
Oiselle Flyout Long Sleeve
This technical fabric was designed for long 
runs—it’ll keep you protected during a chilly 
start, then quickly move sweat away from  
your skin as you start to put in the work.  
$72, oiselle.com
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Long gone are the days of running in 
mesh basketball shorts and a cotton 
T-shirt. Now runners can be picky 
about what they wear—and for good 
reason. When you’re taking approx-
imately 1,700 steps per 10-minute 
mile, you want clothing that can 
not only keep up with you, but won’t 
chafe or cling or rub.

Female runners spend around 
$1,132 per year (21 percent more than 
men) on everything from shoes to 
coaching, according to a 2020 survey 
by the product review site Running 
Shoes Guru. The average apparel 
budget of $248.40, though, doesn’t go 
too far—just one pair of Nike perfor-
mance leggings could cost you $140, 
while a Lululemon running bra rings 
up anywhere between $58 and $108.

There’s no arguing that high- 
performance running apparel can 
be a point of tension for runners—
should one pair of tights really cost as 
much as your monthly cable bill? But 
apparel technology has evolved so 
much over the last decade or so that 
a lot of that tech you’ll find in the pric-
iest items (such as moisture-wicking 
polyester blends and antimicrobial 
odor-control materials) has trick-
led down into even the most basic 
products. You can easily find budget-
friendly tops with high-performance 
elements that will help you get the 
most out of your workout. 

Take Asics’s Ventilate technol-
ogy, which was created for Olympic 
athletes—like gold medal discus 
thrower Valarie Allman—training 
for Tokyo’s heat and humidity this 
summer. “We wanted to make sure 
they were wearing something that 
they didn’t feel created any distrac-
tions from their performance,” says 
Siobhan Duffy, a product merchandis-

ing manager at Asics. “So we studied 
athletes’ biometrics under rigorous 
control conditions, trying to mimic 
what a really hot day in Japan would 
be like, in order to create our lightest 
weight, most breathable materials.” 

Ventilate apparel pieces feature 
body-mapped ventilation technology 
to help sweat evaporate quickly and 
reduce the humidity inside a garment 
in higher heat zones (like under the 
sports bra line or at your mid-back). 
It typically takes the brand more than 
two years to develop this type of tech-
nology, says Duffy. First, the Asics 

Institute of Sports Science in Kobe, 
Japan, conducts rigorous biomet-
ric analyses, then it takes about 20 
months from the first product devel-
opment briefing to get to market. 

After a new technology has been 
created, “we’ll take that research and 
design more budget-friendly items,” 
says Duffy. Case in point: The Venti-
late Crop Top ($55) is made from 100 
percent polyester and features that 
body mapping technology and strate-
gically placed mesh vents to improve 
breathability, while the W Tank ($30) 
is made from a poly-blend and uses 
a breathable back mesh panel to 
improve airflow. It’s a design derived 
from the Ventilate technology, but at 

The Evolution of 
Workout Apparel
HIGH-PERFORMANCE TECHNOLOGY THAT WILL HELP YOU RUN STRONG  
IS MORE ACCESSIBLE THAN EVER.    BY  A S H L E Y  M AT E O

a more affordable price point. 
High costs can be a sticking point 

for specialty brands like Tracksmith, 
Janji, or Oiselle. These smaller brands 
aren’t trying to gouge customers, but 
including as many high-performance 
elements as possible in a piece of 
apparel can jack up the number on 
the price tag.

“Our philosophy around apparel 
is that we are creating a premium 
product, and part of that is not just 
the tech we develop but the long-term 
durability of the product,” says Sally 
Bergesen, founder and CEO of Oiselle. 

Some basic Oiselle tanks and 
T-shirts, for example, are made from 
a fabric called Tee-Lux; it’s a combi-
nation of polyester and Tencel and 
a tiny bit of spandex, says Bergesen. 
Pieces start at around $42. That’s a 
lot higher than the price of a workout 
top you could score somewhere like 
Forever21 or H&M, but the lifespan of 
the materials makes it so you’ll likely 
be spending less in the long run.

“This fabric will look exactly 
the same after 20 washes as it did 
when you bought it—it won’t pill or 
change shape, and you won’t have to 
trash it after a couple months,” says 
Bergesen. It’s a no-brainer: When 
you buy higher-quality items, you 

“THIS FABR IC WILL LOOK E X ACTLY 
THE SAME AF TE R 20 WASHE S AS IT 
DID WHE N YOU BOUGHT IT— IT WON’T 
PILL OR CHANGE SHAPE , AND YOU 
WON’T HAVE TO TR ASH IT AF TE R A 
COUPLE MONTHS .”
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buy fewer things. “But, on the manu-
facturing side, that does increase 
costs, because we’re using fibers 
that inherently have those proper-
ties or something has been added to 
give them that durability,” she says. 
(And, for certain brands, it’s not just 
about the quality of “ingredients” 
that contribute to a higher price 
point; it’s also about accounting for 
the human rights parts of the supply 
chain—including fair pay and work-
ers’ health—in the price as well.) 

That’s not to say you can’t get qual-
ity products at much lower prices. 
Brands like Target, Old Navy, and 
Aerie have been building up their 
activewear offerings to rival industry 
stalwarts. Look at Fabletics—you’ve 
probably seen the company advertis-
ing two pairs of leggings for $24. Even 
with the $50 monthly membership 
fee, that means each one will cost you 
just $26 (a steal compared to pricier 
running brands). Your body will be 
as happy as your wallet in them, 
though, because you’re not sacrific-
ing high-performance technology.

The company takes anywhere 
from 12 to 24 months to create a new 
fabric or technology (like Motion365, 
a sweat-wicking nylon that’s highly 
compressive and still breathable), 
says Felix del Toro, Fabletics’s chief 
merchandising and design officer. 
Once a material meets the brand’s 
performance, quality, and value stan-
dards, those findings can be applied 
across the board to make even the 
basics better. “It’s a combination of 
understanding what’s important to 
our [customers] and prioritizing the 
depth and dimension of the technol-
ogy we’re applying,” he says. 

If you compare the Teagan Racer-
back Tank ($30) and Phoenix Lite 
Racerback Tank ($40), you’ll see 
that the former is marketed as 
merely breathable, while the latter is  
moisture-wicking and has all-way 
stretch. “While breathability and 
moisture wicking are not the same, 
they are on the continuum of keeping 
the temperature comfortable while 
working out,” says del Toro. 

When it comes to determining 
price points, he adds, the more a 
customer expects from a product—
like leggings you’ll wear for high- 
intensity workouts versus those 
you put on just to hang around—the 
higher the cost might be.

No matter the price, how you feel 
in what you wear while working 
out is one of the most important 
elements. Fortunately, the fitness 
apparel industry has finally evolved 
to the point where you can feel just as 
comfortable in a $20 pair of leggings 
as a $90 pair. And the better you feel, 
the stronger you’ll run.

How to Shop for More 
Budget-Friendly Gear

1. Determine what type of run 
you’re shopping for. 
Short runs don’t really require 
high-performance clothing, so 
save your money if you don’t often 
go the distance. Because fit is 
the most important element for 
longer runs, features like bonded 
seams that reduce chafing or 
drawstrings that adjust the waist-
band may be worth splurging on. 

2. Buy last season.
Brands tend to launch new 
collections every six months 
(spring/summer and fall/winter). 
Styles and fabrics don’t change 
much from year to year—unless 
a brand is debuting something 
totally new—so waiting for those 
markdowns saves you money 
with little to no compromise.

3. Shop indirect. 
Brand stores tend to focus on 
top-of-the-line products. But 
at national retailers like Kohl’s, 
JCPenney, Dick’s Sporting Goods, 
Marshalls, or TJ Maxx, you can 
often find name brands and 
certain styles at a fraction of the 
price of what you’d find in the 
brand store.

4. Shop used. 
While you don’t want to thrift 
running shoes someone else has 
already broken in, you can often 
score apparel from higher-end 
brands at a steep discount in local 
secondhand shops or on sites like 
Poshmark, ThredUp, or Mercari. 

Goodr The OGs Sunglasses
With lenses that are scratch-resistant,  
'shatter-proof, and have UV 400 protection, 
these shades will stand up to even your 
toughest workouts. $25, goodr.com

Fitbit Inspire 2
Track the basics—steps, calories 
burned, and heart rate—as well as 
stress, sleep, and your menstrual cycle. 
During a run, the Active Zone Minutes 
feature will alert you when you enter 
your personalized cardio, fat-burning, 
and peak target heart rate zones.  
$100, fitbit.com

JLab Go Air True Wireless 
Bluetooth Earbuds

Get five hours of playtime in one 
charge from these sweat- 

resistant earbuds. Tap the sides 
to change the volume, switch 

songs, or answer calls without 
missing a step. $30, jlab.com

Champion Absolute Eco Print Sports Bra 
This moderate-support sports bra made 
from recycled polyester fibers will give you 
a confident fit from cardio to cross-training 
thanks to its moisture-wicking Double Dry 
technology and a soft, chafe-resistant band. 
$30, champion.com

Asics Thermostorm Jacket
A water-repellent shell protects a woven inner 
layer to block out bad weather without sacrificing 
breathability. Extra features like thumb holes in the 
sleeves and a dropped hem help keep you warm on 
chilly runs. $100, asics.com

Saucony Outpace 3" Short
This is a perfect upgrade to classic running 
shorts, offering just enough extras (like an infin-
ity drawcord, thin brief liner, and zippered back 
pocket) while keeping a simple look and feel.
$40, saucony.com


