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Abstract 

Clothing poverty has re-emerged as a significant indicator of material deprivation across 

high-income countries. Despite unprecedented global overproduction of garments, millions of 

adults and children in the United Kingdom, the European Union, and the United States lack 

adequate, weather-appropriate, durable clothing. This report traces how clothing poverty has 

grown over the past five decades, shaped by wage stagnation, declining garment durability, 

rising clothing price floors, and the structural fragility of global supply chains. A global 

analysis reveals that clothing poverty persists even in regions saturated with textile waste, 

exposing a paradox at the heart of the modern fashion economy: abundance does not 

guarantee access. The report concludes with a mathematical model linking income, garment 

durability, and inflation to the probability of experiencing clothing poverty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction: Clothing Poverty as a Modern Indicator of 

Inequality 

Clothing poverty is one of the least measured yet most visible forms of deprivation. It affects 

a person’s ability to work, attend school, participate socially, and remain safe in extreme 

weather. In the UK, EU, and USA, households increasingly struggle to afford essential 

clothing, not because garments are scarce, but because the cost of maintaining a functional 

wardrobe has risen faster than incomes. The decline in garment durability means that clothing 

fails sooner, forcing low-income households into rapid replacement cycles they cannot 

sustain. Clothing poverty is therefore not a fringe issue but a structural outcome of economic 

inequality, supply-chain fragility, and the erosion of garment quality. 

2. Historical Overview: How Clothing Poverty Has Changed 

Since the 1970s 

Clothing poverty in the 1970s and 1980s was shaped by limited income but mitigated by the 

durability of garments. Clothing was relatively expensive, but items were made from natural 

fibres, produced domestically, and designed to last. Households owned fewer garments, but 

each item had a long lifespan and could be repaired, shared, or passed down. Clothing 

poverty existed, but it was defined by scarcity rather than rapid deterioration. 

The 1990s and 2000s transformed the clothing landscape. Offshoring, synthetic fibres, and 

fast-fashion production dramatically reduced prices. Clothing became cheaper in nominal 

terms, but durability collapsed. The illusion of abundance masked a structural decline in 

garment quality, especially for low-income households who increasingly relied on 

ultra-cheap synthetics. Clothing poverty shifted from a lack of garments to a lack of garments 

that lasted. 

By the 2010s, wage stagnation, insecure work, and rising living costs created a new form of 

clothing poverty. Households could buy clothing more easily, but garments failed faster, 

increasing long-term costs. The post-2020 period accelerated this trend. Clothing inflation 

rose sharply in the UK, EU, and USA, driven by supply-chain disruption, energy shocks, and 

geopolitical instability. Essential clothing became more expensive at the same time that 

garment durability reached historic lows, intensifying deprivation across all three regions. 

3. Clothing Poverty in the United Kingdom 

Clothing poverty in the UK has intensified due to the combined effects of rising clothing 

inflation, stagnant wages, and the high cost of school uniforms. Adults face increasing 

difficulty replacing workwear, winter coats, and durable footwear. The UK’s colder climate 

amplifies the consequences of inadequate clothing, particularly for households in Scotland, 

Northern England, and Wales. The decline in garment durability means that items such as 

children’s trousers, school shoes, and winter coats fail more quickly, forcing families into 

repeated purchases they cannot afford. 



Children experience clothing poverty through inadequate school uniforms, insufficient 

seasonal clothing, and reliance on second-hand markets that no longer guarantee quality. 

School uniforms represent a significant financial burden, with annual costs often exceeding 

£250 per child. Growth cycles intensify the problem: children outgrow garments faster than 

families can replace them, and low-quality fast-fashion items rarely survive long enough to 

be passed down. 

Charity shops and clothing banks have become essential infrastructure, but they are 

increasingly overwhelmed. The quality of donated clothing has declined sharply due to the 

dominance of low-durability synthetics, reducing the usefulness of second-hand systems. 

Post-Brexit trade friction and rising import costs have further raised the price of essential 

clothing, pushing the UK’s clothing and footwear index to its highest level in over a decade. 

Clothing poverty in the UK is therefore the product of both economic pressure and structural 

decline in garment quality. 

4. Clothing Poverty in the European Union 

Clothing poverty in the EU varies significantly across member states, shaped by income 

levels, climate, and social protection systems. Adults in southern Europe face high 

replacement costs due to lower wages and limited access to durable garments. In northern 

Europe, stronger welfare systems mitigate some effects, but rising energy prices after the 

Russia–Ukraine war increased textile production costs across the continent, raising clothing 

prices even in wealthier states. 

Children in the EU experience clothing poverty through inadequate winter clothing, limited 

access to school-appropriate garments, and gaps in welfare support. Eastern European 

households face the highest rates of deprivation due to structural inequality and lower 

purchasing power. The EU’s clothing and footwear index has risen steadily since 2020, 

reflecting persistent energy and logistics pressures. Although the EU benefits from a larger 

internal market and more diversified supply chains than the UK, clothing poverty remains 

widespread, particularly in households with multiple children or unstable employment. 

5. Clothing Poverty in the United States 

Clothing poverty in the United States is shaped by income inequality, extreme weather, and 

the high cost of work uniforms. Many low-wage workers must purchase required uniforms 

out of pocket, including branded shirts, non-slip shoes, and protective clothing. These costs 

accumulate quickly and disproportionately affect households already struggling to meet basic 

needs. 

Children face strict school dress codes that increase clothing costs, particularly in districts 

requiring uniforms. Climate exposure intensifies deprivation: inadequate winter clothing in 

northern states and inadequate heat-appropriate clothing in southern states both pose health 

risks. Racial and regional disparities deepen the problem, with southern states and 

marginalised communities experiencing higher rates of clothing poverty. 

Despite the abundance of thrift stores, the quality of second-hand clothing has declined due to 

the dominance of fast fashion. Donation-based systems cannot compensate for the structural 

decline in garment durability. The US apparel index shows a clear post-2020 rise, reflecting 



higher transport costs, rising textile input prices, and ongoing trade tensions. Clothing 

poverty in the United States is therefore a product of both economic inequality and the 

structural fragility of the clothing system. 

6. Global Analysis: Clothing Poverty in a World of 

Overproduction 

Globally, clothing poverty coexists with unprecedented textile waste. In parts of Africa, Asia, 

and Latin America, imported second-hand clothing floods markets, yet access to durable, 

weather-appropriate garments remains limited. Clothing poverty is intensified by climate 

vulnerability, where inadequate clothing exposes populations to extreme heat, cold, and 

rainfall. The worn-clothing trade undermines local textile economies, reducing access to 

high-quality garments and increasing dependence on imported waste streams. 

Children worldwide face a severe clothing crisis. School uniforms, winterwear, and durable 

footwear are often unaffordable, and the global shift toward low-quality synthetics has 

reduced the lifespan of garments even in low-income markets. Global supply chains create 

both abundance and deprivation: overproduction ensures a constant flow of garments, but 

declining durability and unequal distribution mean that millions still lack adequate clothing. 

7. The Economics of Clothing Poverty 

The cost of maintaining a basic clothing basket has risen steadily across the UK, EU, and 

USA. Essential items such as winter coats, school shoes, and work uniforms have become 

more expensive relative to income, while garment durability has declined. Replacement 

cycles have shortened dramatically: items that once lasted several years now fail within 

months. This increases long-term costs for low-income households, who must replace 

garments more frequently despite having less disposable income. 

Hidden costs intensify clothing poverty. School uniforms impose unavoidable expenses, 

workwear requirements create financial pressure, and weather-appropriate clothing is 

essential for safety. The poverty premium means that low-income households pay more per 

wear because garments fail faster. Clothing poverty therefore emerges from the interaction of 

rising price floors, declining durability, and stagnant wages. 

The interaction of inflation, income, and declining durability becomes clearer when applied 

to real national data. In the United Kingdom, a basic adult clothing basket that cost £420 in 

2015 rises to £501 at 2024 price levels. When durability falls from twelve months to eight, 

the effective annual cost rises to £752. For a household with £14,000 in disposable income, 

this exceeds the 5 percent clothing-poverty threshold of £700, placing the household in 

clothing poverty. The same mechanism is even more visible for children. Two school-age 

children requiring uniforms and seasonal clothing cost £716 at 2024 prices, but reduced 

durability pushes the real annual cost to £1,075. For a household with £18,000 in disposable 

income, this exceeds the £900 threshold, producing children’s clothing poverty driven 

specifically by uniform requirements and shortened garment lifespan. 

A similar pattern appears in the euro area. A €400 adult clothing basket rises to €444 at 2024 

prices. When durability falls from twelve months to nine, the effective annual cost becomes 

€592. For a two-adult household with €20,000 in disposable income, the required €1,184 



exceeds the €1,000 clothing-poverty threshold. Even modest inflation, when combined with 

declining durability, is sufficient to push low-income households into deprivation. 

The United States shows the same structural dynamics. A $450 adult clothing basket rises to 

$551 at 2024 prices. When durability falls from twelve months to nine, the effective annual 

cost becomes $735 per adult, or $1,470 for a two-adult household. For a household with 

$22,000 in disposable income, this exceeds the $1,100 clothing-poverty threshold. Despite 

the abundance of cheap clothing in the US market, declining durability and rising 

replacement frequency push essential clothing costs beyond what low-income households can 

sustain. 

Across all three regions, the decisive factor is not nominal price but the collapse in durability. 

Inflation amplifies the problem, but it is the shortened lifespan of essential garments that 

forces households into replacement cycles that exceed their financial capacity. These 

numerical examples demonstrate that clothing poverty is a structural outcome of economic 

pressure and declining garment quality, not a failure of consumer budgeting or purchasing 

behaviour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8. Mathematical Model for Clothing Poverty (Income × 

Durability × Inflation) 

Clothing poverty can be modelled as the interaction of three core variables: household 

income, garment durability, and clothing inflation. Let 𝐶𝑡 represent the annual cost of 

maintaining an adequate wardrobe in year (t). Let 𝑌𝑡 represent disposable household income. 

Let 𝐷𝑡represent average garment durability, expressed as the number of months a garment 

lasts before replacement. Let 𝑝𝑖𝑡 represent annual clothing inflation. 

The cost of maintaining adequate clothing can be expressed as: 

𝐶𝑡 = 
𝐵

𝐷𝑡
 ▪ (1 +𝑝𝑖𝑡 ) 

where (B) is the baseline cost of a standard clothing basket at durability D = 12 months. 

Clothing poverty occurs when: 

𝐶𝑡 > 𝜃𝑌𝑡 

where θ is the maximum share of income a household can allocate to clothing without 

experiencing deprivation. 

Durability declines increase 𝐶𝑡 because garments must be replaced more frequently. Inflation 

increases 𝐶𝑡 by raising the cost of each replacement. Income stagnation reduces 𝑌𝑡, increasing 

the likelihood that 𝐶𝑡 > 𝜃𝑌𝑡. 

The probability of clothing poverty can be expressed as: 

P (Clothing Poverty) = f (
𝐶𝑡

𝑌𝑡
) 

where (f) is an increasing function approaching 1 as the ratio rises. 

This model formalises the central insight of the report: clothing poverty emerges not from a 

single factor but from the compounding interaction of low income, short garment lifespan, 

and rising clothing prices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Clothing Poverty in the United Kingdom 

To illustrate how clothing poverty emerges in practice, consider a low-income UK household 

in 2024. The UK Clothing & Footwear CPI for 2024 is 119.4 (2015 = 100), meaning clothing 

prices are 19.4% higher than in 2015. At the same time, garment durability has fallen 

sharply due to the dominance of low-quality synthetics. 

Assume the following baseline: 

• A basic annual clothing basket for one adult costs £420 at 2015 prices. 

• At the 2024 price level, the same basket costs: 

£420 x 1.194 = £501.48  

This assumes durability of 12 months per garment — a level that no longer reflects reality 

for low-income households. 

Step 1: Adjusting for Declining Durability 

Suppose the average durability of essential garments has fallen from 12 months to 8 months. 

This means the household must replace items 50% more often. 

The adjusted annual cost becomes: 

𝐶2024 = £501.48 x 
12

8
 = £752.22 

So the real cost of maintaining adequate clothing rises from £501 to £752 purely because 

garments fail sooner. 

Step 2: Comparing Clothing Costs to Income 

Assume the household’s disposable income is £14,000 per year — typical for the lowest UK 

income decile. 

The clothing-poverty threshold is defined as clothing costs exceeding 5% of disposable 

income: 

𝜃𝑌 = 0.05 x £14,000 = £700 

This household can spend £700 per year on clothing before falling into deprivation. 

 

 

 



 

Step 3: Determining Clothing Poverty 

The household’s required clothing expenditure is: 

𝐶2024 = £752.22 

Since: 

£752.22 > £700 

the household is in clothing poverty. 

Interpretation 

This example shows how a UK household can fall into clothing poverty even when nominal 

clothing prices appear moderate. The key driver is durability collapse. A garment that lasts 

eight months instead of twelve increases annual clothing costs by 50%, pushing low-income 

households above the deprivation threshold. Inflation amplifies this effect, but the decisive 

factor is the shortened lifespan of essential garments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Children’s clothing poverty in the UK (school uniform) 

Consider a UK household with two school-age children in 2024. 

The UK Clothing & Footwear CPI is (119.4) (2015 = 100), so prices are 19.4% higher than 

in 2015. 

Assume the baseline annual cost of a full school-uniform set per child (blazer, shirts, 

trousers/skirt, PE kit, shoes, coat) at 2015 prices is £300. 

Step 1: Apply UK clothing inflation 

£300 x 1.194 = £358.20 

So, at 2024 prices, one child’s annual uniform and essential school clothing cost is £358.20, 

assuming garments last a full school year. 

For two children: 

2 x £358.20 = £716.40 

Step 2: Adjust for reduced durability 

Suppose key items (trousers, shoes, PE kit) now last only 8 months instead of 12, due to 

lower quality and heavy wear. 

The household must effectively buy 1.5 sets per year. 

Per child: 

£358.20 x 
12

8
 = £537.30 

For two children: 

2 x £537.30 = £1{,}074.60 

So the real annual cost of keeping two children adequately clothed for school is about £1,075. 

Step 3: Compare to household income 

Assume disposable household income is £18,000 per year. 

If we set the clothing-poverty threshold at 5% of disposable income: 

θY = 0.05 x £18,000 = £900 

Required children’s school-clothing expenditure: 

𝐶𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛 = £1,074.60 



 

Since: 

£1,074.60 > £900 

the household is in children’s clothing poverty specifically driven by school-uniform costs 

and shortened garment lifespan. 

Interpretation:  

Even with relatively modest nominal prices, the combination of inflation and reduced 

durability pushes school-uniform costs above what a low-income household can sustainably 

afford. The problem is not just the price of a single blazer or pair of shoes, but the need to 

replace them more often within the same school year. 

 

Clothing poverty in the euro area (EU) 

Consider a low-income household in the euro area in 2024. 

The euro-area Clothing & Footwear HICP is 111 (2015 = 100), so prices are 11% higher 

than in 2015. 

Assume the baseline annual cost of a basic adult clothing basket at 2015 prices is €400. 

Step 1: Apply EU clothing inflation 

€400 x 1.11 = €444 

At 2024 prices, maintaining an adequate wardrobe with 12-month durability costs €444 per 

adult. 

Step 2: Adjust for reduced durability 

Suppose average durability has fallen from 12 months to 9 months. 

𝐶2024 = €444 x 
12

9
 = €592 

So, the effective annual cost per adult rises to €592. 

For a two-adult household: 

2 x €592 = €1,184 

Step 3: Compare to household income 

Assume disposable household income is €20,000 per year. 

With a clothing-poverty threshold of 5%: 



θY = 0.05 x €20,000 = €1,000 

Required clothing expenditure: 

𝐶𝐸𝑈 = €1,184 

Since: 

€1,184 > €1,000 

the household is in clothing poverty. 

Interpretation:  

In the euro area, clothing inflation is lower than in the UK, but declining durability still 

pushes total clothing costs above the deprivation threshold. Even modest inflation, when 

compounded with shorter garment lifespan, is enough to tip low-income households into 

clothing poverty. 

 

United States: Clothing Poverty in a Low-Income Household 

Consider a low-income US household in 2024. 

The US Apparel and Footwear CPI is 122.5 (2015 = 100), meaning clothing prices are 22.5% 

higher than in 2015. 

Assume the baseline annual cost of a basic adult clothing basket at 2015 prices is $450. 

Step 1: Apply US clothing inflation 

$450 x 1.225 = $551.25 

So, at 2024 prices, maintaining an adequate wardrobe with 12-month durability costs $551.25 

per adult. 

Step 2: Adjust for reduced durability 

Suppose average durability has fallen from 12 months to 9 months, reflecting the dominance 

of low-quality synthetics and the heavy wear associated with low-wage work. 

𝐶2024 = $551.25 x 
12

9
= $735 

So, the effective annual cost per adult rises to $735. 

For a two-adult household: 

2 x $735 = $1,470 

 



Step 3: Compare to household income 

Assume disposable household income is $22,000 per year — typical for the lowest US 

income quintile. 

Using the same clothing-poverty threshold of 5%: 

θY = 0.05 x $22,000 = $1,100 

Required clothing expenditure: 

𝐶𝑈𝑆} = $1,470 

Since: 

$1,470 > $1,100 

the household is in clothing poverty. 

Interpretation 

Even though the US has vast volumes of cheap clothing, the combination of inflation and 

declining durability pushes essential clothing costs above what low-income households can 

sustainably afford. The decisive factor is not the sticker price of a T-shirt but the shortened 

lifespan of essential garments, especially workwear and weather-appropriate clothing. The 

US example shows that abundance does not protect against deprivation when durability 

collapses. 

 

9. Conclusion: Clothing Poverty as a Measure of Social Health 

Clothing poverty reveals the deeper fractures of modern economies. It exposes the limits of 

fast fashion, the consequences of wage stagnation, and the fragility of global supply chains. 

Addressing clothing poverty requires structural change, not charity. A just clothing system is 

one in which every person has access to durable, weather-appropriate garments that enable 

participation, dignity, and safety 


