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OUTLET STORE 
SHOPPING 

Outlet store shopping is an exciting adventure 
into the world of savings. It also is an excellent 
way to maintain a quality wardrobe and dress 
fashionably while you save money. Today's 
marketplace is a challenge. With the problem of 
trying to buy quality clothing within a tighter 
budget, many reasons exist for shopping outlet 
stores. 

The smart shopper is an effective bargain 
hunter -- determined and resourceful. The smart 
shopper is also independent enough not to want 
to pay full price if an item can be bought for 
half-price in some other location. Outlet store 
shopping appeals to many simply because of the 
challenge of finding a bargain. Others like the 
creative aspect, and the fact that they may own 
clothing everyone else will not be wearing. 

You can buy almost any type of clothing at 
outlet stores. Thanks to the increasing number of 
outlet stores across the nation and in the 
Southeast, it is possible to buy expensive clothing 
from 20 percent to 60 percent off retail prices. 

Some large apparel firms have many outlets 
across the country, located in areas where they 
have plants. Because their volume is large, they 
have enough stock for several outlet stores. Other 
firms have only one outlet, located next to or near 
their factory. 

No 
Frills 

A factory outlet is defined as a retail store 
where the consumer can buy clothing directly 
from the manufacturer. Finding an outlet is only 
one part of the bargain hunter's venture. Once 
inside, be prepared to find few customer services. 
Outlets depend on high turnover, low rent and 
low overhead to keep their prices down. There 
also are ·no distribution costs, no shipping or 
delivery costs, as well as a cash only policy. 

When you first enter an outlet store, you will 
notice tightly packed racks of merchandise or 
counters piled high with clothing that is 
continually picked over. Outlets are not for you if 
you like service while shopping. Because of 
limited store personnel, the policy in most outlets 
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is self-service. Sales personnel will, however, 
direct you to the area of the store with the sizes 
or styles you request. 

Community dressing rooms are found in most 
outlets. Others may have a small curtain
partitioned cubicle for trying on clothing, while 
some do not allow clothing to be tried on. 

Other no-frill aspects of outlets may include 
poor lighting, lack of snack counters, no soft
drink machines, and only a few chairs for the 
tired shopper. 

Outlet stores keep prices low in other ways. 
The stores may be in low-rent areas. The 
middleman's costs are greatly reduced or 
eliminated for outlets located in or near a 
factory. Few outlets will have alteration services 
and most will not accept returns or exchange 
merchandise. 

Check the 
Merchandise ______ _ 

As a start in outlet shopping, read the labels. 
Familiar labels will help as you begin to compare 
quality. Quality can vary from one outlet to 
another because some name brand garments may 
be made in different factories in a variety of 
locations. Beware of labels that are a play on 
words for well-known labels. 

Sometimes labels are cut in half, slashed, or 
left with only a portion of the original label to 
provide a clue to the manufacturer or designer. 
Outlets frequently cut labels from clothing, and 
only the most careful shopper will be able to 
recognize top-quality goods at bargain prices. Be 
sure labels containing care instructions still 
remain in the garment. Labels giving fiber 
content are a valuable guide for customers to tell 
if they are indeed buying an all-silk blouse or a 
good grade of polyester. 

It pays to examine the merchandise carefully 
before buying it. A blouse that was first quality 
when brought into the store may have been 
slashed at the neckline when the label was cut 
out. 

Always try on clothing before purchasing it. 
A garment labeled size 10 may be a comfortable 
fit for a size 12. Be sure to look in a mirror for 
shoulder fit, correct length, and adequate fit 
through the hips. If a garment slips over the 
head, it should do so without excessive tightness. 
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An Italian knit mohair sweater for $4.00 may not 
qe a bargain if it will not slip over your head. If 
you know how to knit, you are in luck -- offer the 
salesperson $3.00 and then take your chances 
reknitting the neckline for a better fit. 

Evaluate 
Quality 

As you begin shopping outlet stores, learn to 
judge quality. No matter what the price, poor 
merchandise is no bargain and most stores have 
a no return policy. The quality of clothing in 
outlet stores varies widely. Much of it consists of 
surplus merchandise a manufacturer could not 
sell. Often nothing is wrong with it. Many 
manufacturers will over-produce on orders to 
make sure their major customers receive only 
top-quality clothing. 

A department store may refuse to accept a late 
shipment. Items not made exactly as specified 
may be refused by the store because they do not 
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meet specifications. Manufacturers are then 
stuck with goods regular customers will not buy. 
They may try to sell the clothes through an outlet 
store rather than take a complete loss on them. 
Sometimes they even open their own factory 
outlet, usually located near the factory or 
warehouse. 

In addition to factory overruns or cancelled 
orders, outlets sell irregulars, seconds, or 
damaged goods. Irregulars or seconds are usually 
marked as such. The garment may have 
irregular stamped on the label, or a piece of 
colored tape may indicate the location of a 
damaged area on the garment. Often a tag 
attached to the garment or piece of fabric tells 
the nature and the location of the flaw. 

Outlet 
Terms 

Outlet stores are hard to categorize, and outlet 
store terms are difficult to define. They vary 
with each store and with the manufacturer, but 
there are some basic terms outlet store shoppers 
should know when shopping in an outlet. 

Factory Outlets: retail stores where the consumer 
can buy directly from the manufacturer at prices 
close to wholesale. The lower prices can be 
passed on to the consumer because the rent is 
low, there are no shipping costs, and they accept 
cash only (so bring cash or a checkbook). Factory 
outlets offer no special services and have no 
decorating costs. You generally find better prices 
than in the manufacturer's outlets, which usually 
offer clothing at discounted prices. 

Manufacturer's Outlets: retail stores that offer 
clothing at discounts lower than retail prices. 
They frequently accept credit cards, and the 
savings are less than in a true factory outlet. 
Overstock, cancellations, and surplus 
merchandise are often carried in these . stores. 
These stores also buy from jobbers in order . to 
offer a larger variety in goods. The savings are 
less than on overstock or closeout items. 

Wholesaler's Outlets: stores that distribute 
clothing for several manufacturers. Wholesalers 
sell to retail customers directly from the 
warehouse. The consumer can save up to 50 
percent off the regular retail price. 
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Jobber: a middleman who buys clothing in large 
quantities and sells to independent retailers in 
small quantities. When he sells directly to the 
public, the stor;-e is called a jobbers outlet. 

Overruns or Overcuts: surplus clothing made up 
after the original orders have been filled. This 
may have been in anticipation of re-orders. 

First Quality: garments which contain no 
defects. 

Irregulars and Seconds: items with snags, 
pulled threads, holes, oil stains, dye stains, cuts, 
or other defects that may or may not affect the 
appearance of the garment, depending on the 
location of the flaw. Irregulars are items with 
only slight flaws. Seconds have more serious and 
noticeable flaws. 

Mill Ends and Remnants: surplus fabric and 
ends of rolls not completely used in the 
manufacturing process. Check carefully for 
stains, spots, and distorted grainline. 

Samples: items specially made to show store 
buyers. If the garment does not suit a buyer or 
the price is too high, an order is never placed 
with the manufacturer. In outlets, samples may 
be labeled one of a kind and are usually of high 
quality. 

Cancellations: styles not currently being 
produced by the manufacturer. 
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Do Your 
Homework 

Outlet stores frequently keep irregular . 
business hours. It is a good idea to call before 
making a trip, especially if you are looking for a 
specific item. Some outlets are open only one or 
two days a week; others only a few hours a day. 
While you are on the phone, ask the store's policy 
on cash or credit purchases, refunds, and 
exchanges. You may need to carry more money 
than you had originally planned. Ask if the outlet 
permits children. Some either discourage 
bringing children or prohibit it. 

Factory outlets located in the same building as 
the factory itself may operate on factory hours, 
closing at 4:00 p.m. Others, more oriented to 
retail customers, stay open until 5:00 p.m. 

Know what kind of merchandise the outlet 
carries. Find out what the outlet specializes in. 
Frequently an outlet will advertise all kinds of 
clothing, but actually only stock a large supply of 
one or two varieties. The other merchandise may 
be used to attract customers. 

Some stores advertised as outlets may offer 
discounts on some garments, while other items 
are close to retail prices. Try to find out as much 
as you can about an outlet before making the 
trip. 

How to Buy 
Clothing 

Know your figure features and which styles are 
becoming to you. If you are long-waisted or have 
large hips, you know there are some things you 
cannot wear. Even with alterations the garment 
may not fit, so avoid these styles. 

Look for seams that are securely stitched, have 
enough seam allowance to prevent the seam from 
pulling out, and are finished to prevent raveling. 
Look for an adequate hem depth, especially in 
children's clothing or clothing for a very tall 
person. Linings, buttonholes that will not ravel 
easily, matched plaids and stripes, well-pressed 
collars and seams, and zippers that work are 
characteristic of quality clothing. 

Try on everything. Sizes may vary with each 
manufacturer or garments may have been sized 
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wrong in manufacturing. Check each garment 
carefully for a good fit. Sit in the garment, raise 
your arms, bend your elbows, pull your shoulders 
forward and backward to be sure the garment 
has adequate room. If the garment is slightly 
tight, it may not fit after cleaning or laundering. 

Many outlet stores will not permit you to try on 
clothing; others have no dressing rooms. Trying 
on clothing in the restroom is not permitted. For 
these reasons, come prepared with your exact 
sizes and a tape measure. Bring shoulder and 
waist measurements, plus skirt, sleeve, and pant 
lengths. If you find a store that does not permit 
try-ons, you can then measure the garment 
before you buy it. 

Study and observe merchandise in the full
price retail stores. Look inside a garment for 
good workmanship. Then you will recognize a 
real bargain in the outlet stores when you find 
one. 

Know your fibers and the properties of each. 
The more you know about clothing quality before 
you visit an outlet store, the less likely you are to 
make an unwise selection. 

Shop at the beginning of the season you will 
actually wear the garment. Selection will be best 
at this time. At some children's outlets, you need 
to shop in advance of the season change. 

Why Shop 
Outlet Stores _____ _ 

Why shop outlets rather than the end of the 
season sales? With traditional sales, the prices 
are lowered after the season. When you buy from 
outlet stores, you are buying in advance of the 
season and during the season. 

A growing trend in factory outlets is to form 
outlet malls. They may take over older malls and 
offer a variety of merchandise. In some cities, 
bus tours are planned to these locations. 
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Tips for 
Shopping Outlets 

Call ahead. For the price of a phone call you can find 
out if store hours have changed, if the store is still in 
business, or if a specific item is in stock. 

Never judge an outlet store by its external 
appearance. Many with the best prices are 
located in small buildings or in the factory itself. 

Pool transportation with friends and share the 
cost of gasoline. 

Avoid a tight time schedule. The discovery of a 
real bargain marks a successful outlet store trip. 
These are difficult to uncover if you are pressed 
for time. 

Know your clothing needs. If you have two red 
sweaters, you may not need a third even if it is 
only $5.00. 
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Know the sizes and color preferences of friends 
or family members if you will be shopping for 
them. 

Wear comfortable clothing and shoes. You may 
be doing a lot of standing and bending. Continual 
disrobing can become a chore. 

Check the local stores for prices, then use this 
information for comparison. 

Know which brands are usually greatly reduced in 
retail stores and which ones are never reduced. For 
brands never reduced, an outlet store is great for 
price reduction. 

Ask about special sales. When an outlet store has 
a sale, prices are even lower than usual. 

If you have questions, ask the sales personnel; 
usually they are very helpful. 

Budget your money. Don't carry more money 
than you can afford to spend. It's easy to get 
carried a way and overspend because of the 
greatly reduced prices. 

Ask about schedules for receiving new 
merchandise and shipment of seasonal items. 

Ask if the outlet maintains a mailing list for 
special sales. 

Some irregulars are not true to size. Try on the 
garment or carry a tape measure with you. 

Plan ahead and buy for birthdays and Christmas. 

Always, ask if the merchandise can be 
exchanged or returned, even if'you have no plans 
to do so. 

If you have questions about whether a garment is 
irregular or first quality, ask the sales personnel. 

Be prepared to go home empty-handed. 

Happy Shopping! 
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Prepared by Carolyn Joyner, Extension Home 
Economist, Clothing and Textiles, University of 
Georgia. Recommended for Cooperative Exten
sion work in Virginia by Beatrice Kalka, 
Extension Specialist, Clothing and Textiles, 
Virginia Tech. 
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