and the Conditional Effect of Fashion Spending on the Relationship Between Fashion Satisfaction and Well-being
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Overall, the model was significant and explained 19.4% of the variance in well-being (R adj = 0.194). As in previous analyses, the only significant predictor of well-being was fashion satisfaction, and this relationship was partly mediated by social avoidance. The moderating effect of fashion spending was not significant (B= -.076; t= -.647; 95%CI = -.308 to .156). This means that, regardless of the money participants are willing to spend on fashion, fashion satisfaction has a significant direct effect on well-being, partially mediated by social avoidance. None of the full mediating effects between fashion satisfaction and well-being were significant for any of the mediators: ageing anxiety (B= .017; 95%CI = -.003 to .048), social avoidance (B= .068; 95%CI = -.002 to .143) and threat monitoring behaviours (B= .01; 95%CI = -.02 to .043). Therefore, the hypothesised model is partly supported, with fashion satisfaction having a direct effect on well-being, and this effect is partially mediated only by social avoidance.
To further test the effect of fashion satisfaction on well-being, the third model was estimated, where the moderating effect of age was tested. It was expected that for older women the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being will be not significant, whereas for those who are younger the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being will be positive and significant.  The results for the mediation model with the conditional effect of age is presented in Figure 4 below.
Figure 4

Standardised Coefficients for the Model Testing the Mediating Effects of Ageing Anxiety and Appearance Anxiety, and the Conditional Effect of Age on the Relationship Between Fashion Satisfaction and Well-being
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Overall, the model was significant and explained 19.6% of the variance in well-being (R adj = 0.196). As in the previous two tested models, the only significant predictor of well-being was fashion satisfaction, and this relationship was partly mediated by social avoidance. The moderating effect of age was not significant (B= -.05; t= -.888; 95%CI = -.16 to .061). This means that regardless of age, fashion satisfaction has a significant direct effect on well-being that is partially mediated by social avoidance. None of the full mediating effects between fashion satisfaction and well-being were significant for any of the mediators: ageing anxiety (B= .018; 95%CI = -.002 to .05), social avoidance (B=.066; 95%CI = -.002 to .14) and threat monitoring behaviours (B= .01; 95%CI = -.022 to .04). Therefore, the hypothesised model is partly supported by fashion satisfaction having a direct effect on well-being, and this effect is partially mediated only by social avoidance behaviour.
Overall, the quantitative analysis showed that neither interest in fashion, fashion spending power, nor age affected the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being. Furthermore, the age anxiety and threat monitoring behaviours did not mediate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being. However, the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being was partly mediated by social avoidance behaviours. Thus, being satisfied with fashion choices is associated with higher well-being, partially due to reduced social avoidance. 

Content analysis of open-ended question

Qualitative responses to the open-ended question “What specific challenges or difficulties have you encountered when shopping for fashion now compared to when you were in your 20s?” were analysed to better understand the challenges that middle-aged women face.  The content analysis of participants' responses regarding challenges in shopping for fashion as they age revealed several key themes, which provide insight into evolving consumer needs and preferences. Five main categories were identified inductively from the data. The agreement between the coders was 87.7%. Where the coding differed, the agreement was reached on the most appropriate coding. The results of the content analysis are summarised in Table 2. 



Table 2

Content Analysis Results

	Theme
	Subtheme
	n
	%
	Representative Quotes

	Fit and Size Challenges
	Body Shape Changes
	27
	10.7
	Participant 128: "My shape has changed a lot. I feel like I don’t know how to dress for my shape any more and tend to buy the same type of things over and over. But mainly I have lost a lot of my confidence"

	
	
	
	
	Participant 9: "Body shape has changed - I still like fitted clothes but these are harder to find for the mature figure"

	
	Inconsistent sizing and Lack of Size Options
	53
	21
	Participant 10: "Size and exhaustion in trying stuff on"; 

	
	
	
	
	Participant 17: "Harder to find smaller sizes, clothes for taller people. (Jeans)"

	Limited Options and Fashion Trends
	Lack of Variety or Representation
	40
	15.9
	Participant 103: "All shops are selling same styles in fashion. When I see display of fashion on thin mannequins behind the window, I completely feel turned off.”

	
	
	
	
	Participant 36: “Not suitable styles”

	
	Balancing Current Trends and Age Appropriateness
	47
	18.7
	Participant 13: "Not so much choice for older women, fashion is geared towards younger women"

	
	
	
	
	Participant 211: I don’t want to dress like I’m 20, but I also don’t want to dress like I’m 65."

	Quality, Price, and Comfort
	 
	29
	11.5
	Participant 109: " Finding affordable clothing in natural fabrics - cotton, linen etc. everything’s cheap polyester or acrylic."

	
	
	
	
	Participant 11: "style of clothing, quality and fit at reasonable value"

	 
	 
	
	
	Participant 1: "I want quality in fabric, style, and cut, but there is a huge gap in price between cheap fast fashion and quality." 

	Online vs. In-Person Shopping
 
	 
	19

	7.5

	Participant 230: "Sizing guides often show I'm larger than the size I need! 20s always shopped in store (even Oxford Street flagships), now less choice and average sizes / ranges stocked in store so forced to order online"
Participant 86: "Limited high street shopping - I miss being able to try things on in store"

	Other, positive or none
	
	33
	13.1
	Participant 20 "I hate clothing shopping"
Participant 84: "My body shape has barely changed, so for me the same issues are in play as back then."


Note: 4 participants did not respond to this question.

As can be seen from the table, Limited Options and Fashion Trends (34.6%) was the dominant theme. This theme captures the broader frustrations of participants regarding the availability and suitability of fashion clothes for older demographics. This theme has two subthemes, with the first one, Lack of Variety or Representation, capturing participants’ frustration with the lack of fashion options that cater to their age group, noting that clothing is often designed either for much younger audiences or tends to be overly "frumpy" and uninspired. This subtheme highlights the exclusion that middle-aged female consumers feel in the current fashion market. The second subtheme was Balancing Current Trends and Age Appropriateness, which captured the difficulty navigating current fashion trends while maintaining a sense of personal style and age appropriateness. Participants expressed a desire for timeless pieces that feel modern without appearing overly youthful and emphasised the importance of a balance between trendiness and practicality for middle-aged consumers.
The next most prevalent theme was Fit and Size Challenges (31.7%). This theme reflects the difficulties participants face in finding clothing that accommodates their body shapes and sizing needs. Two primary subthemes were identified, with the first subtheme being Body Shape Changes. This subtheme outlines frequent mentioning of challenges related to the physical changes in their bodies over time, such as broader waists, larger busts, flatter bottoms, and other age-related transformations. These changes often result in clothing that does not fit well or flatter their current body proportions. This subtheme underscores the disconnect between garment design and the diverse body shapes of middle-aged female consumers. The second subtheme was Lack of Size Options. This subtheme highlights the unavailability of appropriate sizes, particularly at the extremes of the sizing spectrum (e.g., petite or plus-sized options). This subtheme reflects a need for greater inclusivity in size ranges offered by retailers.
Quality, Price, and Comfort theme captured the concerns about the intersection of clothing quality, affordability, and comfort. Participants noted a shift in their priorities as they age, seeking well-made, comfortable clothing but finding it difficult to balance these attributes with reasonable pricing. This theme underscores the challenge of meeting the needs of middle-aged consumers who prioritise durability and comfort over fleeting trends.
The Online vs. In-Person Shopping was the fourth most frequent theme. This theme reflects mixed feelings about the rise of online shopping. Some participants appreciated the convenience and variety of e-commerce platforms, while others lamented the loss of in-person shopping experiences, particularly the ability to try on clothes before purchasing. This theme highlights the need for a hybrid approach that combines the best of online and brick-and-mortar shopping to meet consumer preferences. This theme also incorporated inappropriate in-store features like small changing rooms, problems with mirrors and lighting.
The overall sentiment of the comments indicated that middle-aged consumers feel forgotten, ignored, and helpless with the current state of the fashion industry because the two main factors for fashion garments (size and style) have not been considered/developed with this population in mind. In particular, there were many instances where participants used the expression “mutton dressed as lamb” to express their discontent with the inappropriate youth-oriented fashion trends and styles. However, although there was a predominantly negative sentiment, it is also important to acknowledge that there were neutral or positive comments, with some consumers finding it easier to shop at their current age than when they were 20 years old or experienced the same problems as before. These responses were grouped together into Other, Positive or None group. Nonetheless, the analysis underscores the importance of designing fashion that includes diverse body shapes, sizes, and ages while offering consistency in sizing and pricing structures. 
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The present study employed a cross-sectional design to investigate the impact of fashion satisfaction on middle-aged women’s well-being. It was hypothesised that the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being would be mediated by ageing anxiety and appearance anxiety, and this relationship will also be moderated by the interest in fashion, spending power and age. The qualitative data from the open-ended question were collected to examine the challenges middle-aged women face when shopping for fashionable clothing. 
The results showed that being satisfied with the availability of suitable and desirable fashion is associated with higher well-being. This finding is in line with the previous research that examined the relationship between fashion and well-being and found mechanisms by which clothes enhance it (Çili, 2023; Masuch & Hefferon, 2014). 
Importantly, this study tested the mediating effect of appearance anxiety (Tiggemann & McCourt, 2013), separately looking at social avoidance behaviours and threat monitoring behaviours. Social avoidance was found to be a significant partial mediator between fashion satisfaction and well-being, whereas threat monitoring (people’s extent of appearance monitoring behaviours) was not. Thus, it is possible that anxieties concerning appearance, and in particular, the avoidance of social situations due to fashion dissatisfaction, are fuelled by a lack of appropriate fashion attire, which can make people feel distressed, experience a lack of belonging and withdraw from social interactions. Social withdrawal can lead to feelings of loneliness and ultimately lead to lower levels of well-being and a positive outlook on the future. Importantly, this study is the first one to identify social avoidance as one of the mechanisms via which fashion satisfaction impacts well-being. This finding further adds to the understanding of how fashion satisfaction impacts well-being, alongside other factors such as the use of clothing to manage mood, befriend the body (Masuch and Hefferon, 2014) enhance positive self-image (Suganya et al., 2024), and maintain continuity between the past and the present self (Sedikides and Wildschut, 2018), which are all facilitating well-being.
The results also showed that lack of representation in fashion and low fashion satisfaction predicted ageing anxiety (Lewis-Smith et al., 2014). However, ageing anxiety did not mediate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being. This suggests that the lack of satisfaction with fashion for middle-aged women contributes to the development of ageing anxiety, but ageing anxiety does not necessarily mediate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being. Thus, when women are satisfied with their fashion choices, they experience higher well-being regardless of their ageing anxiety. Well-fitted attire that brings satisfaction predicts well-being regardless of how one feels about age and ageing. 
In addition, interest in fashion, spending power and age did not moderate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that, regardless of whether one is interested in fashion and wants to appear fashionable, a lack of appropriate, personally satisfying fashion attire leads to lower well-being. Having the opportunity to spend more on fashion and potentially shop for higher-quality garments or shop in more expensive stores does not have an effect on the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being, indicating that middle-aged women across the board experience similar challenges that affect their well-being. Furthermore, age did not moderate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being either. Thus, regardless of whether a person is younger or older, as long as they can find suitable fashionable attire, they report higher well-being and a positive future outlook. 
Analysis of the qualitative data revealed that many middle-aged women are disheartened by the current state of fashion. The main challenges middle-aged women face when shopping for fashionable clothing are size, fit, and style that are appropriate for their age. These are essential components to making one’s body comfortable and promoting the feeling of looking good. Inappropriate styles include garments that are too low-cut or too short. The colour of garments is also mentioned as problematic when it comes to appropriate styles. Most manufacturers offer middle-aged consumers watered-down, dingy colours (Twigg, 2009), which were not the colour palette middle-aged women found desirable. Feeling inappropriately dressed can bring on the fear of receiving unfavourable feedback or rejection from others, i.e., fuelling social appearance anxiety (Papapanou et al., 2023). Not being able to purchase fashionable clothing that fits correctly can also lead to loss of self-esteem (Suganya et al., 2024). 
The findings of this study should be viewed in the context of the sample and its generalisability to the overall UK population. Middle-aged women in this research were mainly employed, and 55.9% were in managerial positions or were professionals who were likely to dress fashionably. Furthermore, the participants were very interested in fashion, and 69% reported it as important. This group of women were also frequent fashion shoppers and were happy to spend more than the current price for a plain t-shirt. Overall, the sample in this study is closely in line with the overall UK average reported by Indeed (What Is the Average UK Salary by Industry, Age and Education?, n.d.). 

Practical applications
This research has a number of practical applications. It is important to highlight that fashion is not frivolous and is not just for young people. Clothes are an integral part of self that communicates belonging and impacts emotional states, ways of thinking and processing information, and behaviour. As such, fashion should be considered an important aspect of an active and fulfilling life that promotes positive ageing and longevity. This research provides empirical evidence for the importance of fashion for the well-being of middle-aged women. 
Looking at the number of fashion lines for “mature” women that were ultimately discontinued for various reasons, it is important to understand what the industry can do to cater to this group of affluent and keen fashion consumers. Middle-aged women identified several areas the fashion industry should focus on to better cater to them.
There was a plea to designers to consider this cohort’s sizing needs. A large portion of participants made an impassionate request for sizing to be standardised throughout the industry. The participants appealed for clothing to be designed with the middle-aged body in mind. They asked that the fashion industry take into consideration the body shape of middle-aged women, as they usually have larger breasts and hips from childbearing and figure changes due to menopause. Thus, this is not just about making the same style garment in larger sizes but also about considering the changing body proportions and the appearance of body parts to ensure proper fit. 
The most frequently noted obstacle to buying fashionable clothing was the designs on offer, with participants feeling unsatisfied with the clothing available to them now, compared to shopping in their 20s. There were requests for sleeves to cover the upper arms and proper pockets. The phrase ‘mutton dressed as lamb’ was mentioned many times as something this group is highly adverse. These women want clothing designed to suit them as an individual group, not just items made larger but in the spirit of a younger cohort. One participant has nicely summarised the struggles middle-aged women are facing “Most of my favourite retailers have now ceased to trade or have stores I can visit in person. My body shape has changed and I am a lot less confident in my figure. I have always loved fashion and have always enjoyed dressing a bit 'edgier'. At 50, I do not feel old, but I find myself in a middle ground when clothing is either 'too young' by being tight & skimpy - or it is frumpy and old.” (participant 151).
It was noted in some of the qualitative responses that this cohort still likes to shop in physical stores with helpful sales assistants, well-appointed mirrors, and female-only fitting rooms with better lighting. In a way, this group would like to return to a time when shop assistants would suggest outfits or items that would flatter the customer instead of the customer trying to ascertain what items would suit them while browsing the shop floor. This is an understandable request as these women have very abundant lives, with time being an extremely limited commodity. The current lack of appropriate retail spaces also alienated some of the participants who moved to shop online because they felt unwelcome in physical shops due to being of a seemingly older cohort than the target market or being made to feel unwelcome and overlooked by younger shop assistants.
Overall, the study shows that appropriate fashion is important for middle-aged women, and there are certain barriers like size, fit and style that make them most dissatisfied with current fashion provisions. Lack of fashion satisfaction can lead to lower well-being and a more negative outlook to the future. Therefore, it is important for the industry to reconsider its current provision and include this important consumer group. Pushing middle-aged women from the market or hoping they will just fit into the “young” or “mature” category can lead them to disengage from mainstream fashion brands. As one participant noted, “I find it difficult to find anything I like. When I go shopping for a specific thing, the shops so often don't have it. So much so that I am making more of my clothes now, so I can tailor-make things that will fit me properly.” (participant 124).
Limitations and future research suggestions
Although this study brings some essential insights into exploring the importance of fashion for the well-being of middle-aged women, some important limitations should be considered. Firstly, most participants were White, middle-aged women living in the UK. Therefore, it is not possible to extend these findings to other ethnic groups who may have different preferences for fashion attire not produced by mainstream fashion brands.  Furthermore, the high levels of female equality in the UK put more women in positions of power who are focusing on their careers and, as such, may place more importance on fashion than women who fit the usual stereotypes of being primarily home carers, wives and mothers. As such, it is possible that in a more patriarchal society, the importance of fashion attire may have a weaker relationship with well-being, although it is still expected to be significant. Therefore, future research should aim to replicate this study in other countries and cultural contexts. 
In addition, satisfaction with fashion clothing choices had a direct effect on well-being in this study. Therefore, it should be contested against other predictors of well-being. For example, future research could test a model where the quality of social relationships, physical activity and personality traits are tested together with fashion satisfaction to determine if it is still an important predictor of well-being. In addition, qualitative analysis outlined different aspects of fashion that women found distressing and future research should examine how each of the areas of concern contributes to the overall well-being of middle-aged women quantitatively. 
Finally, this study used an opportunity sample of volunteers. Thus, it is likely that self-selection bias of participants who were interested in fashion has occurred. Although the results showed that interest in fashion did not moderate the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being, the sample overall was skewed towards perceiving fashion as important. Although we all wear clothing, not everyone is interested in fashion trends and is expected to wear fashionable attire or consume fashion media. Therefore, it is important to firstly re-examine the moderating effect of interest in fashion on the relationship between fashion satisfaction and well-being and, secondly, to further explore if the same challenges are perceived by all middle-aged women when shopping for fashion attire regardless of whether they are interested or not in fashion trends.
Conclusion

This research aimed to explore the importance of fashion for the well-being of middle-aged women. The results showed that satisfaction with fashion clothing choices directly predicted well-being, and this relationship was partly mediated by social avoidance behaviours. Fashion satisfaction explained overall around 19% of variance in well-being and that was regardless of whether people were interested in fashion, whether they could spend a lot or a little on fashion and their age. The findings further outlined that middle-aged women do not find clothes they feel empowered or comfortable wearing in the high street retail brands. The participants identified that the main issues they faced were with the garments' size, fit and style. They have noted a preference for quality above quantity and favour slow fashion that utilises natural fabrics and long-lasting, stylish clothes. Thus, this study outlines a vast disconnect between the middle-aged female consumer and the fashion industry. This cohort feels overlooked by the designers, manufacturers, retailers (especially the ones that still have physical stores) and the fashion industry. Importantly, this research showed that fashion is not simply important for aesthetics but has a deeper connection to well-being. Therefore, it is crucial to raise the awareness of fashion professionals and the industry of the desires of middle-aged women and facilitate the successful provision of fashion to this vital market segment. 
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