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The U.S. home textile sector sells products found in nearly every household, yet it operates as though 

demand were optional. Let me explain. Sheets, towels, pillows, curtains and kitchen linens are 

necessities, but consumers rarely replace them with urgency. Most purchases follow a life change, 

such as a move, a renovation, a wedding, a college departure, or the final collapse of something that 

should have been discarded years earlier. 

That's a difficult starting point. The industry sells durable products to customers trained to wait for 

discounts. Retailers want novelty, lower prices, faster deliveries and cleaner supply chains, usually all at 

once. Suppliers are expected to carry the inventory, finance the development, eat the disruptions, and 

keep the ticket price where it was. 

Home Textiles Isn't the Apparel Business 

I've worked across apparel and home textiles for four decades, and the biggest mistake I see is 

treating them as the same industry. Apparel runs on fashion. Style regenerates demand every season, 

whether or not anyone needs another shirt, and the whole machine, from trend forecasting to 

markdown cadence, exists to make last year's purchase feel old. Home textiles has no such engine. A 
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white sheet doesn't go out of style. Demand renews only when something wears out or life changes, 

which is why the category leans so hard on the housing market. 

The supply chains differ just as much. Apparel is cut-and-sew work that chases labor costs from 

country to country; the industry moved from China to Vietnam to Bangladesh and elsewhere during 

my career, and it will move again. Home textiles is capital: terry looms and continuous dye ranges 

anchored near the cotton. That's why sheets and towels concentrated in India and Pakistan and 

stayed, because an apparel program can pick up and move but a spinning and weaving complex is 

bolted to the floor. 

The category spent thirty years borrowing apparel's playbook, with constant promotion and 

assortments churned to look fresh. Promotion without a fashion engine merely moves the same 

replacement purchase to a lower price. And tariff-driven sourcing shifts that work for a t-shirt 

program make no sense for terry, because there's no next cheap country with the looms already 

running. The future of home textiles belongs to whoever stops running someone else's playbook. 

Housing Isn't Providing Much Help 

The market isn't cooperating. June housing starts rose sharply, according to the Census Bureau and 

HUD, but most of the gain came from multifamily construction. Single-family starts were flat and 

permits declined. The National Association of Realtors reported existing-home sales fell 2.4 percent in 

June, with pending sales down 5.4 percent. Owners holding mortgages written at 3 percent won't 

trade them for loans at twice the rate, so they stay where they are. 

That lock-in effect reaches the linen closet. A household that stays put may buy a towel or 

pillowcases, but it isn't furnishing a house. The sector is left trying to create excitement around 

products consumers believe are still good enough. 

The Price Squeeze Is Getting Worse 

The category faces an awkward form of inflation. Operating costs remain elevated while retail prices 

for basic linens move the other way. The June Consumer Price Index from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics put household furnishings and supplies up 1.3 percent from a year earlier, with prices for 

other linens down 6 percent. 

There's only so much cost that can be removed from a towel or sheet before the customer notices. 

Pick up the five-dollar towel on a holiday endcap and you can feel where it went: thinner hand, a third 

less cotton than the one it replaced. A chemical finish supplies softness that won't survive many trips 

through the dryer. The shelf price looks attractive, but the product wears faster and reinforces the 

idea that home textiles are disposable. 

Deflation warps the math upstream, too. When the shelf price falls 6 percent while labor, freight, 

compliance and financing costs hold or rise, the difference comes out of somebody's margin, and it's 

rarely the retailer's. A little comes back through volume, though seldom enough, and the mills and 

converters absorbing the gap have fewer dollars left for the development work retailers keep 

requesting. 

The Industry Has Made Quality Hard to See 

Quality in home textiles is real, but the industry never gave consumers the vocabulary for it. Thread 

count became the language for sheets because it fit on a package, and it says little about how a sheet 

performs. Fiber quality, yarn size, weave, finishing, shrinkage and durability matter as much or more, 

but those things take explaining, and nobody explains anything on a hangtag. 

Towels face the same problem. Weight, absorbency, drying time, linting and wash durability separate 

a good towel from a mediocre one, and none of it shows up in a product photo. Online, towels and 

sheets appear as folded rectangles. 



Digital retail widened access but flattened the market. Home textiles are tactile products sold through 

a screen, so every listing promises hotel quality and cloud-like softness, and once everything sounds 

exceptional, shoppers fall back on the one difference they can verify from the couch: price. The digital 

shelf has unlimited space. Consumer attention doesn't. 

Retail Has Shifted the Risk 

Suppliers are asked to maintain inventory closer to the customer, shorten lead times, fund testing and 

packaging changes, accept chargebacks and respond when forecasts miss. The list grows every 

season, and nothing on it arrives with a price adjustment. 

A hit gets copied within a season. A weak one brings markdown requests and receipts that quietly 

slide to the right. Nobody calls to discuss a chargeback; it shows up as a deduction on the remittance, 

and the accounting clerk finds it first. The supplier is expected to act as manufacturer, bank, 

warehouse and insurance policy. 

The arrangement works until it doesn't. Suppliers with options walk away from the worst programs, 

and suppliers without options cut corners to survive, which feeds the quality problem the industry 

already has. Risk that moves in one direction long enough eventually removes the people who were 

supposed to hold it. 

Import Dependence Can't Be Reversed by Slogan 

Data from the Commerce Department's Office of Textiles and Apparel show how heavily the United 

States relies on imported home textiles, and that dependence has a history. When the quota system 

ended in 2005, production concentrated where mills had spent decades building integrated capacity, 

and American plants closed by the dozen, Pillowtex among them, taking tens of thousands of jobs. 

The towels went to India and Pakistan, where one mill campus takes raw cotton to finished product 

without it leaving the property. Nobody moves a towel program by finding a cheaper sewing line. The 

whole chain has to come along, and nothing comparable exists here anymore. 

Tariffs and freight disruptions can change the arithmetic quickly, but domestic production isn't an 

automatic substitute. U.S. mills can compete where speed, customization, institutional demand or 

government procurement provide an advantage. They struggle when asked to duplicate the cheapest 

import without comparable scale. 

The domestic mills that still weave terry and sheeting survive on committed volume: hospital 

laundries, hotel programs that pay for speed, military contracts under the Berry Amendment, and not 

much else. That's what a workable strategy looks like, and it runs on purchase orders measured in 

years. A modern weaving room costs tens of millions and has to run around the clock to earn its keep. 

No mill will make that bet because a retailer expressed passing interest in American sourcing. 

Sustainability Needs a More Honest Argument 

Sustainability has been reduced to paperwork. A supplier shipping to five retailers can face five 

questionnaires asking the same questions in different formats, then OEKO-TEX testing and cotton 

traceability files to satisfy the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act. Whatever platform each customer 

adopted last quarter wants its own data on top. Much of that work is worthwhile, but none of it is 

free, and smaller suppliers carry the same load as billion-dollar companies with a fraction of the staff. 

The cost rolls downhill, and whether the consumer will pay for any of it remains an open question. 

The industry also ducks the hard trade-offs. A lighter towel uses less material and wears out sooner. 

Recycled fiber cuts virgin inputs while making consistency harder to hold, and a water-saving finishing 

line takes capital the factory can't recover without dependable volume. 

An honest argument would start with durability. A sheet used for a decade carries a lighter footprint 

than three replacements shipped across the Pacific, whatever the label says about fiber content. The 



industry won't make that case, because doing so would mean admitting how much of the current 

assortment was engineered to be replaced. 

Where Value Comes Back 

The sector won't disappear. People will continue sleeping, bathing, cooking and covering windows. 

The question is whether the industry can make a reasonable return meeting those needs, and the best 

answer hides inside the sustainability argument: durability, sold as value. A towel that survives two 

hundred washes is worth more than one that pills after twenty, and the difference can be measured, 

then printed on the package in words a customer uses. It's a harder sell than a promotional price, but 

it's the one claim whoever ships the lighter towel can't copy. Retailers who stock genuine differences 

instead of six versions of the same discounted item give that claim room to work. 

Suppliers have a part to play, and it starts with saying no. Price the chargebacks into the quote or 

decline the program. The healthiest suppliers I know have shifted their weight toward hospitality, 

healthcare, senior living and other institutional markets, where the buyer pays for reliability instead of 

chasing the lowest sticker, and they let the worst retail programs go to whoever still wants them. 

For years, the sector kept making its products cheaper and lighter until everything looked 

interchangeable. It trained consumers to wait for the sale and retailers to demand another concession. 

That protected volume. It also stripped the value out of the category. The bed is made. The harder job 

is building a business that can afford to lie in it. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 


