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Retail Product Merchandising: Retail Buying-Selling Cycle 

SECTION 2: Establishing the Retail Merchandise Mix 

Part 1: The Basics of the Retail Merchandise Mix 

Part 1: 1-2 Industry Zones in the Apparel Industry 

Fashion products, especially in the women’s wear industry, are categorized by the industry zone in 

which they are produced and marketed. Industry has designated these zones as a) Haute Couture or 

couture, b) designer, c) bridge, d) contemporary, e) better, f) moderate, g) popular price/budget/mass, 

and g) discount/off price. 

 

Often the industry emphasizes the wholesale costs or price points of the merchandise in order to define 

the zone. However, price alone is not the major factor impacting the placement of the merchandise in 

the zone. Major factors impacting the zone classifications include the following criteria: 

 

 fashion level of the design (i.e., degree of design innovation inherent or intrinsic to the 

merchandise) 

 type and name of designer creating and developing the design concept  

 wholesale cost and retail price of product  

 types and quality of fibers and fineness of fabrications, trims, and findings 

 standards of construction quality or workmanship quality. 

 

In summary, the classification of a zone is based on the type of designer creating the product, design 

level of the product, type and quality of fabrications, standards of the workmanship, and the price range 

of the merchandise. Therefore, depending upon the lifestyle of the target consumer, the fashion taste 

level of that consumer (i.e., position of product on the fashion curve), and the current fashion trend 

direction in the market, the retailer, when procuring the merchandise mix, selects the industry zone(s) 

which offer(s) the product characteristics most desired by the target consumer.  
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Beginning with the upper-end of the market, a concise explanation of each zone, as well as examples of 

some of the major designers, companies, and/or brands within the zones, is discussed in-depth below.  

 

Haute Couture or Couture Zone 

The Haute Couture or Couture zone is limited to product designed and produced by Haute Couturier 

designers who are sanctioned, by the French Ministry of Industry, as members of The Chambre Syndicale 

de la Haute Couture located in Paris, France. Haute Couture is translated as “the finest dressmaking”. 

The designs are original, measured and cut to fit the customer’s individual body measurements, and 

handcrafted. (These garments are not to be confused with “Made-to-Measure” garments.)  The 

garments are usually one-of-a-kind and cost several to tens of thousands of dollars in price. They are 

produced in the finest fabrications available, embellished with unique trim and findings, and are 

handmade by the most expert craftsmen. One of the best-known Haute Couture houses is Chanel 

Couture.  

 
Designer Zone 

Designer merchandise is product designed and marketed for the prestigious luxury market. These 

products are offered in both the Haute Couture houses of France and major design companies in the 

United States. In France, these products are labeled as “Prêt-à-Porter” or Ready-to-Wear (RTW) 

merchandise and are designed and produced in the haute couture houses. The RTW merchandise in 

France is much more expensive and exquisitely constructed as compared to the mass produced RTW 

found in the United States.   

 

True designer merchandise may be one-of-a-kind creations designed and created by well-known 

designers such as Ralph Lauren, Marc Jacobs, or Donna Karan; or it may be product designed by those 

same designers and found in the designers’ collections sold in specialty boutiques or shop concepts in 

fine or specialty department stores. These collections are frequently designated with the designer’s 

name, such as the “Marc Jacobs Collection”. 

 

Merchandise in the designer zone is produced with the most exquisite fabrics available from Europe, the 

U.S., or other global regions known for exquisite fabrics made from choice fibers such as silk, fine cotton, 
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or exotic wool. Additionally, the product is created with unique and creative findings and trims found 

only in this market segment. The products in this zone set the fashion trend direction for all other zones 

(refer to Part 1: 1-4 for product life cycle and fashion cycle stages) and are constructed with the highest 

level of workmanship and expertise.  

 

Bridge Zone 

The terminology “bridge” has several connotations in the apparel industry. Some design companies 

designate their bridge collection as a secondary designer line of lower priced goods. Other companies 

producing branded product in only the bridge zone denote the merchandise as a “bridge” between 

designer and contemporary or better zones of merchandise. Oftentimes, for companies producing only 

bridge collections, merchandise in this zone consists of career separates and dresses. 

 

The merchandise has the look of designer products but is constructed with less expensive fabrics, trims, 

and findings. However, many of the fabrics are unique and elegant; and the findings and trims are 

oftentimes trendy, yet exquisite. Furthermore, the fabrics, findings, and trims are usually featured only 

on garments in this zone. Additionally, the construction or workmanship is very high quality and the 

design level may be from classic to trendy. An example of a line in the bridge area is Donna Karan’s 

DKNY.     

 
 

Contemporary Zone 

The term “contemporary” connotes the message of designs or styles of the current times. It represents 

avante garde, trendy, modern, fashion-forward streetwear rather than a specific price point. It is 

targeted generally to young women in their twenties, thirties, and sometimes even forties who know 
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fashion trends and desire to purchase product at affordable prices as compared to designer priced 

merchandise. However, the prices of these products are higher than product in the better zone. 

Many young designers who wish to offer creative designer lines to a broader market of consumers enter 

this market zone. They design their lines using less expensive fabrics, findings, and trims; yet, the 

product is an innovative, on-trend concept with a youthful, sophisticated aura. The quality of 

workmanship in this zone varies. Examples of contemporary lines include BCBG® and Betsey Johnson®.  

 

Better Zone 

This zone consists of mass produced lines of goods that are available in the medium to high price ranges. 

Some companies producing better goods utilize a “good”, “better”, “best” pricing strategy for 

determining the retail price of goods. However, these mass produced items are offered at affordable 

prices to the mid-market consumer. Better zone goods are sold in department stores such as Belk®, 

Dillard’s®, and Macy’s®.  

 

Items in this zone are fashionable “knock-offs” of designer or bridge goods in the acceptance stage of 

the fashion cycle. Seasonal lines of better goods frequently consist of sportswear, coordinates, dresses, 

and even outerwear. The fabrics, design level, and workmanship are usually of better to good quality. 

Two companies who product better zone goods are Jones New York and Karen Kane.  

 

Moderate Zone 

Many nationally advertised brands producing dresses, sportswear, and career wear are categorized as 

moderate. In fact, the majority of clothing and footwear in the market are found in the moderate zone. 

The price points are above or higher than the popular price/budget zone but are lower than similar 

items found in the better zone. These goods have less prestige than goods in other zones. Merchandise 

in the moderate zone is usually constructed with simplistic styling, less expensive fabrics, and few 

findings and trims. Quality of the construction is good to fair. An example of a moderate zone brand is 

Alfred Dunner.  

 

Popular/Budget Zone/Mass Market 

The lowest price zone or popular/budget zone is also known as the “mass” market zone. Since product 

in this zone is sold to the masses or a large consumer base, stores that carry these goods usually buy in 

large quantities in order to offer the lower prices. Product in this zone is typically sold at a fair quality 

and a fair value for the price. Most often the products in the popular zone are knock-offs of popular 

styles, basics, and staples.  

 

Popular or budget zone goods are found in stores such as Target® and Walmart®. Examples of budget 

labels include Mossimo and Cherokee. Target® has added a new dimension to this zone by introducing 

designer merchandise at lower-price points. Designers such as Isaac Mizrahi, Todd Oldham, and 

Christopher Radko have created exclusive lines for the Target® customer.   

 

Discount/Off-Price 

There are two types of discount goods. Some goods are produced specifically for discount stores, while 

others are designer or branded products that did not sell at the regular or the established retail price in 
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other channels of distribution. Additionally, some discount goods include vendor closeouts, 

discontinued styles, left-over seasonal goods, and irregulars. 

 

There are a variety of types of stores selling discount/off-price merchandise. Some of those stores are 

dollar stores (i.e., Dollar General, Family Dollar, and Dollar Tree); others are discount stores such as 

Ross®, Marshalls® and TJ Maxx®. Regardless the discount store type, the goods sell at very low to 

moderate prices. Thus the discount category is very difficult to categorize.  

 

Multiple and/or Other Types of Zones 

Some vendors and retailers offer product in more than one zone in order to target multiple market 

segments. Gap Inc. is a good example of a store corporation that targets three different market 

segments with its Banana Republic®, Gap®, and Old Navy® stores. Price ranges in these three stores span 

a gamut from bridge to popular price or budget. These stores have consumers with different lifestyles, 

fashion taste levels, and income levels. 

 

 
 

Design houses also have multiple tiers of lines in order to target multiple segments of consumers. For 

example, PVH Corporation recently restructured the Calvin Klein brand into tiers: Calvin Klein Collection, 

Calvin Klein (platinum label), and Calvin Klein (white Label), Calvin Klein Jeans, and Calvin Klein 

Underwear (www.pvh.com/brands_calvin_klein.aspx). These products target domestic and international 

market segments in several channels of distribution and at various price points.  

Ralph Lauren is another designer who has multiple labels that target different market segments of 

consumers with different lifestyles, fashion taste levels and income levels. The Purple Label is the high 

end product line. For example, a man’s wool pant with the Purple Label retails for $595.00. A similar 

Black Label wool pant retails for $495.00, and a wool pant with the Polo Ralph Lauren label is $198.00. 

Other brands include RRL and Denim and Supply. Thus, there is product for many lifestyle activities, at 

various price points in various channels of distribution. (www.ralphlauren.com). 

 

The style structure of the industry segment from which the retailer procures goods also impacts the type 

of merchandise mix the retailer offers to the target consumer. The following segment, Part 1: 1-3 of this 

Section, provides information on the organizational structure of the women’s fashion apparel industry. 

http://www.pvh.com/brands_calvin_klein.aspx
http://www.ralphlauren.com/

