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I can say without hesitation (but with considerable vanity) that I wear the same size clothes now as I did 20
years ago. I’ve always fit quite well into jeans with a 31” waist. It was that way in college and is that way now. I
have always been very physically active and reasonably moderate in my consumption of fatty foods. Yay for me.
Until I went shopping in Madrid a couple years ago.
It was a very confusing experience for me. I picked out a couple pairs of jeans to try on in the size I’ve been
wearing for 20 years, and took them to the dressing room to see how they looked, fully expecting to decide
based on style. It only took a moment to realize that there was something very wrong. Even as I pulled the jeans
up my legs I sensed that something was amiss. By the time I tried to insert button into hole at the waist, I was
bewildered.
In short, I could’t do it. Not even close. Could’t get the button anywhere
near the hole. The two were a good two inches apart, even when I inhaled
for all I was worth.
So I quickly tried the other pair. Same deal.
Ok, I thought, I must have screwed up the conversion from European
Where I lost my innocence.

sizing to American inches. The usual quick formula is to just add 10 to
whatever you normally wear. They didn’t have 41, so I’d gone to 42. So,
hm, if anything they should have been a bit loose.

Much to my horror, I found that to achieve loose, I needed a 46!! 46!! What the heck was going on? I hadn’t
eaten THAT much on my vacation.
As it turns out, it was a matter of vanity sizing. In the U.S. (and increasingly the U.K. and elsewhere), the
distance around a pair of jeans from button to hole had been inching up over time, just as had (to my dismay)
the distance from one side of my belly-button to the other. No longer were 31” jeans 31” around. Now, 31” jeans
were more like 33 inches around. Of course, it hasn’t just been happening to our jeans.
This phenomenon began with women’s clothing some time ago, as it turns out. Yesterday’s medium is today’s
small, a large is a medium and so forth.
Recently, researchers in Turkey and the United Studies studied the phenomenon and discovered that, for some
www.beyondthepurchase.org/blog/11/spoiler-alert-vanity-sizing-how-what-you-dont-err-didnt-know-is-making-you-happy/

1/3

1/28/13

Spoiler Alert — Vanity Sizing: How what you don’t, err, didn’t know is making you happy | Beyond The Purchase Blog

of us anyway, this vanity sizing actually
makes us feel better. As it turns out,
thinking that we still fit into a small
makes us feel better. This is particularly
the case for people who don’t have a
great self-image to start with. Fitting
into smaller sizes (smaller/ thinner =
better) causes us to imagine ourselves as
being thinner. For those among us who
like to feel that way, the trick works. We
like ourselves a bit better when we are
wearing the small that really should be a
medium than when we are wearing a
properly-labeled medium.
Unfortunately, now that I know the deal,
I’m not sure the trick works anymore,
and I have to change the story I’ve been
telling for a long time now about how I
am in the same shape as I was in college.
Sorry if I just spoiled the trick for you. :Image from Huffington Post. Here's how vanity sizing plays out with some major clothing
manufacturers.
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The article reference above is: Aydinoğlu, N. Z., & Krishna, A. (2012). Imagining thin: Why vanity sizing works.
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 22(4), 565.
At BeyondThePurchase.Org we are researching the connection between people’s spending habits – how do you
spend your money and who do you spend it on – and whether that results in more or less happiness. We are
also interested in understanding how our personalities, our life histories and the environments we live in
influence how we think about and spend money. To learn about what might be influencing how you think
about and spend money, Login or Register with Beyond The Purchase, then take our a few of our spending
habits (Experiential Buying Scale, Materialistic Values Scale, and Compulsive Buying Scale), and values and
personality (Please Register to Take StudyDispositional Positive Emotion Scale, and our Beliefs about Wellbeing.
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