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ABSTRACT
The belief that there is a relationship between skirt 
length and the state of the economy is strongly 
established among laypeople. In this paper, we 
H[DPLQH� WKH� LPSDFW� RI� WKH� SHUFHSWLRQ� RI� ÀQDQFLDO�
status on skirt length preference. Using the 
“Environmental Security Hypothesis” as a theoretical 
framework, we predict that people will prefer short to 
ORQJ�VNLUWV�ZKHQ�WKH\�SHUFHLYH�WKHLU�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV�DV�
good. Two experiments demonstrate that consumers’ 
preference for short (vs. long) skirts is systematically 
FKDQJHG�E\�GLIIHUHQW�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV��
Furthermore, this preference occurred due to their 
perceived need for security. 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND

The belief that there is a relationship between skirt 
length and the economy is strongly established among 
laypeople. The “Hemline Theory” was introduced by 
the economist George Taylor in 1926. This suggested 
a relationship between the length of hemlines on 
women’s skirts and the status of economy (cited 
LQ� %DDUGZLMN� DQG� )UDQVHV� �������$FFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH�
theory, which is still followed by many stock brokers 
WRGD\�� ZKHQ� WKH� HFRQRP\� LV� ÁRXULVKLQJ�� VNLUWV� JHW�
shorter, and when the economy is performing badly, 
skirts get longer. 
 Interestingly, in the fashion industry the 
opposite belief has been also commonly held. Some 
designers in the fashion industry believe that women’s 
skirt lengths would be shortened when their economic 
status is bad (Diderich 2009; Finneran 2008). One of 
reasons behind this belief is that in a bad economic 
situation, designers and retailers create and display 
unique styles of clothing in order to attract consumers’ 
attention (Jones 2008; Nichols 2010). Short skirt 
length is therefore one way to increase consumers’ 
attention. 
 While such often controversial beliefs exist 
among laypeople and practitioners, empirical and 
academic studies on this issue are scarce. Mabry 
������ FLWHG� LQ� %DUEHU� ������ DQG� %DDUGZLMN� DQG�
Franses (2010) showed that skirts become shorter as 
stock prices rise. On the other hand, Hill, Donovan, 

and Koyama (2005) found the opposite relationship 
to exist – as economic conditions declined the appeal 
of body–revealing images in fashion advertisements 
increased. Drawing on emerging theory in 
evolutionary psychology we provide a theoretical 
explanation and empirically investigate this causal 
relationship between economic conditions and skirt 
lengths in two experiments. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
3HWWLMRKQ� DQG� KHU� FROOHDJXHV� KDYH� VKRZQ� WKDW�
SHUFHSWLRQV� RI� HQYLURQPHQWDO� VHFXULW\� LQÁXHQFH�
fashion magazines’ preferred facial and body features 
LQ�ZRPHQ��3HWWLMRKQ�DQG�7HVVHU�������3HWWLMRKQ�DQG�
Jungeberg 2004). They developed the “Environmental 
Security Hypothesis” which is based on evolutionary 
WKHRU\�DQG�SRVLWV�WKDW�WKH�´VSHFLÀFV�RI�DWWUDFWLYHQHVV�
may in part depend on how secure people feel in their 
surroundings” (3HWWLMRKQ�DQG�-XQJHEHUJ��������������
3HWWLMRKQ� DQG� -XQJHEHUJ� ������� IRXQG� WKDW� ZKHQ�
economic and social conditions were threatening, 
mature facial and body features (e.g., older, taller, 
less curvy) were predominantly presented in famous 
magazines. This phenomenon occurs because 
individuals in threatening situations are attuned to the 
heightened need for security and assurance, and thus 
prefer mature features to satisfy this need.
 Building on the Environmental Security 
Hypothesis, we propose that the perception of 
environmental security can explain preference for 
women’s skirt length. When people perceive their 
ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV�WR�EH�EDG�WKH\�ZLOO�WHQG�WR�SUHIHU�ORQJ�
skirts because long skirts emphasize the maturity of 
the wearer, whereas people will prefer short skirts 
ZKHQ�WKH\�SHUFHLYH�WKHLU�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV�WR�EH�JRRG�
because there is no imperative to look mature. 
 +�� Women will prefer short (long) skirts to 
ORQJ��VKRUW��RQHV�ZKHQ� WKHLU�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�
status is good (bad).
 +�� Women who have a strong need for 
security will prefer long skirts to short ones. 

PRETEST 
We conducted a pretest to verify our assumption 
regarding the relationship between the desire to look 
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PDWXUH�DQG�VNLUW�OHQJWK��6SHFLÀFDOO\��ZH�DVVXPHG�WKDW�
when people have strong motivation to look mature, 
they would prefer a long (vs. short) skirt. Ten female 
XQGHUJUDGXDWH�VWXGHQWV��DYHUDJH�DJH� �������ZHUH�ÀUVW�
asked to imagine that they wanted to come across as 
“mature.” They were then exposed to the choice task 
of the two pleated skirts. The description and images 
of the skirts was identical; however only skirt length 
was manipulated as either short or long. The results 
supported our assumption. Those people who wanted 
to appear “mature” chose long skirts over short ones 
(% of long skirt = 90.0%, r�

��	
 = 10.83, p <.01). 

� 6WXG\�� Drawing on the notion that people 
prefer short skirts to long ones when their perception 
RI� WKHLU� ÀQDQFLDO� VWDWXV� LV� JRRG�� ZH� LQYHVWLJDWHG�
consumers’ preferences for skirt length by 
PDQLSXODWLQJ� WKHLU�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI� WKHLU�RZQ�ÀQDQFLDO�
status. Forty-six female undergraduates (average age 
= 20.6, range = 19–23) participated. The perception 
of economic status was manipulated by changing the 
LQGLYLGXDOV·�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�FXUUHQW�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV�
(adapted by Morewedge, Holtzman, and Epley 2007). 
3DUWLFLSDQWV� LQ� JRRG�ÀQDQFLDO� VLWXDWLRQV�ZHUH� DVNHG�
to estimate their monthly spending, whereas those in 
EDG�ÀQDQFLDO�VLWXDWLRQV�ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�HVWLPDWH�WKHLU�
daily�VSHQGLQJ��6SHFLÀFDOO\��WKH\�ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�ZULWH�
GRZQ�WKHLU�HVWLPDWHV�RI�WKHLU�DYHUDJH�VSHQGLQJ�LQ�ÀYH�
categories (i.e., food, transportation, entertainment, 
clothes, and books). Then participants were asked to 
choose either short or long skirt for two types of skirts 
(denim skirts and pleated skirts); each type of skirt 
looked identical except in the area of length.  
 The results supported H1. Those people who 
estimated their monthly spending preferred short 
denim skirts (% of short skirt = 17/22, 77.3%) more 
than those who estimated their daily spending (10/24, 
41.7%, r�

��	
 = 6.00, p <.05). Similar results was 

found for the pleated skirts (15/22, 68.2%, vs. 8/24, 
33.3%, r�

��	
 = 5.58, p <.05). These results showed that 

women prefer short skirt (vs. long shirt) when their 
SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV�LV�JRRG��
� 6WXG\� �� The purpose of Study 2 was 
to examine whether the need for environmental 
VHFXULW\�LQÁXHQFHV�SUHIHUHQFH�IRU�ORQJ�RU�VKRUW�VNLUWV��
Participants’ need for security was manipulated by 
employing a procedure that has been used in “self-
regulatory focus” research (e.g., Higgins 1997). 
Higgins (1997) suggested that individuals differ in the 
degree to which they are either “promotion-oriented” 
or “prevention-oriented.” Individuals who are 
prevention-oriented are concerned with security (or 

minimizing negative outcomes), whereas individuals 
who are promotion-oriented are concerned with 
achievement (or maximizing positive outcomes). 
 Thirty-two female undergraduate students 
�DYHUDJH�DJH� �������ZHUH�ÀUVW�DVNHG�WR�ZULWH�GRZQ�
either their goals and hopes (promotion condition) or 
their duties and obligations (prevention condition), 
in an attempt to prime need for security. After their 
regulatory focus had been primed through the writing 
exercise, they were exposed to the same choice task 
of pleated skirts as Study 1. 
 Those people who wrote their duties and 
obligations preferred the long pleated skirt to the short 
one (% of long skirt = 12/17, 70.6%) more than those 
who wrote their goals and hopes (5/15, 33.3%, r�

��	
 = 

4.44, p <.05). This result supported H2, showing that 
people who have a strong need for security preferred 
long skirts to short ones.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
This study examined the impact of the perception of 
ÀQDQFLDO� VWDWXV� RQ� VNLUW� OHQJWK� SUHIHUHQFH�� 6WXG\� ��
demonstrated that consumers’ preference for short or 
long skirts can be systematically changed by different 
SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWXV��6WXG\���VKRZHG� WKDW�
difference in the preference for skirt length occurs 
due to the need for security. In sum, this research can 
contribute to providing empirical support of George 
7D\ORU·V� ´+HPOLQH�7KHRU\µ�ÀUVW� VXJJHVWHG� LQ�������
Finally, this study helps to explain long-lasting beliefs 
concerning the relationship between skirt length and 
economic conditions. 

REFERENCES
%DDUGZLMN��0DUMROHLQ�YDQ�DQG�3KLOLS�+��)UDQVHV�

(2010), The Hemline and the Economy: Is 
There Any Match? (Economic Institute Report), 
Erasmus University Rotterdam, Econometric 
Institute, http://repub.eur.nl/res/pub/20147/
EI%202010-40.pdf.

Barber, Nigel (1999), “Women’s Dress Fashion as a 
Function of Reproductive Strategy,” Sex Roles, 
40, 459-71.

Diderich, Joelle (2009), “Bad Economy Equals 
Hum-Drum Fashion,” CBSNEWS, February 11, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/10/06/
entertainment/style/main4504093.shtml.

Finneran, Aoife (2008), “Bucking Trends: Through 

(YHU\�5HFHVVLRQ�2XU�)DVKLRQ�6HQVH�+DV�%HHQ�
Affected, But Not This Time,” Herald, July 25, 

http://www.herald.ie/opinion/we-need-miniskirt-



$VLD�3DFLÀF�$GYDQFHV�LQ�&RQVXPHU�5HVHDUFK��9ROXPH������_�����

economics-1439996.html. 
Higgins, E. Tory (1997), “Beyond Pleasure and 

Pain,” American Psychologist, 52, 1280-1300.
Hill, Russell A., Sophie Donovan, and Nicola F. 

Koyama (2004), “Female Sexual Advertisement 
5HÁHFWV�5HVRXUFH�$YDLODELOLW\�LQ�7ZHQWLHWK�
Century UK Society,” Human Nature, 16(3), 
266-277. 

-RQHV��/D0RQW���������´)DVKLRQ�'HVLJQV�5HÁHFW�
Recession Worries,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 
February 8, http://www.post-gazette.com/
pg/08039/855796-85.stm.

Mabry, Mary Ann (1971), “The Relationship 
between Fluctuations in Hemlines and 
Stock Market Averages from 1921 to 1971,” 
unpublished dissertation, University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville 37998.

Morewedge, Carey K., Leif Holtzman, and Nicholas 
(SOH\���������´8QÀ[HG�5HVRXUFHV��3HUFHLYHG�
Costs, Consumption, and the Accessible Account 
Effect,” Journal of Consumer Research, 34 
(December), 459-67.

Nichols, Michelle (2010), “US Recession 
Creates New Trend in Fashion Shopping,” 
Reuters, October 1, http://uk.reuters.com/
article/2010/10/01/uk-newyork-fashion-
idUKLNE69004X20101001.

3HWWLMRKQ��7HUU\�)��DQG�$EUDKDP�7HVVHU���������
“Popularity in Environmental Context: Facial 
Feature Assessment of American Movie 
Actresses,” Media Psychology, 1, 229-47.

Pettijohn, Terry F. and Brian J. Jungeberg (2004), 
“Playboy Playmate Curves: Changes in Facial 
and Body Feature Preferences across Social and 
Economic Conditions,” Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 30 (9), 1186-97.


