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Foreword


When I was asked to provide a foreword for this book and give my view on what it takes to succeed in the fashion industry, I realized that the words I wrote in my 1988 fashion manifesto are as true now as they were then. As a designer you have to manifest what you stand for and always maintain that.


My form of design is conceptual. Designing a dress is not about hiding it under a mountain of zippers, frills, buttons and leather appliqués… It’s about finding the dress’s essence as an object. If we eliminate the superfluous, we come to the very firm conclusion that fashion must be comfortable.


• Comfortable for the body and comfortable for the mind.


• Comfortable for those who wear it and comfortable for those who see it.


• Comfortable to produce and destroy, comfortable to put together and pull apart.


Fashion has to constantly be moving forward and this implies experimenting with new shapes, applying new materials, being inventive.


It is pretentious and ridiculous to only want to design haute couture in the 21st century. It is the equivalent of publishing overly priced editions of books that only a handful of individuals can afford or converting the largest of museums into closed-door institutions.
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The only thing that should never be sacrificed in the name of price is the quality of materials. To choose acrylics over natural silks, cottons and linens is a blow to one’s quality of life. It is therefore preferable to possess fewer items but of superior quality.


Designing clothes should never be just about business or industry. Designing clothes is the ultimate form of expression.


You must have the courage to embrace your own unique sense of style without ever letting yourself be intimidated by the fear of your own body or succumbing to the pressures of differentiating oneself from other prevailing aesthetics.


Agatha Ruiz de la Prada
(Text adapted from La Moda CóModa – 1988)










Introduction


Fashion Portfolio: Design, Curate, Innovate offers emerging fashion professionals a broad perspective on the process of presenting oneself and one’s design work. Supported by abundant visual examples, each chapter is a progression of step-by-step guidance outlining distinctive aspects of strategic career positioning. Portfolio is an essential component of this wide yet personal strategy. A clear identity and the right branding places job applicants or aspiring entrepreneurs on the path to success in the rapidly evolving global fashion industry. The chapters in this book cover the full scope: collection positioning, collection development, design concept, and portfolio content to presentation. In looking at career direction and interview skills, we discuss personal branding as well as the important role of social media in self-promotion.


Chapter 1 is devoted to design development, and begins by discussing the targeted customer who is the backbone of any successful collection. Designers need to understand who they are designing for before they immerse themselves in the creative process. This same target customer and relevant market remains front and center in designing and curating a portfolio. After covering a variety of customer profiles and market perspectives, the first chapter explores the structure of collection development with an emphasis on a personal point of view. An umbrella concept may guide an entire fashion portfolio. This may include mood/inspiration boards, fabric and trimming presentations, design illustrations, technical sketches, and finished garment photography. These elements document the entire process for the viewer.


Chapter 2 highlights a designer’s specific skills and the conceptual creativity that will be a hallmark of their portfolio. A wide array of fashion illustration and rendering techniques are included. This is also where the development of a sequence of strong, curated units is covered. These become the basic building blocks of a portfolio.


Chapter 3 focuses on portfolio styles, from analog to digital formats. In this third chapter, layout and aesthetics are discussed as tools to reveal the essence of the designer and make a personal statement. Designers can communicate clearly through the skillful use of composition and layout. The portfolio is presented as a visually rich enticement as well as a strong marketing tool for sharing the designer’s unique energy.
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Chapter 4 is dedicated to branding consistency as a method for reinforcing an individual personal statement and values. We examine graphic design choices, from logo, type, and color to photographic styling. The alignment of the résumé, business card, stationery, social media, and personal brand website becomes an integrated story. Visually and conceptually, together they create a strong singular message.


Chapter 5 addresses the overall importance of social media. We look at major media channels and their best uses. Print and video work with social media to build and reinforce a personal fashion statement.


Chapter 6 is dedicated to career categories and job search specifics. We discuss the organization for searching, effective interview preparation, one-to-one interview interaction, as well as follow-up, covering the wide scope of design opportunities in the fashion field. In addition to distinct garment design categories, we address the related fields of accessories, textiles, and theatrical costumes. As fashion and the consumer continue to develop and redefine themselves, career paths must continue to expand. We examine fashion paths that may overlap with those of a designer and offer alternative creative routes including stylist, photographer, journalist, buyer, merchandiser, archivist, and trend analyst.


We conclude our book with a selection of case studies. These profile diverse fashion designers from an assortment of cultures and countries as they launch their careers, set up their own brands, or work for established fashion houses. The struggles, strategies, and successes embedded in each personal story are both inspiring and instructive, their achievements celebrating individual paths to success. In fact, every aspect of this book integrates unique strategy as the foundation for a strong identity.












CHAPTER 1


The Collection


Defining Your Audience


Creative Process


Style, Voice, and Identity








This chapter establishes your design work as central to your portfolio and strategic personal positioning. Cohesive collections build portfolio narrative. A clear portfolio statement originates in a detailed visualization of your audience, a structured, disciplined approach to creative process, and the manifestation of a unique personal design vision.


Your portfolio needs to speak in a clear voice to emphasize skill, style, and attitude as well as establish your unique story of assets and talents. It is this voice and story, forged during your design work, that is the basis for your identity and signature style, demonstrating your ability to contribute long term. Every mood board, swatch board, set of croquis, and photograph tells the viewer who you are and why they should hire you.


Your portfolio should utilize both images and textures, the digital and physical, to showcase your competencies and capabilities. While making a strong case for a distinctive creative point of view, a well-designed portfolio also needs to demonstrate a rich awareness of the industry. In a world in transition, we cannot plan for a future; but we can prepare for the future. Always remain aware and flexible.



Defining Your Audience


A first step toward defining your signature style is asking yourself where you will place yourself in the evolving world of fashion. What kind of company do you wish to work with? Who is the consumer you want to design for? What do they value? What do you value? There is no substitute for researching and understanding your targets and for defining your audience.


Whether you want to be a designer with your own business or a designer working for a corporate organization, your collections need to speak the language of your clients. Developing a clear understanding of market targets allows you to see how these relate to your own skill set and strengths. Consider which market segment interests you. Is it menswear, womenswear, or perhaps bridal? The deeper your knowledge of the target market and audience, the easier it will be to position your work.
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Katrin Schnabl, Phenyla collection.





Customer profile


A well-defined customer profile gives voice to a portfolio. To effectively present yourself, you must create based on a distinct image of your customer.


Having a clear understanding of the customer and their specific needs and desires is crucial to the success of your collection. Establishing customer demographics— gender identification, age bracket, general lifestyle, spending behavior, cultural and social affinities, and occupation—needs to happen early in the process of collection development.


To guide the creative process, you must envision your prototype consumer. For example, a busy urban professional functioning in the constant stress and bustle of the city will make different choices to a customer with a casual lifestyle living in a country environment. A clear vision of customer demographics influences everything from silhouette and structure to fabric choice and embellishments.


In order to provide a properly targeted base for your designs, use a template to build your customer profile, with detailed information on attributes and descriptors (see below). The final customer portrait normally includes age group, gender identification, lifestyle, occupation, income, sales category, distribution, market, and competition, but may be expanded as necessary.
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This targeted customer is someone in their mid-thirties. The designer envisions the customer as intellectual and artistic. She may have studied art history and become an art dealer, working at a prestigious gallery. A hectic daily schedule may involve auctions and clients. Our purchaser lives and works in the city, enjoying its spirit and activity. A very active social life takes her to exhibitions, show openings, and concerts. There is satisfaction in being noticed in the crowd. Substantial income allows designer choices. For daytime, she tends to choose Calvin Klein, Marc Jacobs, Maison Margiela, Issey Miyake, or Yoji Yamamoto.
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This customer is a young, professional woman living in the suburbs of a large or midsize city. With a scientific background, she may be an environmental scientist, biochemist, or some type of scientific researcher.


She and her partner share an upper middle-class lifestyle. They enjoy nature. Her spare time is filled with gardening, hiking, and traveling to exotic, pristine places. Leisure clothing is usually selected from Patagonia and Isabelle Fox (UK). This customer is practical and logical. In clothing, she craves comfort and long-lasting quality. Environmentally sensitive, she is always looking for ethical fashion labels. When choosing something new, she searches for up-and-coming designers who share her sustainable values.


Some designers choose to model a customer profile based on themselves. Even in this case, when the designer personally understands all the aspects needed to define the image and assumes a customer base with similar taste to their own, a structured profile analysis can benefit the final collection—and portfolio.
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Eileen Fisher collections are inspired by her own minimalistic and timeless style.





Gender


Each collection you design must clearly define a gender or take a non-gendered approach to the targeted customer. From a business perspective, it is essential for the buyers, clientele, media, and the consumer to fully understand the collection category and gender sales target. This helps define retail positioning. Traditional menswear and womenswear are being joined by an increasing number of gender fluid clothing lines.
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Stella Shared by Stella McCartney is a unisex capsule collection for a rising cohort finding their voices. They leverage self-expression to bring positive social change to the world. The campaign includes a cohort of next-gen Chinese creators led by actor Leo Wu.
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In 2019, at 97, the American businesswoman, interior designer, and style icon Iris Apfel signed a modeling contract with global agency IMG.





Age bracket


Customarily, age bracket is important in developing a focused collection. However, age itself is less important than understanding the lifestyle it indicates. Understanding a teenager’s lifestyle will help keep a junior collection contemporary. Filled with a unique set of needs and desires, the life of a professional in their twenties or thirties will reflect an alternate culture. For these professionals, a morning meeting could require formal office attire. A cocktail party later in the day could mean a total change of clothing or a quick restyling.


There is increased flexibility within fashion. It celebrates style across all ages. Activity, lifestyle, and personal preference are defining factors. More than ever, the consumer defines the direction of fashion.



Spending behavior


As market and retail conditions continue to change, spending behavior remains directly connected to collection price point. A high-profile entertainer could present themselves in haute couture garments, selecting items for image impact, projection of status, or craftsmanship. A young professional is likely to buy designer or bridge outfits, selecting for cost and functionality in addition to look. Out of necessity, a college student or young adult living on a fixed budget is more likely to choose mass-market. See Market Segmentation, here.


Cultural and social affinities


The activities an individual enjoys will often influence purchase choices. For travelers, mix-and-match separates, multifunctional garments, and easy-care fabrication may be preferred. Those with an outdoor or sports orientation need specific comfortable garments and footwear for rugged environments. Philanthropic functions or black-tie receptions often require the more formal evening gown and tuxedo. Attire may be designer couture, prêt-à-porter, or more widely distributed brands.
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Comfortable, versatile garments that allow freedom of movement go from gym to streetwear.





Occupation and professional life


The tech sector has had significant influence on professional uniforms. Someone working in the same occupation may choose to dress formally or casually based on the culture of the company they work for. For instance, working in a start-up company, a hoodie with chinos will often be acceptable. Even in the finance sector the Monday-through-Thursday conservative suit is replaced with a more relaxed look for “casual Friday”. An art gallery curator may choose an unconventional or eclectic look, unlike someone working in banking, whose employer may require a conservative suit. For creative fields the dress code is often more fluid. As remote working becomes more standard, consumer clothing needs to continue to evolve. Fashion opportunity grows as environments change and acceptable choices multiply.


Sustainable and ethical values


Many customers share the values of designers who are responsible in their practices. They will seek out designers that create less waste and less environmental damage and use labor in a more ethical way, examining material selection closely for a biodegradable choice. Clothing designed to have a second life may be favored.
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Allbirds believes in the power of natural materials and their potential to transform ecosystems. Nature is their muse.






Market segmentation


There are various interpretations of price point segmentation. Price points shift as markets and consumers realign in our evolving world. As customer needs and desires evolve, the definition of price point segmentation has become less strictly defined, with some blurring between the categories.


For the sake of clarity, this book organizes womenswear markets with price points into three major sectors: high-end luxury market, intermediate mass-market, and low-end mass-market. Each one contains several subdivisions.




PRICE POINT MARKET SEGMENTATION
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HIGH-END LUXURY MARKET


Haute Couture


Couture


Designer | Prêt-à-porter (Transitional)
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INTERMEDIATE MASS-MARKET


Diffusion (Secondary Line)


Bridge (Transitional and/or Secondary)


Better (Transitional and/or Secondary)


Contemporary (Secondary Line)
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LOW-END MASS MARKET


Moderate


Budget and Discount







HIGH-END LUXURY MARKET


Average garment cost: $$$$–$$$$$


Catering to the higher end of the market, including superior quality materials and finishing.
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Viktor & Rolf, Haute Couture F/W 2016.





Haute couture is the highest and most exclusive segment. Focused on singular designs, this highly protected category includes only fashion houses meeting the strict standards of the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture (CSHC). Haute couture caters to preeminent figures who pay for the artistry, skill, and status of this designation. This is the most limited production tier, featuring hand stitching as well as labor-intensive detailing and finishing. It is produced by a team of highly skilled technicians and unique artisans in the designer’s atelier or associated specialty workshops. Examples of these designers include: Jean Paul Gaultier, Christian Dior, and Viktor & Rolf.
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Iris van Herpen, Couture S/S 2020.





Couture is sometimes used as a transitional market classification between the haute couture and designer segments. Haute couture and couture share several characteristics. They both create made-to-measure or made-to-order garments and require multiple customer fittings. Created from the highest quality materials, they are both labor intensive and primarily hand sewn. While not meeting CSHC restrictions, the outstanding designers within the couture classification still earn well-deserved recognition for their unique talent and creativity. Examples of these designers include: Alexander McQueen (McQueen himself designed for the haute couture house Givenchy), as well as Iris van Herpen and Balenciaga, guest and former members of the CSHC respectively.
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Vivienne Westwood, RTW Fall 2020.





The designer segment first emerged in Italy to meet an increasing demand for more affordable well-made garments of fine design. Lowering the price point from couture to prêt-à-porter (literally “ready-to-wear”) was possible due to the industrialization of production. A wide range of sizes and colorways are generated within the same style. Although the labor and materials are still of very high quality, increased production causes a significant drop in cost per garment. Examples include: Vivienne Westwood, Tom Ford, Gucci, and Prada. This category also includes products produced by large multinational corporations such as LVMH.


INTERMEDIATE MASS-MARKET


Average garment cost: $$$–$$$$


The intermediate market includes mainstream brands that have further lowered merchandise cost by increasing the quantity of pieces per style produced. They offer a wider range of sizes and colorways, incorporating less expensive textiles and embellishments than in the designer segment, thus the merchandise becomes more accessible and distribution wider. This category includes several price points targeted for a variety of customers.
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COS, LFW September 2021.





Diffusion is a marketing strategy that allows luxury and intermediate segments to diversify and expand the range of their targeted customers without diluting the original base. Examples of diffusion ranges and their parent labels include: Versus for Versace, DKNY for Donna Karan, and Marc for Marc Jacobs.


Bridge has its roots in the American fashion industry. It is positioned as a transitional segment between designer and the larger mass-market segment. It is the result of department store demand for good quality product at an even lower price, and the need to diversify business models to capture additional clients in an increasingly competitive market. Licensed goods and expanded market segments profitably support the high-end collections and the overall brand. Examples include: Emporio Armani, Ralph by Ralph Lauren, and Kors of Michael Kors.


Better is a less well-defined transitional segment, usually situated between bridge and contemporary. It has similar product and marketing characteristics to bridge but is offered at a slightly lower price. Department stores such as Harrods, Selfridges, and Nordstrom stock this segment. Examples include: Sandro, Stefanel, and Hobbs.


Contemporary features similar prices to the better category but often targets a younger customer. Both fashion houses and retailer private label offer product within this category. Examples include: Ted Baker, COS designs, and private label brands such as Nordstrom’s Zella.


LOW-END MASS-MARKET


Average garment $$–$$$


Most widely affordable category for the broadest number of consumers.
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H&M, RTW S/S 2018.





Mass-market aims to provide merchandise for the widest range of fashion-conscious consumers. The segment offers affordability, immediacy, and versatility, but with lower quality fabrication and labor. A seductive purchase environment is created by offering the latest fashion trends in multiple seasonal deliveries. Examples of worldwide mass-market chain retailers include H&M and Uniqlo.


High meets low This segment pioneered the collaborations, which benefit both the high- and low-end brands involved by expanding their markets and building name recognition. Collaborations have resulted in extraordinary sales jumps. Examples of “high-meets-low” collaborations include: Karl Lagerfeld and Sonia Rykiel for H&M, and Stella McCartney for H&M and Gap.


Inclusive The democratization of fashion has led designers to create collections affordable “to all, anytime, anywhere”. Body-positive retailer Universal Standard calls this “Fashion Freedom for All”.


Moderate fits into this wide distribution low-end segment, just above the lowest priced brands. Examples include: Nine West, Levi’s, and Gap.


Budget and discount aims to provide the very lowest price. To hit the mark, production cuts corners, using inexpensive materials with poor finishing, cheap labor, and large-scale production. Unsold product from other categories is redistributed at a reduced price in discount outlets. Those who develop goods for this segment primarily “adapt” higher priced styles or, like Target, utilize designers to create affordable lines exclusively for them. Examples include: Isaac Mizrahi, Cynthia Rowley, and Todd Oldham for Target.





Customer story


Once you have a good understanding of market segmentation, look at focusing your vision. You must create both a broad and a detailed ideal customer description. Once you have analyzed age group and gender identification, drill down to more specifics. How does your target customer function in the world? What are their interests? What do they require in a wardrobe? Is their business life casual or formal? What brands currently serve their needs? Is something they need or want notably missing?


Choose a few adjectives to describe your customers. These will serve as an easy shorthand. Refer back to them during the design process. Lifestyle details tell a large part of the customer story. Occupation and background offer fascinating information about disposable income and spending habits. As you plan, remember collection price points connect directly to a customer’s social and financial position. Learn all you can.



Creative Process


The creative process is complex and non-linear. Experimenting is part of the protocol, and leads to exciting discovery. It demands an abundance of imagination and passion. The process of designing fashion does not have a well-defined beginning and end. It cannot be tied to a 9-to-5 schedule. Inspiration may visit randomly. Taking a walk or listening to a song can spark an idea. These inspirations percolate and emerge in their own time; a ride on the subway, daydreaming, or sleeping may bring forth exciting possibilities.
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Karl Lagerfeld sketching.
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Yves Saint Laurent sketch with swatch and notes, and the finished garment.





Inspiration


A designer can draw inspiration from anything: a time period, a manner of material manipulation, or a specific muse. When this inspiration is clearly demonstrated within your portfolio, it informs and supports the customer profile. Inspiration is part of the unique story of your collection. It sets you apart and calls to employers. Some designers are inspired by an actual person, their image or style. This could be an iconic figure such as Princess Diana, or a pop icon such as Prince. Others find outsiders such as Teddy Boys or Punks motivating. In some cases designers tap into their own needs, desires, shopping habits, aesthetic affinities, or socio-economic background to model collections for audiences like themselves. In these cases, the designer acts as their own target customer, or even as their own muse.


The sketchbook as a designer’s diary


Interesting designs may come to you in the blink of an eye. To avoid losing them, it is essential to develop a system to capture your ideas while they are fresh. Every designer finds their own method of collecting thoughts. Some prefer a sketchbook, others use dedicated folders organized by category: for example sketches and notes, research and inspirational images, and fabric sourcing. These are all forms of a designer’s diary or journal and offer a refuge for you to create and experiment without any self-imposed restrictions. The unleashed imagination results in a flood of ideas to be curated and culled later. Sketches are usually rough and filled with creative immediacy. They can be supported by quick notes, fabric swatches, and bits of reference. A diary may serve as a way to document or plan a fashion show.
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Gianfranco Ferré, gala evening coat in velvet and peau d’ange color taffeta. F/W 1988–89 couture collection design specs.





This intimate personal collection may supply material for a mood board. Waiting within this barrage of creative thought may be a collection concept, theme, silhouette information, a color story or fabric story. We all have good days, when ideas pour out, and those other days when nothing seems to work. A journal’s treasures can pay off when you confront these dry periods.
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Anna Sui, S/S 2007 collection. Sketch and garment of Pirate Dress inspired by Marie Antoinette, pirates, and rock ’n’ roll.






Collection units


A fashion collection contains several modules, often referred to as “units”. Each unit is based on a specific color theme called a “color story” or “color palette”. It includes a fabric story, textures, details, and silhouettes. The units are broadly connected to each other through the master collection concept.


The average amount of units in a portfolio is 3–5. Consider what best represents you. Examine your designs carefully and use them deliberately to focus on your personal perspective. As you question your work, list your discoveries in a concise format. These significant attributes will help guide you in creating a brief yet comprehensive designer statement that will be evident in your portfolio.
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Emily Waters Lee, sketchbook, research process, fabric and color story.
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Mayuri Sarof, Profound Existence S/S 2021 collection. Mood board, color and fabric story, and rendered sketches of selected designs.






The mood board



The mood board communicates the essence of a collection at a glance. It is usually included with every unit. In the portfolio the mood board may either precede garment images or act as a backdrop. The mood board is integral and incorporates visual elements supporting the collection concept. It includes theme colors, textures, and shapes. It should always include a collection title, and a concept paragraph may be added to deepen viewer understanding within a collection.
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Céline Haddad, mood board and swatch board.
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Lishuang Xu, Wabi Sabi collection: mood boards; color and texture representation; material experimentation; final garment.







[image: Illustration]


Lishuang Xu, Wabi Sabi Collection: mood boards
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Lishuang Xu, Wabi Sabi Collection: color and texture representation
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Lishuang Xu, Wabi Sabi Collection: material experimentation
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