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Dresses and skirts  
in France 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The French market for dresses and skirt in France is growing. In addition to the 
classic models, new varieties in dresses and skirts are available that can be worn 
for going out, or to be worn at work. The ethical clothing sector continues to 
grow and there is more demand for variety in larger sized dresses as increasing 
obesity also occurs among French women. 

 
Market characteristics  
• Consumption continued to rise The French market for dresses and skirts was valued at € 3.4 

billion in 2009, a 3.8% average annual increase since 2006, representing 13% of EU 
market value (€ 26.7 billion). This was slightly above the EU as a whole, which 
registered a 3.2% increase. French performance for this product group was above other 
leading EU Member States. See also the module on promising EU export markets with 
all trade statistics. 

• Despite the economic recession, most French women like to look young, elegant and 
express more of their femininity to the opposite sex. Dresses are often worn when 
going out. After a long period of mainly wearing trousers (jeans), dresses and skirts are 
increasingly worn at work as well. Some interesting trends in the French market were: 
o ‘Fast fashion’ has turned into ‘Slow fashion’. Many middle-aged women traded 

down by choosing an item that can be worn longer or easily combined with their 
existing clothing. They prefer the practical way by choosing classic dresses (tuxedo 
or small black dress) or the standard ‘tailor’-skirt (tailleur-jupe). Denim skirts or the 
typical French cotton skirts with floral prints, also remained popular items in 2010. 

o For the more fashionable and younger women, there is still more variety in styles of 
dresses such as everyday dresses, work dresses, maxi dresses, summer dresses, linen 
dresses or luxury silk or satin dresses. Knee length skirts are most common, but 
there is also more variety in skirts with other lengths (long, maxi, mini) being well 
accepted. Fast fashion retailers such as Promod, Kiabi, H&M, Kookai, Chattawak 
and online sellers have benefitted from this trend. 

o More French women, especially those aged over 45, struggle with the standard sizes 
and have difficulty in finding fashionable dresses. They shop around extensively in 
search for the dress fits them well, is comfortable to wear and can be worn at 
different occasions. 
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• According to the IFM (Institut Français de la Mode), the French clothing market has 
contracted by 6.1% in the first half of 2011. The prospects for the second half are not 
favourable, as the recession has still not ended in France. This implies a focus on 
particular segments or niches in the French market. However, the market for dresses 
and skirts is expected to be less affected than other apparel with its growing variety and 
popularity among younger, as well as older women. 

 
• Production showed a steady increase. France is a medium sized EU producer of dresses and 

skirts, valued at € 161 million (4.7% of EU production in 2010), a small level in relation 
to the size of the country. French production increased by 4.6% annually since 2006, 
compared with 5.6% for the EU as a whole. The majority (94%) of French production 
was women’s dresses, of which non-knitted or crocheted dresses formed the largest part  

 (60% of total, increased by 19.7% since 2006). The remainder was knitted or crocheted 
dresses (34%, +22.3%)  and skirts (4%, -0.8%). 

 
• French imports still on the rise. Imports of dresses and skirts were valued at € 1.2 

billion in 2010, a +8.0% annual average increase since 2006 (representing 150 million 
pieces, an 8.3% increase in volume). The value increase in French imports was below 
the EU increase rate in the period of 9.2%.  

• Substantial DC increase in imports. French imports from DCs were valued at € 644 
million and rose by 9.3% over the period (10.6% increased by volume from 67 to 99 
million pieces). French imports from DCs accounted for 57% of all imports by value  
and 66% by volume. France is the third largest importer of dresses and skirts (15% of  
EU imports) after Germany and the UK. 

 
• Leading DC suppliers (by volume) were China (33% of total, +21% average annual growth by 

value; +23% by volume), India (12%, +4.4% by value; -0.4% by volume), Morocco (5.3%, 
+4.3% by value; +5.4% by volume), Tunisia (4.4%, +6.6% by value; +8.1% by volume), 
Bangladesh (4.2%, +21.0% by value; +17.9% by volume) and Turkey (2.3%, -2.2% by 
value; -4.7% by volume).  

• The top five DC suppliers (see figure 1) represented 60% of total French volume imports. 
Other important suppliers were Madagascar (0.9%, +11.4% by volume), Indonesia 
(0.8%, +3.5% by volume), Thailand (0.5%) and Mauritius. Imports from China 
continued to rise, but large increases were also registered in the supplies from Nepal, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Egypt, Cambodia, Belarus and Peru. 
 
Figure 1  Top 5 DC suppliers of dresses and skirts 

 
 
• Woven dresses represented three quarters of French imports with major rises in pieces of 

synthetics and artificial materials. In 2010, imports of woven dresses were 77 million 
pieces, 59% of total dresses imports, and were valued at € € 621 million with an annual 
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growth of 23% since 2006. Most woven dresses were made of cotton (34 million pieces, 
decreased), synthetics (18 million, increased), artificial material (5.6 million, increased),  
silk (2.5 million, decreased), wool (0.04 million, decreased) and other dresses (3.7 million, 
increased). 

• French imports of knitted dresses were 39 million pieces, 41% of total, valued at € 319 
million, and increased by an annual rate of 35.5%, with similar increases in the above 
subgroups as in woven dresses. 

• In terms of skirts, French imports of woven skirts (29 million pieces, valued at € 234 
million) substantially decreased by - 18.1% since 2006, particularly skirts made of wool, 
synthetics and silk. Whereas French imports of knitted skirts (4.5 million pieces, valued at  
€ 36 million) were up by 2.9% in the period.  

 
• Average DC import prices decreased from € 6.78 to € 6.47 per piece in 2010, while 

average intra-EU prices increased from € 9.86 to € 10.70, making intra-EU import prices 
more than 1.6 times higher than average DC import prices. According to the Institut 
Francais de la Mode, around 35% of all clothing items were sold as a special offer or a 
sale in 2010, up from 26% in 2002. Prices of trousers and shorts were on average around 
3% lower in 2010 compared with the previous year. However, prices vary considerably 
between retailers.  

• At the clothing retailer Kookai (medium segment), prices of dresses (casual) ranged 
from € 30-50, dresses (business/chic ) from € 40-75, skirts (casual) from € 15-60, skirts 
(jeans) from € 15-30 and skirts (business/chic) from € 20-40. While at H&M, dresses cost 
from € 10-40 and skirts range between € 10-25. Carrefour sells dresses and skirts ranging 
between € 5-20. 

 
Key opportunities  
 
The ethical clothing sector has been dominated by  
T-shirts and underwear. In 2010, ethical clothing accounted  
for just 0.7% of the total French clothing market, a growth  
by over 20% since 2005. Max Havelaar France has introduced  
standards for cotton being applied to cotton from West  
African producers, and recently from Indian producers.  
In 2010, there were 23 brands that have engaged in  
certified cotton such as Ethos, Idéo, Tudo Bom or Evao. 
 
Due to the recession, price is an obstacle for many  
consumers. Currently middle-aged people (40-60 years)  
in the urban areas buy ethical clothing.  
However, in the long run, prospects are good provided  
that there is a wider choice in ethical dresses and skirts.  
The image of the ‘old hippy back to basics’ needs to be  
changed by more attractive designs and colours focussed  
on younger consumers. 
 
In addition, 35% of French consumers are still not aware  
of the availability of ethical clothing. This implies good  
opportunities for DC exporters. Examples are Fair trade  
cotton dresses and skirts with typical prints or artisan  
work that comply with ethical trading issues. A growing  
number of French fashion designers collaborate with  
ethical fashion brands or introduce their own collection.  
 
Eco-fashion dresses and skirts use new sustainable materials  
such as tencel, flax, ramie, linen, viscose, hemp or recycled  
cotton or fibres. See also the module ‘Trends and segments  
for knitted and woven clothing’. 
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Other opportunities can be found in: 
• Casual skirts with an ethical twist made of cotton, synthetics or other material that 

can be also worn at work. Even if many French women look for classic colours (black, 
grey, navy blue, camel, denim or cream), you could find an opportunity by adding an 
subtle ethical twist for example by using a special fabric, weaving technique or typical 
craftsmanship, colour accent, patchwork, shiny surface, embroidery etc. 

• Fashion for the older aged. The French population is ageing, as life expectancy 
increases. Most middle aged and older women buy dresses or skirts when they need  
to be replaced, although this is expected to change. There is a growing desire to look 
younger and fashionable especially in urban areas. This implies opportunities for well 
designed/fashionable dresses and skirts for this consumer group some of whom are 
more open to ethical trade and to products from developing countries. 

• Plus-size fashion. Increasing obesity has meant more demand for fashionable or 
vintage style (mix & match) dresses that flatter more the women’s shape and for skirts 
with waistbands featuring self-altering tabs and side elastics.  

• Original dresses and skirts for tourists. An interesting niche market is the growing 
number of tourists from Russia and Asia. Since 2010, sales of clothing in department 
stores (e.g. Gallery Lafayette) increased substantially because of more visits of e.g. 
Chinese tourist groups, especially during the Christmas and summer season. 

• More varieties ranging from minimalistic designs (Lanvin) to colourful flower cocktail 
dresses, pleated (silk) skirts. For designs - see Seasonal trends in Annex 1. 

• Accessories. Lower priced fashion accessories (shawls, hats etc.) that go well with your 
dress or skirt collection, are interesting to consumers. Even if they do not buy the dress 
or skirt, they could buy just the accessory as a cheaper way to refresh their look. 

 
How to approach the market  
• The main trade channels for market entry are either via importing manufacturers, 

wholesalers or via specialised retailers. It depends on what type of clothing exporter 
you are (CMT, FOB, private label or own brand manufacturer). Some exporters make use 
of fashion sales agents. This channel would be appropriate if you were manufacturing 
on behalf of a known designer.  

• A good portal for wholesalers and other links to the industry is http://www.fashion-
textile-webexpo.com and http://www.annuaire.mandelnet.com.  

• There are a number of specialist players in the ethical sector. These would include:  
o Solidarmonde – http://www.solidarmonde.fr, Max Havelaar – 

http://www.maxhavelaarfrance.org, Made in éthic – http://www.made-in-
ethic.com – and Vêtements Éthiques – http://www.vetements-ethiques.com  

o ConsoGlobe – http://www.consoglobe.com – features a directory of sustainable 
products.  

• Leading retailers are Kiabi – http://www.kiabi.com, Zara – http://www.zara.fr, H&M – 
http://www.hm.com/fr, Etam – http://www.etam.fr - and C&A – http://www.c-et-a.fr. 
Japanese fast fashion chain Uniqlo – http://www.uniqlo.com.fr – has been successful  
in France. Note that C&A and H&M were among the leading retailers of organic cotton 
products. C&A expects that 10% of its cotton product sales in 2010 will be organic.  

• Clothing chains have been successful in cooperation with celebrities for example the 
Kate Moss collection for Topshop. In addition, the release of Lanvin for H&M and 
Valentino for Gap were extremely successful in many EU countries. H&M has been the 
most successful high street retailer in regards to designer collaborations, launching a 
new line each autumn with various designers. The British fashion designer Vivienne 
Westwood has introduced an ethical fashion collection with an exporting company  
in Kenya (www.yoox.com). This illustrates an interest among some EU designers to 
cooperate with DC exporters. If you can find the right designer, even if they are less 
known, it might contribute to a successful market entry.  
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Retail market shares: Clothing chains were taking up a share of 27% of the French clothing 
market, followed by the clothing specialist shops (16%), franchised clothing stores (12%), 
sports chains (7%), department stores (5%), super/hypermarkets (13%) and others (10%). 
Discounters are important outlets in France. Home shopping accounted for 7% of the 
market and has grown fast, especially since 2009/2010 with heavy snowfall, which created 
difficult traffic conditions. 
 
You need to decide whether to approach this market directly or indirectly. See the module 
on distribution strategy for more information. Information on buyer requirements can be 
found in the module on buyer requirements. 
 
If you make a direct approach, it is recommended that there is some personal 
communication before a trading relationship commences. Developing country exporters 
may approach customers in France through direct (e-) mail, personal visits (as follow-up), 
inviting potential customers to visit you in your country, building a network and visiting 
international trade fairs.  
 
Other interesting contacts 
• Interesting trade fairs include Prêt à Porter Paris – http://www.pretparis.com –, 

Interselection – http://www.interselection.net, Who’s Next – 
http://www.whosnext.com – in September, and Première Vision – 
http://www.premierevision.fr.  

• The main trade associations are the Union of Textile Industries – http://www.textile.fr –  
and the French Clothing Industry – http://www.lamodefrancaise.org.  

• The Female Ready to Wear Federation – http://www.pretaporter.com.  
• The French Fashion Institute – http://www.ifm-paris.com.  
• The National Clothing Federation – http://www.federation-habillement.fr.  
• Leading trade press include Journal du Textile – http://www.journaldutextile.com, 

Fashion Daily News – http://www.fashion-dailynews.com – and Boutique2Mode – 
http://www.boutique2mode.com.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This survey was compiled by Searce 

 in cooperation with Dhyana van der Pols  
 

          Disclaimer CBI market information tool: http://www.cbi.eu/disclaimer   
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ANNEX 1  SOME SEASONAL TRENDS IN FRANCE  
 
This Annex gives you an idea of just a few designs in dresses and skirts for spring 2012.  
You could integrate some elements of these themes in your collection, especially when you  
target fashion conscious consumers in the French market. More details can be found at 
http://www.modeinfo.com. Do not forget to have also a look at the CBI fashion forecasts  
at www.cbi.eu  

 
Dresses 
Round shaped   Trapeze shaped   Loose tunic Short shift        Flared stretch       Soft dress Long baggy       Egg shaped       Long shirt 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Skirts 
Straight mini           Round shaped         Flared skirt Long soft skirt    Soft fitting hips    Amphora shaped 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 

 

http://www.modeinfo.com
http://www.cbi.eu
http://www.cbi.eu
mailto:marketinfo@cbi.eu

