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ABSTRACT 
 
This study explores how individuals from different genders and sexual 
orientations experience gender cues in clothing stories to understand 
the ways that these identities and retail cues intersect. By listening to the 
lived experiences of these consumers, we identify (1) interactions with 
sales associates as critical to evaluations of “fit” and (2) shoppers’ feelings of 
vulnerability in retailscapes.

METHOD
 
Procedure
• Semi-structured interviews (Zoom) 
• N=20 participants (8 members of LGBTQ+ community, 7 heterosexual 
females, 5 heterosexual males) 
• August 2020 - December 2020 data collection
• Interviews included open-ended questions:
 - Shopping habits: frequency, favorite clothing store, shopping  
 behaviors
 - Identity & expression: personal style, gender identity, and sexual  
 orientation
 - Shopping & identity expression: clothing section preferences, how 
 favorite store appeals to participant’s gender and sexual orientation
 - Personal experience: positive vs. negative in-store shopping  
 experiences

Data, Coding, & Analysis
 
• 20 interviews varied in length from 30-65 minutes
• 345 double-spaced pages of transcribed text
• Multiple coding cycles and in vivo coding (Saldaña, 2016) of transcripts:
 - Initial review: emboldened words that “stood out”; 
 - Second review: highlighted words/phrases that captured participants’  
 stories 
 - Third review: comments in transcript margins to summarize main  
 ideas for later reference.
• Code log to manage and organize findings
• Patterns and themes emerged from transcripts guided by research  
questions of how participants perceive a store’s target consumers and 
insights regarding their own personal shopping experiences. 

BACKGROUND/CONTEXT
 
Limited studies from across non-binary gender and sexual identities have 
mostly examined retail experiences through the lens of the binary gender 
approach, highlighting key differences (Arnold & Reynolds, 2003; Dennis 
et al., 2018) between heterosexual males (Boyd et al., 2020; Funches et al., 
2017; Otnes & McGrath, 2001;  Ourahmoune, 2016; Tuncay & Otnes, 2008) 
and females with limited studies including consumers from the LGBTQ+ 
community (Huxley et al., 2013; Reddy-Best & Pedersen, 2015). 

As sociocultural concepts for gender continue to evolve beyond the binary 
gender system, the retail industry must keep pace in order to appeal to 
customers’ gender identities and sexual orientations. While retail literature 
has examined the effects of various atmospheric cues, there is a lack of 
research focusing on gender cues in retail settings or how people with 
varying genders or sexual orientations experience these environments. 
This exploratory study examines how clothing stores are perceived and 
interpreted by consumers as they relate to their own gender identity and 
sexual orientation. 

Research Questions

(1) What meanings do shoppers perceive regarding a store’s target 
audience?

(2) What are shoppers’ lived experiences in retail environments?

Screenshot of coded transcript. 

FINDINGS

   1) Critical to evaluating “fit”: Sales Associates

FINDINGS (CONTINUED)

   2) Shoppers feel vulnerable in retail settings. 

To an extent, this vulnerability can be minimized to improve a shopper’s 
sense of  “fit” through:
• Store themes, colors, scents, products, mannequins
• Marketing imagery (e.g., body type, race, gender)
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Positive interactions with sales associates
• Welcoming environments
• Building rapport with customer
• Shifting roles - store representative, salesperson, shopping 
companion

“If I felt like...it was clear that the service reps...were either like familiar with 
how to deal with queer people, like queer themselves…then, I’ll be inclined 
to maybe like spend more money, spend more time, and be more inclined to 

just like ask for help...”  - Elle, non-binary transgender female/lesbian

“He...asked me some question that was in the form of ‘what are we shopping for 

today? How can we get you outfitted the way you need to be?’ Doesn’t that sound 

a little bit like a masculine thing?...like we’re going on a hunting trip or something? 

He didn’t say those words but...it was something like that, and I explained my...

situation...he sized me up...he had one of those eyes, you know, measuring tapes 
for eyes so...he had me in stuff that was flattering, it was professional, it was 
hitting the aesthetic, the aim I was going for...and just was very helpful...it 
was a guided process.” - Noah, male/heterosexual

“[She] was so helpful, she answered every question, she helped [my friend] look for 

the pieces of clothing that were within her price range, and...fit the specifications 

that she was looking for...” - Kendall, female/heterosexual

Negative interactions with sales associates 
• Bad customer service (e.g., aggression, neglect)
• Perceived judgment (e.g., age, socioeconomic status, 
gender expression, sexual orientation) 
• Perceived racial profiling (e.g., shopping while Black)

“But to them it’s just like, ‘oh, she’s here with her friends like they’re probably gonna 

steal’ like, ‘no, I don’t have a credit card, I have three like I’m not going to steal your 
stuff, I’m just trying to shop’... they assume you’re gonna steal because you’re 
black.”  - Gwen, African American female/heterosexual

“It’s a whole difference between...casual natural allyship and just like kind of like a 

smothering one where...it’s weird, it’s a tricky balance to strive for, where if they’re 

overdoing it, then it’s just like, okay, I get where you’re coming from but like again...

just treat me like any other customer…for crying out loud...I’m just like, I just 

wanna get in and out here...” - Elle, non-binary transgender female/lesbian

“I went to a place to buy...jeans...I got a couple pairs that I wanted to try on...they 

were...on the pricey side. And I went to the changing room and tried them on. When 

I came out someone from the store had brought like three or four more pairs of 

jeans that I may want to try on, and I felt kind of pressured to buy things which 
made me really uncomfortable because I would have had a hard time...being 
able to afford...one pair of jeans from that place, and I don’t like the store people 

expecting me to...buy something” - Lorenzo, male/heterosexual

“It can be tricky because if you are too attentive it can make people feel 

uncomfortable...I had an experience where I went into one of my favorite stores...it 

was pretty quiet in there and the three saleswomen, I felt...were kind of watching 

me...closely, and...they were checking in with me often. And I just felt really 

uncomfortable and I ended up leaving without shopping very long without buying 

anything...I felt like...I was dressed a little sloppily that day so I was like, ‘did they, do 

they think I...don’t have money to buy things? Are they thinking I’m here to steal?’ 

Like it just felt like it was a different sort of attention.” - Cleo, female/bisexual

SIGNIFICANCE 
 
Consumer perceptions of “fit” and vulnerability within retail spaces 
emerged as key themes that went beyond binary gender roles and sexual 
identities, and were influenced by interactions with store personnel and 
marketing cue/atmospherics in the retail space.  

• To gauge “fit” consumers evaluated how the store appealed to their 
personal style, gender, and sexual orientation through atmospheric 
cues and marketing imagery.  

• Shoppers from all demographics (e.g., age, gender, sexual orientation, 
and race) experienced feelings of vulnerability while in retail spaces. 

“You know the mannequins are there, but like, 

when you walk in and you look at the window, it’s 

always models...and they’re all...most the models 

are white, to be honest, too, that...also, doesn’t 

help the case to their weight. They’re skinny as 

hell. And they’re really feminine...you’re like, ‘huh, 

okay’ and it makes you kind of...it does make you 
think twice like do I even feel welcome here, 
do I even want to go in here?” - Gwen, African 

American female/heterosexual

“Victoria’s Secret as an example. They’re not selling anything that I would buy for 

myself. For that reason, right away there’s less of a reason for me, for me to go in 

there and there’s also a lot less reason for me to feel comfortable in it.” - Caleb, 

male/heterosexual

“There’s some brands that like to make an effort to...include more...diverse 

mannequin sizes...whereas...some brands are very much...like ‘we expect you to 

be...size zero, and everything’ or...’we expect you to be just like absolutely... 
ripped and have like six pack abs with huge biceps’...those kind of...body 
expectations to set the tone.” - Elle, non- binary transgender female/lesbian
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