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Athleisure: stretching the limits of activewear textiles  

Moderator: Sophie Bramel 



}  The context 
}  Consumers demand more from their 

garments on an aesthetic and technical 
level.  

}  At the intersection of fashion and 
function, athleisure is changing the 
technical textile landscape.  

}  What fibres and fibre blends need to 
be developed?  

}  What type of functions does this 
market require and how should they 
be promoted?  



}  Market data 
}  In 2014, active wear & athletic 

footwear sales grew $14 billion in 
Europe: 60% of products were 
declared by consumers as worn 
primarily in daily/leisure use. (NPD 
Sports Tracking Europe) 

}  Workout clothing now represents 17% 
of the total US apparel market (NPD 
Group)  

John Elliott + Co  



Brief overview of the debate 
}  Sophie Bramel: I’d like to ask each speaker to tell us how they define how they define the term 

athleisure?  
}  Simon Whitmarsh-Knight: The definition for athleisure I find useful I picked up from Polartec, which said 

that Millenials describe it as any thing outdoors, any thing that is not indoors. That shows the breadth of the 
athleisure segment, it covers urban outdoors, commuter wear, etc. We see it is a very vast category. 

 
}  Carolina Sanchez: We have been working on athleisure for two years now, looking to bring fashion into 

the sports arena. We see it as garments inspired by sports but worn everyday.  
 
}  Alexander Foyle: We see athleisure as a combination of comfort and function. I think there could 

probably be a better term, but ultimately every garment should offer both comfort and function and 
suitable to be worn in all situations.  

 
}  Jeroen Muijseres: I see athleisure as city styles evolving towards performance outdoor functions, and thus 

making outdoor wear a bit more leisure and a bit less synthetic. With Flocus, our kapok fibre, we offer 
outdoor brands a chance to use a natural fibre that has synthetic properties.  

 
}  Sophie Bramel: A question for Alexander Foyle, at Celliant: Among the many functions that infrared 

emitting materials are said to offer, which ones do you see as being most suited to athleisure uses? 
}  Alexander Foyle: Celliant can be combined with any other fibre and the main wellness or comfort 

function that it provides a slight increase in blood circulation, which has many different associated benefits. 
The main one is increased muscle and tissue oxygenation, which increases performance and reduces 
soreness after sports. The wellness aspect is important thanks to increased blood flow. We’re working very 
hard to move into the field of organic fibres, and Celliant can of course be blended with natural fibres.  



Addressing changing market demands 
}  Sophie Bramel: Jeroen Muijseres, can you tell us more about the properties of Kapok that could make it 

an interesting story in athleisure? Do its functional properties make it a high performance product or a 
fibre for low intensity activities such as yoga?  

}  Jeroen Muijseres: In addition to being a clean fibre, kapok has many properties. It is a hollow fibre, which 
means it insulates and thermoregulates the body. It is hydrophobic, which means it dries quickly. It is 
antimicrobial and anti-allergenic, as well as anti-moth and anti-mite. These are all natural properties, no 
additives needed.  

 
}  Sophie Bramel: How is Invista addressing the specific needs of the athleisure market? 
}  Simon Whitmarsh-Knight: Everybody is surfing these new markets, athleisure, urban outdoors and 

commuter wear. It’s a $35 billion market in the US, that’s a big slice of business. Like many businesses, we are 
looking to identify a consumer need. What is missing, how could we make some categories better? Do we 
have an existing technology that can be applied to that consumer need or do we need to find something 
new to fill that space? For example, we did some research in the US on black leggings: what makes the 
ultimate black legging? Among the feedback we identified was the ‘muffin top’ issue. We then looked to take 
an existing product, like LYCRA® fibre with soft comfort, to address this issue. Sometimes a new 
technology is necessary. A few weeks ago we launched HYBRID technology for denim. It is a knitted fabric 
with a woven look and we feel it is well suited to the athleisure market. 

 
}  Sophie Bramel: Here at Performance Days, we’re used to selling performance materials and focusing on 

specific functions and attributes. But athleisure seems to be more about looks and aesthetics. What kind of 
textures, blends, styles and feels need to be developed for this market?  

}  Carolina Sanchez: We think athleisure bridges athletic and prêt-à-porter uses, so the question is how do 
we add function to a product without sacrificing aesthetics? Texture is very important, as we have seen in 
the neoprene trend. Our in-house designers are working on a fabric we call Scuba, which is made with a 
hollow fibre that has insulating properties but is much lighter than neoprene. It can be printed or embossed.  



New textures and men’s athleisure 
}  Sophie Bramel: At the Flocus booth, you’re presenting a wide array of different fabrics, knits, 

shirting, denims, etc. What does kapok add to the comfort and feel of these materials?  
 
}  Jeroen Muijseres: With regards to texture, Flocus is a short staple fibre, so in any fabric, 

these short fibres will give the fabric a soft natural touch. The yarns we make can be blended 
with any other fibre, kapok can give polyester a more natural touch for example. Even if there 
is only 15 to 20% kapok in the finished fabric, the short staple will always increase the surface 
area and softness next to the skin.  

 
}  Sophie Bramel: Athleisure may have started in the women’s market but is not restricted to 

it, how do you see the trend evolving in men’s wear? 
 
}  Simon Whitmarsh-Knight: One idea we have is fitted, narrow leg walking pants for men. 

Invista doesn’t make fabrics but we work closely with mills and as a macro trend we see it as 
an interesting direction. Men, and women too, are getting bigger, so we see a big opportunity 
for stretch in men’s trousers. The market penetration of stretch in men’s wear is very low 
compared to that of women’s wear.  

 
}  Jeroen Muijseres: I believe that for men’s wear one direction is to modify composition 

without modifying the look of the product. Offering fabrics with a nicer hand feel is one way 
for athleisure to move into men’s wear.  



From North America to Europe 
}  Sophie Bramel: The whole concept of athleisure was first identified and marketed in the US - and 

probably really took off thanks to Lululemon. What I’d like to know is how this trend is going to “transition” 
to the European market? I had an interesting conversation with Ria Stern, marketing director for Korean 
fibre producer Hyosung, this summer. She said: “In the United States, athleisure implies ‘dressing up’. In 
Europe it is associated with ‘dressing down’, wearing clothing that is more casual and relaxed.” Do you 
believe the trend is playing out differently here in Europe? 

 
}  Carolina Sanchez: I agree that Europeans consider athleisure a form of dressing down. Athleisure styles 

are worn in informal environments, on weekends, with friends. At Nylstar, we’re pushing comfort and more 
relaxed styles. What is seen in the many collaborations between sports brands and fashion designers is an 
interesting direction because they are premium garments with a relaxed look.  

 
}  Alexander Foyle: Though Europeans are more stylish in their everyday clothes, I see great potential for 

athleisure. It is already quite common to see people wearing sneakers to work.  
 
}  Jeroen Muijseres: I agree that in Europe, we’re talking about garments worn for weekends or on vacation. 

Athleisure will find its way in Europe, but it may take more time. 
 
}  Simon Whitmarsh-Knight: In Europe, I agree that athleisure is more about dressing down, but 

Europeans are also wearing more relaxed styles at work. I would add that the trend can also be seen from 
the other side, athleisure has become an entry way for ready-to-wear brands into leisure wear.  We’re 
seeing more COOLMAX® fabric in men’s shirts. As consumers’ expectations continue to go up, they want 
more from their clothing. Even in formal situations, we’re seeing more performance features borrowed from 
activewear. 



Could soft shells benefit from the trend? 
}  Sophie Bramel: Could the development of a premium athleisure market help the 

soft shell find its ideal niche?  
 
}  Eric Yung, European marketing director for Polartec: Polartec addresses the 

top of the market, as opposed to entry level products. We develop fabrics for all 
functions, for base, mid and outer layers and we also make fabrics that address the 
need for fashion, to feel good and look good. Within the performance soft shell 
category, there are indeed many new styles, textures and soft touch fabrics that 
correspond to athleisure uses.  

 
}  Sophie Bramel: To conclude, I think athleisure can be considered an uphill battle 

for performance fabrics because many high street fashion brands have captured this 
market. I think companies making functional fabrics have to think through what 
properties, styles, and what message needs to be favoured regarding these features. 
Will the consumer understand their functions? It is, I believe, a real challenge for 
this industry.  



Thank you for your attention 

Sophie Bramel 


