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ABSTRACT

This research paper examines the transformation of sportswear from clothing designed exclusively for athletic performance into a
dominant force in everyday global fashion. Drawing on secondary sources spanning academic journals, fashion history books, brand
case studies, and archival records, the study traces this evolution from the 19th century to the present day. The findings reveal that the
shift was driven by an interconnected set of forces: broader social and cultural changes, deliberate industrial and marketing strategies,
technological innovation in fabric and garment engineering, high-profile designer collaborations, and the rise of fitness and lifestyle
culture. The research concludes that sportswear is no longer a peripheral clothing category but a central expression of modern identity,
reflecting the enduring relationship between culture, comfort, technology, and style.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past few decades, sportswear has undergone a
remarkable transformation, evolving from clothing made
exclusively for athletic activities into an important and widely
recognised part of everyday fashion. This change is not merely a
superficial trend but rather mirrors deeper cultural, social, and
lifestyle shifts that have reshaped modern society. Sportswear
was originally designed to give athletes comfort, flexibility, and
functional support during physical activity. However, with
increasing health awareness, the growth of fitness culture, and the
broader adoption of casual lifestyles, these once purely practical
garments slowly but decisively made their way into the daily
wardrobes of people around the world.

The journey of sportswear into mainstream fashion can be
observed in specific garments that are now considered everyday
staples. The hoodie, for example, which many people wear today
as casual fashion, was first made for athletes and workers to keep
warm during outdoor training and labour. Over time, it migrated
off the sports field and became one of the most universally
popular garments across age groups, genders, and social classes.
Similarly, trainers or sneakers, leggings, tracksuits, and
performance fabrics have all followed comparable trajectories
from specialist athletic use to general daily acceptance.

The impact of popular culture, celebrities, and mass media has
been equally crucial in accelerating this transition. Athletes and
public figures regularly promote sportswear brands, transforming
them from mere functional tools into powerful symbols of style,
aspiration, and cultural identity. Furthermore, collaborations
between high-fashion designers and sports brands have
progressively blurred the boundaries between sportswear and
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high fashion, lending athletic garments a cultural prestige that
would have been unimaginable a century ago.

As a result of these converging forces, items such as sneakers,
hoodies, leggings, and tracksuits are now widely accepted not
only in casual settings but also in social, professional, and even
semi-formal environments. The emergence of the term ‘athleisure’
in the early 21st century formally acknowledged this fusion of
athletic and leisure wear as a recognised fashion category with its
own distinct aesthetic and market.

This research paper aims to explore and explain how this
transformation occurred. It traces the historical, cultural,
industrial, and technological factors that enabled sportswear to
transcend its original purpose and establish itself as a cornerstone
of contemporary global fashion.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The evolution of sportswear into everyday fashion has been
widely examined across the disciplines of fashion history, cultural
studies, and consumer behaviour research. The existing body of
literature reveals a rich and multi-layered story, shaped by social
transformation, industrial strategy, technological progress, and
shifting aesthetic values.

2.1 Historical and Social Foundations. Scholars argue that the
foundations of sportswear's cultural integration were laid during
the period of industrialisation and modernisation in the 19th and
early 20th centuries. As industrial society restructured patterns of
work and leisure, increasing numbers of people gained access to
recreational time and began participating in organised sports and
physical activities. Clothing gradually shifted from the restrictive
formality of Victorian dress toward garments that prioritised



https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013

e

ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

A EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal

Volume: 12| Issue: 4| April 2026]| Journal DOI: 10.36713/epra2013 || SJIF Impact Factor 2026: 8.753 || ISI Value: 1.188

comfort, flexibility, and practicality. Researchers note that this
transformation was closely linked to changing gender roles,
particularly as women became more active in public and athletic
spaces, creating demand for functional yet stylish attire [

2.2 The Formalisation of Sportswear as a Fashion Category.
Fashion historians identify key designers as central figures in
elevating sportswear to the status of a formal fashion category.
Jean Patou is frequently cited as a pioneering figure whose tennis
and swimwear designs successfully blended elegance with
athletic functionality, influencing both elite fashion circles and
everyday dress. The merging of sport and fashion during this
period reflected broader cultural shifts toward casualisation and
lifestyle-based dressing, which would become defining
characteristics of 20th-century consumer culture [

2.3 Industry Strategy and the Role of Manufacturers. Existing
literature emphasises that the growing popularity of sports alone
did not fully account for sportswear's transition into everyday
fashion. Rather, manufacturers played a deliberate and strategic
role in expanding consumer demand. Through advertising
campaigns and the promotion of technological innovation,
producers redefined sportswear as modern, practical, and
fashionable items suitable for daily use. By the early 20th century,
cultural standards of clothing acceptability had shifted
considerably, with practicality, comfort, and a liberated sporty
aesthetic becoming increasingly valued 2

2.4 Designer Collaborations and High Fashion Integration.
Recent scholarship highlights the transformative impact of
partnerships between sportswear brands and high-fashion
designers. The 2002 collaboration between Umbro and Paul
Smith is identified as the first widely recognised attempt to
formally combine sportswear elements with mainstream fashion
aesthetics. Archival documents from the Westminster Menswear
Archive confirm that this partnership significantly altered public
perceptions of sportswear, demonstrating that athletic clothing
could carry genuine fashion and cultural significance !

2.5 Market Growth and Consumer Segmentation. The
literature analyses the economic dimensions of sportswear's
expansion. Increased sport participation, performance
expectations, and the association of fitness with lifestyle identity
have contributed to significant market growth. Four distinct
consumer segments have been identified: serious athletes, sports
club members, lifestyle proponents, and fashion-oriented
consumers, each contributing distinctly to market growth [
Conceptual models including the Fashion Pump and the Fashion
and Technology Transport Process explain how high-
performance apparel transitions into mainstream fashion.

2.6 Technology Transfer and Performance Innovation.
Researchers argue that advances in technology have played a
fundamental role in enhancing athletic performance and
improving sportswear aesthetics [ The process of technology
transfer between the fashion and sports industries has enabled
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garments to deliver superior flexibility, durability, and climate
adaptability while maintaining fashionable visual appeal.
Researchers recommend the establishment of technology transfer
centres to accelerate innovation in the sector.

2.7 Postmodern Aesthetics and Prada Sport. Academic
literature on late 20th-century sports fashion gives particular
attention to Prada Sport, whose minimalist aesthetic combined
clean lines, reduced detailing, and high-tech fabrics to influence
global fashion trends and local sportswear brands alike [6]. These
developments foreshadowed the evolution of sports fashion in the
21st century, particularly in response to well-being and lifestyle-
oriented consumer values.

2.8 Sport-Specific Fashion Influences. Individual sport
subcultures have generated distinct fashion influences beyond
their original athletic contexts. Baseball caps, aerobic leggings,
snowboard-influenced streetwear, and golf wear have each been
adopted into everyday fashion across different demographic
groups and social contexts, illustrating the diversity of pathways
through which sport has shaped mainstream dress [}

2.9 The American Look and Global Influence. The promotion
of the 'American Look' from 1932, reinforced by wartime
conditions that disrupted European fashion, elevated American
ready-to-wear designers to global prominence. Designers such as
Claire McCardell and Bonnie Cashin established a template for
sportswear that prioritised functional, democratic fashion,
subsequently becoming one of the most influential forces in
global fashion history [,

2.10 Sports-Inspired Fashion and Crossover Design. Sports-
Inspired Fashion (SIF) is defined as designer clothing influenced
by the look and function of active sportswear. The global spread
of American popular culture amplified sports-inspired aesthetics
worldwide, while designer-brand partnerships pushed SIF further
into high fashion P Crossover products that blend technical
sportswear with fashion apparel, including Prada Sport's
integration of luxury materials and high-tech fabrics, have
redefined consumer expectations by making performance and
aesthetics inseparable [0

3. METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative research approach based entirely on
secondary data to explore how sportswear became everyday
fashion. It aims to understand the historical, cultural, and social
factors that contributed to this transformation, examining
evidence spanning from the 19th century to the present day.

3.1 Research Design. A qualitative, interpretive research design
was adopted, as the research questions are fundamentally
concerned with cultural meaning, historical process, and social
change rather than numerical measurement. This approach is
consistent with the methodological traditions established in the
existing literature, which employ theoretical, systematic-
historical, chronological, and comparative frameworks.
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3.2 Data Sources. Data was gathered from peer-reviewed
academic journals, fashion history books, brand case studies,
archival records including the Westminster Menswear Archive,
and credible published papers on sportswear and fashion history.
These sources provided insights into the growth of sportswear, its
adoption into daily wear, and the influence of designers, brands,
consumer culture, and technological innovation.

3.3 Analytical Method. The primary analytical method applied
is thematic and comparative analysis. Key recurring themes were
identified across the literature, including comfort and
functionality, technological advancement, lifestyle and cultural
change, designer collaborations, marketing strategy, and
consumer segmentation. A historical perspective was maintained
throughout, enabling the study to trace sportswear's trajectory
across six distinct time periods from the 19th century to the
present.

3.4 Scope and Limitations. The research focuses on sportswear's
evolution from the 19th century to the early 21st century, with
emphasis on Europe, North America, and East Asia. The study is
limited by its exclusive reliance on secondary data and does not
incorporate primary research methods such as surveys or
interviews.

The following figure presents a visual overview of the evolution
of sportswear across six key historical periods. Each panel
represents a distinct era, highlighting the signature garments,
cultural identity, and fashion significance associated with that
period. This collage illustrates how sportswear progressively
shifted from specialised athletic clothing to a globally dominant
everyday fashion category.

THE EVOLUTION OF SPORTSWEAR INTO EVERYDAY FASHION
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Figure 1: A Decade-by-Decade Visual Collage of Sportswear Evolution into Everyday Fashion (1900s—2020s+)

As illustrated in Figure 1, each era introduced new garments and
cultural contexts that broadened the social acceptability of
sportswear. From the modest wool knit sweaters and bloomers of
the early 1900s to the athleisure sets and sustainable activewear
of the 2020s, the collage demonstrates a clear and consistent
trajectory: sportswear has continuously reinvented itself in
response to social, cultural, and technological change, moving
steadily from the sports field into every domain of everyday life.
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Table 1 below provides a systematic analytical overview of
sportswear's evolution across six historical periods. For each era,
the table identifies the defining garments, the key cultural and
social drivers of change, the principal brands and designers
involved, and the overall fashion impact of developments during
that period. This structured analysis enables a clear comparative
understanding of how sportswear transformed progressively from
specialised athletic clothing into a dominant category of global
everyday fashion.
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Decade / Era

Key Garments

Cultural & Social
Drivers

Key Brands /
Designers

Fashion Impact

1900s-1920s

Wool sweaters,

bloomers, tennis

whites, bathing
costumes

Industrialisation, rising
leisure time, women
entering public sport

Jean Patou, early
sports clubs

Sportswear formalised
as a distinct fashion
category

1930s-1950s

Casual slacks,
varsity jackets, early
sneakers, swimwear

American Look
promoted (1932), WWII
disrupts Paris, dept.
stores grow

Claire McCardell,
Bonnie Cashin, Lord
& Taylor

American sportswear
becomes a global
identity symbol

1960s-1970s

Tracksuits, running

Youth culture, rise of

Adidas, Nike (est.

Athletic brands enter

shorts, band tees,
Adidas shell toes

recreational sport, brand
culture emergence

1964), Puma everyday consumer

market globally

1980s-1990s Aerobic leggings,
Air Jordans, hip-hop
baggy wear, Prada

Sport line

Fitness boom, MTV &
celebrity culture, hip-
hop streetwear,
postmodern aesthetics

Nike/Jordan, Prada
Sport, Reebok, hip-
hop artists

Sportswear becomes a
pop culture and luxury
symbol simultaneously

2000s-2010s Designer collab
collections, yoga

pants, hoodies,

Designer-brand
collaborations, fitness
lifestyle identity,

Umbro x Paul Smith
(2002), Adidas x
Stella McCartney,

Sportswear gains full
high-fashion
legitimacy; athleisure

activewear, gender-
neutral cuts, tech
wear

crossover technical wellness culture H&M collabs category born
wear
2020s+ Athleisure sets, Post-pandemic comfort Lululemon, Sportswear is the
sustainable dressing, sustainability Gymshark, dominant global

awareness, digital
influencer culture

Patagonia, luxury
houses (Balenciaga,
Dior sport)

everyday fashion
category

Table 1: Analytical Overview of Sportswear Evolution by Decade — Key Garments, Cultural Drivers, Brands, and Fashion Impact

As demonstrated in Table 1, each historical period brought
distinct forces that shaped sportswear's integration into
mainstream fashion. The table reveals that no single factor alone
drove this transformation; rather, it was the convergence of social
change, commercial strategy, celebrity influence, and
technological innovation across successive decades that
collectively elevated sportswear from athletic utility to a globally
recognised fashion category.

6. RESULTS

1900s-1920s: Birth of Functional Fashion

Sportswear shifted from formal-like dress toward practical,
movement-friendly styles due to industrialization and women’s
sports. Jean Patou first merged athletic function with elegance.

1930s-1950s: American ldentity & Accessibility

The “American Look” made sportswear democratic and practical.
WWII boosted US designers like Claire McCardell, establishing
comfort and affordability as core values.

1960s-1970s: The Brand Era

Nike, Adidas, and Puma took sportswear mainstream. Branded
tracksuits and sneakers moved from stadiums to streets, driven by
youth culture and televised sports.
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1980s-1990s: Pop Culture & Luxury Convergence

Fitness and hip-hop turned sportswear into a cultural symbol. Air
Jordan became a global phenomenon, and Prada Sport brought
athletic wear into luxury fashion.

2000s-2010s: High Fashion Fusion

Designer collabs like Umbro x Paul Smith legitimized sportswear
in high fashion. Athleisure emerged, confirming sportswear’s
merger with everyday dress.

2020s+: The Athleisure Era

Post-pandemic comfort trends, social media, and sustainability
made sportswear dominant. It’s now the foundation of modern
fashion, not just an alternative.

Overall

Sportswear evolved from specialist gear to the core of global
everyday style through social change, branding, pop culture, and
high-fashion acceptance.

7. CONCLUSION

This study has shown that sportswear became everyday fashion
through more than a century of interconnected social, cultural,
industrial, and technological change. No single factor explains
this transformation; rather, it was the convergence of expanding
leisure  culture, strategic brand marketing, designer
collaborations, technological innovation, and shifting consumer
values that collectively elevated sportswear from athletic utility



https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013

i)

ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

A EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal

Volume: 12| Issue: 4| April 2026]| Journal DOI: 10.36713/epra2013 || SJIF Impact Factor 2026: 8.753 || ISI Value: 1.188

to a dominant global fashion category. The athleisure
phenomenon of the 21st century is the culmination of this long
evolution. Sportswear today is not simply clothing for sport — it
is a powerful expression of modern identity, comfort, and style
that reflects the enduring relationship between culture,
technology, and the way people choose to present themselves to
the world.
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