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Introduction


Fashion design is often a misunderstood discipline. The public perception of this field commonly focuses on extolling the instinctive creative abilities of genius designers, and intentionally minimizes the discussion of the diligent process that takes place behind the scenes. This book was developed specifically to guide the reader though this exciting, yet relatively obscure, subject.


Fashion designers at all levels of the industry face the challenging task of blending business and art toward the creation of relevant, commercially viable, and creatively exciting products every season. Additionally, all participants in the fashion industry, be they visual merchandisers, photographers, stylists, pattern-makers or buyers, benefit greatly from complete understanding of the creative process employed by designers. Fashion brands, after all, differentiate themselves primarily by how and why they create product, and by the artistic vision they offer, not simply by the items produced. To fully comprehend how fashion products are generated demands a thorough awareness of a multitude of sectors, which are best grouped in three main categories: context, concept, and presentation.


Context refers to the essential knowledge of the core historical facts and business structures employed in the fashion industry. Designers must possess a fluent familiarity with these points in order for their work to fit effectively within the current fashion marketplace. Key points of fashion history and business, introduction of current issues affecting the industry, as well as essential knowledge of brand development, consumer research, and trends are therefore addressed in Chapters 1 and 2, to provide a foundation from which to extend into creative endeavors.


Chapters 3, 4, and 5 focus on concept development, and discuss the processes required to generate new products for the fashion industry. From defining inspiration, to gathering research and applying it to original textile and design development, this section identifies the multitude of possible tools and techniques available when approaching the creative process. While the techniques discussed are relevant to many designers’ methodologies, they should be regarded as a springboard of creative strategies and used by the reader as a jumping-off point for more advanced individual exploration and experimentation.


Once design development has been completed, and a new line is taking shape, fashion designers put into effect a variety of presentation tools, to convey the value of the new product. The type of presentation approach required differs greatly depending on the intended audience for the work. As such, some presentation methods, such as flats, are technically focused, while fashion illustrations are grounded in editorial narrative. The various presentation techniques used by fashion designers are, therefore, the subject of Chapter 6. Just as demonstrating fluency in a multitude of approaches to visual presentation is vital for young designers aiming to enter the industry, so is the ability to compile their work in a professional portfolio, addressing both physical and digital formats, and to deliver a compelling presentation verbally at a recruitment interview. For this reason, the final chapter provides guidance related to portfolio design, as well as résumé and interview tips.


While the fashion industry is the subject of constant evolution and challenge (both stylistically and structurally), the role of the fashion designer will remain pivotal to the success of this industry. Fashion designers are history buffs, strategic problem-solvers, business executives, painters, sculptors, technologists, and expert communicators all rolled into one. This book endeavors to elucidate this exciting creative role for all those interested in joining the fashion industry.
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Collage by Ashley Kang.








1. The history and business of fashion


Learning objectives


• Appreciate the various ways in which fashion can be understood: as a cultural product, a designed object, and as an industry


• Learn the key terminology pertaining to the study of fashion


• Understand the main historical developments that have affected the evolution of fashion


• Gain familiarity with key fashion designers from the 1800s to today


• Comprehend the structure of the fashion marketplace


• Be aware of the current issues impacting the fashion industry and its design practices


Understanding Fashion


Fashion is a hybrid discipline. It sits at the intersection of art, craft, and industry as both a creative practice and big business. To gain success and relevance, a designer’s work must combine artistry with function, and be commercially viable. Before delving into the research, creative development, and presentation undertaken by designers and merchandisers in this industry, let’s look at what fashion actually is.


Fashion is a cultural product


Just as music and art express esthetic preferences, fashion conveys the chosen dress codes of a particular group. Taste represents the embodiment of cultural preferences, often referred to as the culture’s Zeitgeist. As culture changes, so does taste, and fashion follows along.


Fashion, by its very definition, is temporary. Most theorists agree that fashion does not simply refer to the clothing we wear; it also expresses a cultural language. Fashion is intrinsically bound by culture, as people who share cultural identity most likely share similar taste. For instance, young people in metropolitan cities such as Seoul and New York often share more similar style preferences with each other than with their local rural counterparts. These boundaries, which used to be very strict, are constantly being redrawn by social media and other forms of digital communication.
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Catwalk shows are just one of the many facets of the fashion industry.




Fashion terminology definitions


Dress: The collective term describing all items and practices used by a population to protect and adorn the human body. As such, jewelry, clothing, makeup, footwear, and many more are all “items of dress.”


Clothing/Apparel: Items of dress serving the primary purpose of covering the body, achieving both functional protection from the elements and moral propriety.


Costume: A style of dress that communicates belonging to a specific cultural group, social class, or national identity. Costume may also refer to a historical style, such as the Spanish farthingale, popular in the 16th century, and to national dress styles, such as Bavarian lederhosen: both are forms of costume while not qualifying as contemporary fashion. Costume tends not to change over time.


Fashion: A style that, at its peak, gains temporary popularity and widespread use, only to be replaced by a different style shortly afterward. This may refer to modes of dress, music, food, or any other consumer product. The word “fashion” is commonly used as synonym for the most popular style of dress.
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Designer fashion showcased in a Moscow boutique.


Fashion is a designed object


Fashion is actively generated by designers. To enter this industry is to take on the challenge of pushing its esthetic language further through creative exploration and artistic process. As is evident from the definitions presented above, many of these concepts overlap, and there are several gray areas between each of these terms. However, it is important to pay close attention to the intended function of each form of dress in order to better hone the purpose of one’s design practice and artistic choices. A large part of successfully designing fashion rests in the designer’s ability to critically evaluate how their creative production connects with its cultural and esthetic context. In this context a fashion designer’s job is not only to design clothing or apparel, but to create constantly new styles that gain widespread acceptance and popularity. Failing to understand clearly how one’s work relates to the taste preferences of an ever-changing society is very risky, and may cause designers to spend vast amounts of time, energy, and financial resources in the development of irrelevant and unsuccessful products. After all, fashion remains an economic pursuit. Only design innovations that present meaningful solutions to the needs, both functional and esthetic, of a real audience become financial successes.


Fashion is an industry


In addition to being a social phenomenon and the product of the creative talents of designers, fashion is a thriving industry. It is a powerful contributor to the global economy, operating through a worldwide supply chain that employs tens of millions of people, from cotton pickers in Uzbekistan to yarn spinners in Peru and retailers in Japan. Joining this discipline as a designer, merchandiser, or product developer requires a thorough understanding of both the phenomenal potential of the existing system, as well as its deep structural failings, some of which will be addressed in more detail later in this chapter (see page 26). While methods of communication have been revolutionized by the introduction of the Internet in the 1990s, the way we make garments has not changed substantially since the Industrial Revolution in the late 18th century. Designers and all other creative thinkers wanting to make a meaningful contribution to the fashion industry, and to see it thrive in the future, must therefore apply their creativity and artistry not just to develop beautiful products, but also to provide innovative, real, and sustainable solutions to how fashion is designed, made, distributed, and sold.
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A designer studio in Seoul where new apparel is developed.
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One of the many steps in the fashion industry, a textile production facility.




Fashion History Overview


A designer’s ability to make informed creative decisions is strengthened by an awareness of the historical context of fashion. For this reason, it is essential to gain a basic understanding of the history behind the fashion industry and the stylistic choices we see around us today. The overview below presents a brief outline of key themes, but for a more thorough appreciation of the historical context of fashion, consult the material listed in Useful Resources (see page 214).


While the industry has globalized in terms of production and manufacturing, the esthetics developed in Europe, North America, and Japan still direct the visual language of global fashion. For this reason the following synopsis focuses predominantly on these regions.


One concept commonly associated with fashion is that of luxury. While “fashion” indicates a temporary style preference, “luxury” is focused on value. Well before the recognizable appearance of fashion in Europe, cultures around the world had developed a clear understanding of luxury. Products and materials were classified according to their rarity and difficulty of access. The scarcer the resource, the more expensive it became, and the more luxurious it was perceived to be. Silk traded from China, rare dyes, gold, and precious stones were prevalent throughout the ancient world as obvious symbols of status. In many ways the symbolic codes of luxury have not evolved substantially since then.


The beginning of European fashion


The majority of fashion historians agree that the cultural phenomenon of fashion can be visibly recognized for the first time in Europe around the 13th century. Prior to this time, styles changed very slowly. A pivotal shift fueled by the rapid growth of production and trade occurred in the later Middle Ages. Technological innovations, such as the spinning wheel and the mechanized weaving loom (also known as a dobby loom), made it possible to produce fabric much faster than ever before, and new materials and techniques were brought from the Middle East as a result of the Crusades. The evolution of the European aristocratic courts, and the improvement of both verbal and visual communication, provided both the stage for and the means of raising awareness of new styles. Now, dominant silhouettes and popular garments enjoyed only brief acceptance, and were replaced much more rapidly. Competition between the various courts around the Continent provided the motivation to pursue new and intriguing garments, accessories, and forms of dress.
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Portraits showed new styles in the early days of fashion. Loyset Liedet, The Wedding of Renaud de Montauban, c.1462–70.
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Antonio del Pollaiuolo, Portrait of a Young Lady, c.1465.










The age of imperialism 


Starting in the late 1400s with the Spanish and Portuguese expansion of sea trade across the Atlantic, colonization of the Americas, and the establishment of maritime routes to India, European powers focused on garnering vast economic resources by conquering territories around the world. The courts of Spain, England, and later France became the arena for spectacularly lavish displays of wealth. Extravagance, always synonymous with power and social rank, was made even more visible through the use of exotic materials and labor-intensive techniques. Sheer cotton muslins, handmade lace, pearls, and precious stones embodied their wearers’ economic and political standing. The establishment of the French court of Louis XIV at Versailles (1682) is considered by many to be the start of the virtual monopoly on new fashions held by France until the 20th century.
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Aristocratic Rococo style on display. François Boucher, Madame de  Pompadour, 1756.
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This Charles Dana Gibson illustration showcases the simpler dress styles popularized by the Industrial Revolution. The Sweetest Story Ever Told, c.1910.
 



The Industrial Revolution


The introduction of new technology in the late 18th century contributed to the swift expansion of mass-production. Industrial equipment, including the cotton gin, high-yield carding machines, the power loom, and the sewing machine revolutionized apparel production. By the mid-1800s, mass-manufacturing of commercial goods was well established, and for the first time in history, ready-to-wear apparel was easily accessible for the populations of Europe and North America. Fashion was no longer the exclusive prerogative of the aristocracy. Mass-retailers at newly established department stores, such as Macy’s and Lord & Taylor, sold simplified copies of the fashionable styles coming from France. Much of the technology and many of the production processes developed during that period are still used today.
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Audrey Hepburn embodying the style of the modern woman, 1950s.


The modern age


Industrialization led to the growth of urban populations and marked the beginnings of the modern age. Luxury pursuits were no longer exclusively centered on extravagant goods, but started to include a new focus on leisure. The ability to vacation and take part in sports such as tennis and golf became visible expressions of economic power and social standing. Women became increasingly involved in the workforce and politics. Urban populations required functional, user-friendly fashions, and the impractical dressing of the past was replaced with simple, easy-to-wear, and inherently democratic styles. The focus on function was at the core of the first phase of the modern age, from the late 19th century to the 1960s. Cultural fragmentation, including the youthquake, women’s liberation, and civil-rights movements, opened the Pandora’s box of pluralism – the idea that Western society must be inclusive of multiple opinions and viewpoints, and that a society held to a single unified ideology is untenable. This period marked the beginning and established the philosophical tenets of postmodernity, considered by many as a second phase of the modern era. While modernism is most commonly defined by functional design and simplified esthetics, postmodernism takes the mass-production, distribution, and communication made possible by the modern age and forges new applications from them, focused on expressiveness and entertainment.


Key Designers
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Christian Dior, “New Look,” 1947.




Charles Frederick Worth (British, 1825–95)


A British cloth merchant, Worth became the first designer of fashion in the late 1800s. He was the first to showcase seasonal collections of garments to his elite customers, and to label garments made by his house with tags bearing his own name. Prior to Worth, members of the elite would purchase fabrics and have their tailors or seamstresses make outfits based on the styles they had seen at court. Worth introduced the notion that the designer, not the customer, should lead the way in introducing new fashionable styles. He single-handedly codified French haute couture and established the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture (Syndicated Chamber of Haute Couture), the trade organization that continues to control this exclusive market level.


[image: ]


Charles Frederick Worth





Paul Poiret (French, 1879–1944)


At the beginning of the 20th century, Poiret envisioned fashion stepping away from the outdated esthetic codes of court dressing. His work was inspired by Orientalism, the Ballets Russes, and fantasy. As the first designer to present women’s styles that did not require corseting, Poiret paved the way for the modernization of fashion throughout the rest of the century.
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Paul Poiret





Mariano Fortuny (Spanish, 1871–1949)


Working from Venice rather than Paris, Fortuny developed an esthetic approach that made truly radical departures from traditional dressmaking. His Delphos dress, constructed of finely pleated silk, was reminiscent of ancient Greek costume, and was the first stretch garment in Western history. It allowed its wearer a freedom of movement unknown in Europe since the Middle Ages.
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Mariano Fortuny





Coco Chanel (French, 1883–1971)


Chanel recognized that society was changing around her, and created styles that embraced these changes. Her use of jersey fabrics, soft tweeds, and loose cuts made her work both functionally and esthetically relevant to the 1920s. Her boyish silhouettes and pared-down color palette reflected the changing role of women after World War I.
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Coco Chanel





Madeleine Vionnet (French, 1876–1975)


Vionnet invented the bias cut, which involved cutting diagonally. This gave woven fabrics, such as crepes and satins, semi-stretch properties, and allowed Vionnet to create garments that flowed with natural elegance, and permitted movement and comfort for their wearers.
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Madeleine Vionnet
 




Elsa Schiaparelli (Italian, 1890–1973)


Schiaparelli’s inventive style was highly influential in the late 1930s, and still inspires brands such as Comme des Garçons, Maison Martin Margiela, and Viktor & Rolf. She fostered artistic collaborations with her Surrealist friends Salvador Dalí and Jean Cocteau, and effectively originated the notion of conceptual design in the field of fashion.
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Elsa Schiaparelli





Christian Dior (French, 1905–57)


Dior’s silhouettes, introduced in 1947 and known as the “New Look,” redefined femininity. During the 1930s and World War II women worked in traditionally masculine roles in factories, construction, and the army. With inventive use of new materials such as nylon, and taking inspiration from the hourglass silhouettes of the 19th century, Dior envisioned a romantic, hyper-feminine fashion that resonated with women in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
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Christian Dior





Cristóbal Balenciaga (Spanish, 1895–1972)


Balenciaga was considered by his contemporaries, and by most designers since, as a master’s master. His approach to cut and volume was more akin to sculpture than traditional dressmaking. He collaborated with textile mills to create new materials that would support his groundbreaking silhouettes without hindering movement and function.


[image: ]


Cristóbal Balenciaga





Yves Saint Laurent (French, 1936–2008)


The first creator to embrace the esthetic principles of postmodern design, Yves Saint Laurent took inspiration from diverse cultures and social groups not traditionally considered sources of fashionable dress. His tuxedo for women, known in French as Le Smoking, blurred gender boundaries and showcased a newly empowered vision of femininity.
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Yves Saint Laurent
 




Halston (American, 1932–90)


The dominant American fashion designer of the 1970s, Halston (always known just by his surname) presented a signature style that blended simplicity and elegance. He made extensive use of bias cutting to create statuesque and luxurious silhouettes. His shirtwaist dress and cashmere twinset established the esthetic language of minimalism in fashion.
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Halston 





Vivienne Westwood (British, born 1941)


Westwood brought punk to fashion. Heavily involved in the subcultural youth scene of 1970s London, she presented a vision of fashion that removed the traditional status-focus boundaries of style. Her work regularly references nihilism and anti-conformism, mixing high and low, couture and trash.
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Vivienne Westwood





Issey Miyake (Japanese, born 1938)


The primary focus of Miyake rests in technological innovation. He collaborates with industrial engineers and fiber scientists to explore new ways to construct garments. He was the first to introduce ultrasuede in the 1970s, and is well known for his A-POC and Pleats Please lines.
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Issey Miyake





Rei Kawakubo (Japanese, born 1942)


Kawakubo’s brand, Comme des Garçons, bends all the rules of how fashion is traditionally designed and made. Her avant-garde work is conceived through abstract conceptual processes that generate unexpected, radical, and sometimes jarring outcomes. Kawakubo’s way of working established the creative platform from which designers such as Martin Margiela and Helmut Lang evolved.
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Rei Kawakubo 





Yohji Yamamoto (Japanese, born 1943)


The traditional Japanese ideology of wabi-sabi, which embraces the beauty of imperfection, dominates the creative production of Yamamoto. His work intentionally appears rough, unfinished, or worn out.
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Yohji Yamamoto





John Galliano (British, born 1960)


Heavily influenced by Kawakubo’s conceptualism and Westwood’s subculture-focused design approach, Galliano developed a style that could best be described as “historical collage.” His work embraces the expressiveness of postmodernism and presents a “more is more” vision of esthetics. He is known primarily for the extravagant work he produced while creative director at Christian Dior and Maison Martin Margiela.
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John Galliano





Alexander McQueen (British, 1969–2010)


Revered by many as the most influential designer of the early 21st century, Alexander McQueen blended history, costume, art, and fashion, in the process redefining what the discipline could accomplish. His collections were displayed in ways more like performance art than runway presentations, and his style combined traditional luxury, romantic elegance, and assertive self-empowerment.


[image: ]


Alexander McQueen
	










The Fashion Marketplace


To be able to contribute effectively to design and merchandising in this challenging industry, it is essential to acquire an understanding of the existing structures upon which the fashion industry is formed. Businesses operate in a variety of areas, and have the ability to choose their preferred price bracket and define their ideal merchandising strategy. Understanding each of these possible directions provides a valuable core upon which further discussion of research and design process can be grounded.


Business categories


As an initial step in furthering a clear understanding of the fashion industry, let’s look at the three primary types of company that drive this worldwide business: retailers, manufacturers, and contractors.


Retailers sell products to the user or consumer. A retail business may be an independent luxury boutique like Brown’s in London, or a multibillion-dollar behemoth like TopShop. Retailers most often operate through multiple channels, including brick-and-mortar stores, as well as digital platforms such as e-tailing and mobile shopping.


Manufacturers create new products and sell them to retailers. Usually, fashion manufacturers launch new merchandise through runway shows or presentations at trade shows, such as Pitti Uomo (Florence, Italy) or the Magic Marketplace (Las Vegas, Nevada). These companies generate revenue primarily by selling their designs at wholesale prices to retailers. Some manufacturers may also operate a few branded “flagship stores” directly.


Contractors make the merchandise sold by retailers. These companies produce apparel, accessories, and other fashion products according to the design specifications provided by the manufacturers, and in the quantities requested by the retailers. Contractors are often specialized in an area of apparel production, such as cut-and-sew knits, print production, denim, or tailoring. With the exception of higher-priced production in Europe, Japan, South Korea, and North America, the vast majority of apparel contractors in recent decades have been located in countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Vietnam, and China. These countries have lower minimum wages, which reduce the cost of production and allow retailers to sell at cheaper prices. The employment regulations in these nations are also much more conducive to the interests of large retailers.
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Retailers often position themselves in concentrated settings, such as high streets or shopping malls, as here in Munich, Germany.
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Harrods in London is an iconic luxury department store.




Companies that operate in multiple areas simultaneously use a strategy called vertical integration. For example, Zara has established a very successful business model by controlling all its retail and product development, as well as gaining direct control of most of its production facilities and its material development. This enables the company to be extremely flexible and responsive to the needs of its customers, introducing new product offerings multiple times each week.
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Dries van Noten, a fashion manufacturer, showcases new collections to buyers and the press through runway presentations. 
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Garment pieces cut and ready for production at a fashion-contractor factory.
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Guo Pei Haute Couture, Fall 2018. 
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Valentino Haute Couture, Fall 2018.




Market levels


Another important distinction in the fashion marketplace is the market level, or pricing bracket, that manufacturers, retailers, and contractors may operate within.


Haute couture is a French phrase meaning literally “high sewing,” though the term is often misused as a synonym for “high-end” fashion. The precise definition of haute couture is custom-designed and custom-made products created and produced exclusively for one client, often involving extensive use of hand construction methods. Haute couture, by its nature, cannot be produced in multiple samples in standard sizes. Chanel, Christian Dior, Armani Privé, Elie Saab, and Viktor & Rolf are brands operating at this level of the marketplace. In France, this level is regulated by the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture, which determines which designers may officially show and sell their work as haute couture. The organization protects the integrity of this market level as an important part of French cultural heritage.


Ready-to-wear (RTW) is the name given to any garments produced in standard sizes and multiple quantities. The term does not reflect the pricing level of the garment. It could, in fact, be any of the following:


Designer market level is occupied by high-end, RTW lines that usually carry the name of the designer or house. Designers focused on haute couture utilize this level to make their brand attainable by a broader audience. Valentino RTW, Alexander McQueen, Gucci, and Prada are all examples of this market level.


Bridge level, often used as a brand diffusion opportunity, sits between designer pricing and brand-name broad distribution merchandise. Vivienne Westwood Red Label, Marc by Marc Jacobs, and Michael Kors sit in this category.


Better level products are designed and produced in more elevated fabrics and finishes than the average product available in the broad distribution marketplace. Brands such as J. Crew, Banana Republic, Esprit, French Connection, and COS are all good examples of this level.


Moderate level is broadly prevalent in high street or mall brands. Gap, H&M, Zara, and most of the well-known chain brands around the world operate within this space.


Budget (or mass-market) is the lowest pricing level and usually associated with discounters and off-price brands. This segment of the industry is represented by retailers such as Walmart, Old Navy, T.J./T.K. Maxx, and Primark.
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Vivienne Westwood MAN, a bridge-level brand.
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Banana Republic, a better-level retailer, in Singapore.




Merchandising strategies


Companies at all marketplace levels must adopt a clear strategic approach to design and creative presentation. Merchandising strategy is critical in establishing a strong brand direction and generating effective brand messaging. Designers and product developers may choose from three directions: innovation, interpretation, or imitation.


Design innovators do not follow trends; they create product in artistically focused processes. Their creative output flows from novel, unique, and sometimes extreme perspectives. While their vision may find a cult following, innovators are often at the higher end of the pricing spectrum and are generally smaller companies willing to take creative risks for the sake of their artistry. Comme des Garçons, Issey Miyake, Vivienne Westwood, and Alexander McQueen are strong examples of design innovators.
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