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Kat Farmer, creator of the Does My Bum Look 40 In This? blog and Instagram account, is a fashion stylist and digital-first talent, known for her role in the BBC1 styling show You Are What You Wear and the fashion segment on ITV’s This Morning. Kat is celebrated for inspiring people to dress for themselves and to innovate, using both old and new pieces from their wardrobe. With a following of more than 335,000 across her digital platforms, Kat documents her journey as a UK-based fashion stylist, offering an honest, no-holds-barred opinion on fashion trends, interiors and beauty products.


As an authoritative voice in the fashion industry, Kat’s advice has featured in the Guardian and the Telegraph, culminating in a stunning Christmas cover shoot for Stella magazine. Described as ‘a hugely successful one-woman brand’ by The Times, Kat is proud to have worked with a variety of prestigious brands, including Marks & Spencer, The White Company, Whistles and John Lewis.


@doesmybumlook40
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How to change your life – one outfit at a time


Fashion Saved My Life. Not last night, it wasn’t a DJ and I’m not being overly dramatic when I say fashion saved my life. If you’re my husband, right now your eyes may well be rolling so far back in your head that you could be auditioning for The Exorcist, but actually, I’m only being ‘slightly’ dramatic. I will explain more later, but suffice to say I have learned that a good outfit truly can change your life.


So imagine what you could do if you had a whole wardrobe of them!





This is a book about how I realized the true power of fashion. It’s about how I was able to completely reinvent myself, thanks to fashion. And how you, too, can not only reclaim but also rewrite your identity, wear it proudly and be the person you’ve always wanted to be.


How is this book any different from all the other fashion books you’ve read? I’ll be honest, they can be daunting. You sort of know what you should be doing, but it’s the equivalent of trying to do your kid’s maths homework…WHEN did they make long division so complicated? So, first of all I wanted to make sure this book would be as simple as possible and super digestible for EVERYONE. I decided to break down the process into its fundamental parts and make it really practical and user-friendly.


Putting together an outfit doesn’t have to be any more difficult than following a recipe. In fact, I’ve borrowed from a simple recipe structure to provide a recipe framework for this book. I’ll guide you through the Preparation, the Ingredients and the Method for cooking up your new style.


More than anything, this is a true and honest, tried-and-tested guide to how you can not only rediscover yourself but also reinvent yourself using fashion, especially if you feel you’ve lost your way in life and your sense of self. It’s a guide that works. It isn’t difficult to do, but sometimes it’s so much easier to see the wood for the trees if you have someone pointing it out – and decoding the fashion myths, expelling out-of-date, suffocating ‘rules’ and taking you on a journey, step by step, to discover the you who you’ve always wanted to be.


It’s not about spending loads of money; it’s not about losing loads of weight; it’s not about simply putting a belt with everything; and it’s NOT about following ‘rules’. One size does not fit all. It’s about starting your own journey and having the tools to find your own personal fashion path (I really feel like I should be bursting into ‘Follow the Yellow Brick Road’ right now…just call me Dorothy – and, yes, I do like red shoes, but I’m not implying that you’re either a scarecrow, a lion or a tin man!).


This book is for anyone in need of a transformation, and I’ll be holding your hand the entire way. Take it from me, as someone who’s been in this position, I know a way out.






Who is Kat Farmer?


So how am I vaguely qualified to write this book? And who even am I? (Not Dorothy.)


My name is Kat, and I was that person who had lost their way. To backtrack, I was in my mid- to late 20s, living in London, the proud owner of a high-flying career in the City, who knew exactly what she was doing and what she should be wearing (although I did have a Burberry checked mac with the check on the OUTSIDE – I swear that at one time, before it all went a little bit Pete Tong, it was the epitome of elegance. TRUST ME. I used to wear it with ankle-length cropped trousers, loafers, a thin knit and a huge scarf. It worked…).


I got married at 30, had a baby at 31, went back to work and managed to keep all the plates spinning. Had another baby at 33 and moved out of London to the country (OK, it was the country to me, having always lived in a city). Truth be told, it was a commuter market town just outside the M25, but it may as well have been another planet. There were lots of trees and I had really bad hayfever, and you couldn’t get any form of food delivery AT ALL, or a taxi after 11pm. Essentially the boondocks.


I still freelanced for my old job as a City headhunter. I had pulled on my big girl pants; I could do this. I was used to dealing with CEOs and board directors. Looking after a two-year-old and a newborn on my own (my husband was a City lawyer working 12-hour days; I don’t think he did bath time in four years) – how hard could it be? In fact, it was obviously ‘such a doddle’ (not so rose-tinted glasses as fluorescent pink here) that I went on to have another baby and ended up with a three-year-old, a one-year-old and a newborn.


And then I basically rocked in a corner for a couple of years. I had completely lost myself. I felt I had been put out to pasture at the grand old age of 35. I was utterly woman without portfolio, and I was CERTAINLY woman without a clue what to wear. When I had been living in central London, working in a corporate/smart-casual world (anyone remember Dress Down Fridays?), I knew exactly what worked: well-cut suits with silk blouses and heels if you were going out in the evening; cropped trouser suits with neat-fitting tops, ballet flats and a trench to ring the changes. I had the perfect mix-and-match wardrobe that worked for every occasion, from city meetings to cocktails in the evening. And not a hint of concern about getting a mushed-up banana on anything (no one warns you about the stain disaster that is The Banana…or a half-sucked Pom-Bear).
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But I digress – and that’s exactly what used to happen. My brain was all over the shop: distraction and the inability to focus on the task in hand was the norm. There was no time to think of anything else as I already had a billion other things on my mind. And when it came to fashion? Where did you get any inspiration? There was no Pinterest, no Instagram, none of my friends had a clue either – we were all in the same boat, wondering if a huge alarm was going to go off were we to venture into certain high street shops that were clearly aimed at a much younger market. Yet we didn’t want to shop in those stores that stocked a lot of tweed and everything had a matching blazer that you wore with sensible shoes – especially when you lived in the country.


Was I allowed to still wear heels? (The answer is, one looks rather foolish tottering along pushing a double buggy complete with buggy board and three screaming toddlers while sporting heels. Been there, done that, looked a right tit and nearly broke an ankle at the same time.) WHAT was I supposed to wear and, more importantly, WHO was going to tell me? Who was there to talk to about it? Magazines either spoke to those in their 20s, most definitely without children, or to the older generation of women who sported a gilet and wore a raincoat with a ‘fun lining’.


In an effort to make a change and reclaim the Chic Me I knew I had once been, I had the worst haircut known to man – seriously, they don’t sell wigs that bad – think the love child of Jon Bon Jovi and Jane McDonald from that cruise programme. I had a FRINGE cut in. I have hair like wire wool – a fringe is never a good idea – I looked like I’d stapled a vole to my forehead. I admit, I was attempting Anna Wintour, but neglected to mention ‘bob’ so ended up with ‘mullet’. I was trying to find my style. I KNEW it was in there somewhere among the baby brain, weird post-pregnancy hair, stretch marks and saggy boobs. I thought I was the epitome of cool; in hindsight I was possibly better dressed in my school sixth form, but I just put my newly found eclectic look down to hormones (I’m still lamenting a bottle-green, puff-sleeve very fitted blouse I had, which I specifically remember buying from a shop in Amsterdam with my mum when I was going into the lower sixth).


It wasn’t only the not-knowing-what-to-wear, the not-knowing-where-to-shop – it was more than that. Underlying everything was the fact that I had lost my direction in life completely. I thought that all I had ever wanted was to be a mum and stay at home with my babies. Turns out, it wasn’t enough for me. And it’s taken me the best part of too many years to be able to say that THAT’S OK!


As prophetic as it sounds, I could see that once they were gone (I’m a planner, so it was obvious to worry about what I was going to be doing in 18 years. Totally obvious…), there was still a long time ahead of me and I couldn’t spend the rest of my life living vicariously through them. But I didn’t know how to change, I didn’t know what to do – I just knew that something had to give. So, my amazing husband persuaded me to go and see a psychiatrist, who (after I had sobbed on him for two hours – proper, full-on snotty sobs) declared that I was suffering from ‘Loss of Identity’. Who knew that was even a thing? It is, and it’s a lot more common than many of us realize.


I recognized that it wasn’t just not knowing what I wanted to do; it was not knowing who I wanted to be. And a very, very large part of that came down to getting up every day and getting dressed. I had lost every element of my sense of identity.


There are generations of women like you and like me, who were told that we could have it all, that we should want to have it all, that we could study, get good grades, get great jobs and the world would be our oyster.


They told us that we could. But they didn’t tell us how. What they also didn’t tell us is that we don’t have to stay doing what we started doing in our 20s. They didn’t tell us that we are allowed to change, that we are allowed to start over, that we can have more than one career in our life. They didn’t tell us about life stages and about how we don’t have to stay being the same person. AND no one ever told us that the way we dress and the way we look TO OURSELVES can be the most important element in how we feel and an integral part of our confidence. No one ever told us that an outfit could be the first place to start rebuilding ourselves. We are allowed to change.


The realization was life changing – this was after a lot of therapy, by the way. I was hugely lucky and privileged to be able to talk to a therapist. They showed me how this loss of identity had burrowed its way into my psyche and how I might confront it. And now I’d like to tell you. I sat down and thought about what I loved and what I did, deep down, know about: it was fashion. As my friends said, even with the dodgy haircut and slightly random ‘out-there-trying-to-find-myself-post-baby-number-three’ look, I still had a style radar – the signal had just gone a bit skew-whiff. Nevertheless, I knew there was a style goal I was trying to achieve and was determined to work towards. I just had to rewire and find the confidence to trust in my radar again.


I wanted to open a clothes shop. I wanted to open the perfect boutique. I did a business plan, I found premises, I spoke to suppliers. I was ON THIS and I was going to make it work. And then a friend came back from Canada and said that her mother-in-law paid someone to come to her home and do exactly what I did for all of my friends for free! In Canada, it was called a Personal Shopper and they got paid. I had always taken friends shopping for clothes. I’d rifled through their wardrobes, finding them gems they’d banished to the depths of Narnia; I’d find them a dress to wear for that occasion, which would work with accessories and shoes they already had and would be able to wear again; I’d advise on the perfect jeans and the right blazer for their shape.


Ten years ago, personal shoppers for ‘normal’ people were really thin on the ground. It certainly wasn’t a run-of-the-mill thing that everybody paid for, hell no. A personal shopper or stylist was something that only the super wealthy or celebrities could afford. But on thinking about it, I realized it needn’t actually be expensive – it could also be seen as an investment. In the long run, it could save money and time: by paying someone to work out exactly what it is that you are missing from your wardrobe, by sorting the wheat from the chaff among those clothes that you’ve had for years, by taking you shopping and making sure you don’t make any expensive mistakes, and by ensuring that you have a wardrobe of clothes that you love, full of outfits that you can actually wear – surely that is an investment worth considering? Especially for those who are either time-poor or who simply hate shopping. Or for those who just can’t see the wood for the trees.


I would also leave them armed with guidance about how to shop in the future and ensure that they wore nothing but outfits of perfection for years to come. So, I did it (this was also after the husband pointed out that one venture required a billionty pounds of investment, plus was a seven-days-a-week commitment, while the other was free and I could fit it around the children).


At the same time as setting up my personal shopping and wardrobe detox business, I started a blog. This was on the advice of another friend who had come back from the US and declared that no one was writing for the over-40 market and I should do it. I’ll be honest, I had to rewind a couple of steps first and ask her to explain what a blog was…


The opportunity to write (which was something else I’d always loved doing) was just BLISS and genuinely as good a therapy for me as shopping and living and breathing fashion. It was also the perfect marketing tool for the business: a place to advertise how I could help; the level of detail I would go to just to find the perfect black jumper; how to wear new styles and trends and which ones were possibly worth swerving; what were the perfect shoes for a pair of jeans; and what jeans we should all be wearing.


I knew that I couldn’t be the only person on the approach to a big number, who had essentially had a mid-life crisis and who was stumped at how to navigate new trends and had no idea how to straddle that hideous line between mutton and frump (and did that line even exist?) And so, Does My Bum Look 40 In This? was born.


I hadn’t realized how many people the personal shopping service and the blog would appeal to. I knew that I had found it difficult losing my way in my late 30s but I never imagined how many women all over the world lose their way and do not feel able to find it again. I had first-hand experience – both personally and from my hundreds of clients – of how finding your style again and having a wardrobe of clothes from which you can make outfits you love can really make a difference to your confidence. If you feel great, you will look great: it’s as simple as that. It’s not shallow, it’s not fickle. It can be the difference between feeling horrendous about yourself and hating the way you look, and holding your head high and exuding confidence and sass.


It wasn’t just me who was recognizing this either. Just after starting the blog, in pretty short order, along came Instagram. I admit I was quite sceptical, as my photography skills were (and still are), quite frankly, non-existent. But it so happened that people liked the authenticity (code for amateurishness) of them. They weren’t polished (some of them weren’t even in focus), they weren’t on a model: they were me in real life as a real person, heading into my 40s like a steamroller. I had found a whole generation of women who didn’t want to dress like their mum, who found themselves at a crossroads (or so they thought) of going to the ‘cool kids’ shops or those shops that were either full of tweed and twinsets or outfits for the Mother of the Bride. No one else was talking to those women at that time, and the retailers hadn’t considered them in any of their marketing plans.


And then that changed. The Sunday newspaper supplements suddenly caught on that THESE were the women who had influence, experience and disposable income, and started a conversation with them. The retailers realized the same thing and wanted to pitch to the discerning shopper. Again, the conversation changed. Over the past decade, fashion has no longer been seen as the stomping ground of the whippersnappers. There is no such thing as a trend that can’t be worn at any age (I reserve the right to include the odd exception, but it’s usually on the grounds of taste).


And so, my new career took off in a totally different direction from my old life. From a love of fashion and a renewed confidence, I had found a voice and a platform. I had a blog channel, a rapidly growing Instagram page and a flourishing Facebook community. I partnered with retailers to try to change the way we dressed, to support our high street while at the same time preaching that it wasn’t about buying more; rather, it was about buying better and wearing it more. I wrote for magazines on how to wear trends and how to cherry-pick the best items for sale that could add versatility and longevity to your wardrobe without having to sell a kidney. I spoke to an entire generation of women who had never been spoken to before. I was picked as a stylist for the first fashion show that the BBC had produced in almost 15 years: You Are What You Wear, which essentially was a living and breathing documentary of what I had been saying for the past decade: an outfit CAN change your life. We met real people who had totally lost their way AND their style. While they may have come through the trauma that threw their life upside down, they still weren’t themselves as their confidence was gone. And they hid – behind clothes that didn’t reflect the new them.


But I did that – all of it – from a love of fashion and a passion and a desire to change.


There has never been a better time to take hold of your own destiny, to change the way you feel, and the first step on that ladder is to GET CHANGED. As utterly trite as it sounds, the way you look can completely change the way you feel. And YOU can do that, one outift at a time. It helps, of course, if you have a whole wardrobe of them and I’m here to show you how it can be done.
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Reviewing the situation


It’s literally impossible to read that title without singing it in a Fagin-style manner, so apologies for leaving that earworm with you for potentially the rest of the day.


But the fact is, we do need to review the situation. Once we understand why so many of us are feeling so… discombobulated (is the word I’d use – bet Dickens wished he’d used that one), we can start making changes and, most importantly, make sure that we don’t end up in the same position again.


Before we even start thinking about clothes and about what we wear, if we want to make a change that will last (and not just solve your dilemma of what to wear out on Friday night), we need to go back to the beginning. Preparation is key.


It’s exactly the same as with cooking. You don’t just swan into the kitchen to prepare a dinner party, and the recipes for the three courses magically appear in your head – and work for the vegan, the coeliac and the dairy-free guests you’ve got coming…Oh, and the fridge is miraculously full of all the ingredients that you need. You need to plan. And it’s the exact same process when it comes to our wardrobes.


So what’s stopping you from having the perfect wardrobe from which to select a sublime set of outfits every day? The obvious answer is that you just don’t have the right clothes in there, but to take it back a step further: why don’t you? Whether it’s because you can’t decide what to wear, you don’t know what to wear together, you don’t like anything you own, nothing fits you properly or you simply can’t be bothered or don’t care any more, it all leads back to one major thing.


Confidence. Or more significantly, the lack of it. And the simple question of where did it go? Or maybe you never had it in the first place.


There’s an assumption that confidence is something you’re born with, or that it’s a result of your upbringing. Yes, I would absolutely say that’s true: an element of nature and a lot of nurture. But that doesn’t mean that if you don’t have it, you never will; or that if you’d had it and lost it, you’ll never get it back.


Loss of identity and loss of confidence is something that is, as I mentioned in my introduction, so prevalent in our society that it’s heartbreaking. What’s even more heartbreaking is that it’s hardly ever addressed. It’s almost as if we’re supposed to adopt the stiff upper lip and accept our fate, because to be seen to rail against it comes across as moaning and whining.


But to not do anything about it doesn’t improve the situation. This isn’t something that time can necessarily fix. Time can, in fact, be the worst enemy of change, because the longer you live with something and in a certain situation, the more that becomes the norm and the more you accept it as the status quo, forgetting who you once were or who you once wanted to be. Sound familiar?


And surely we owe it to, if not ourselves, then our families and friends to be – as trite and as clichéd as it sounds – the best version of ourselves. Yes, there is a little bit of sick in my mouth as I type that, but the irritating fact is that it’s true. The old sayings, ‘you can’t run a car on empty’, or ‘fix your own oxygen mask first’ – and a whole slew of other hackneyed self-help phrases – really are true.


While I didn’t want this to be a self-help book in the inspirational sense of the words, I do want it be a practical manual. Think Haynes but with prettier things than carburettors and exhausts. I genuinely believe, and know from experience, that the key to being happy with your style and how you look is down to confidence.


Confidence breeds confidence. Let’s break the chain and prove to the next generation, and the next, that growing old doesn’t mean you have to be put out to pasture.


But how are we in this mess now?


Simply put, women for years have tried to do too much. We were told we could have it all. And I’m sure some are able to juggle the balls and spin the plates of home, kids, family, husband, career, social life and themselves with utter aplomb.


Good for them. Hats off to them. I will go so far as to say that’s not the norm. I’m going to throw it out there that most of us are not superwomen (well, OF COURSE we’re all superwomen deep down, but some have a cape).


What happens so often with women is that we give ourselves to everyone else first. We put ourselves at the bottom of the list of priorities until we’re so low on the list that we’re not even on it. We focus on others and give our time to putting other people first, leaving nothing for us.


And that’s not even the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the checklist of shite that can happen in our lives to undermine our confidence. Separation, redundancy, abuse – the list of other things that can throw us off kilter long enough to lose direction and reduce us to a shadow of our former selves is long. It’s very, very, long.


Not to mention the whole shape thing. Yes, just for shits and giggles, the older you get, the more importance gravity and metabolism have in our lives and, suddenly, not only do you not feel like yourself, you also don’t physically look like yourself either. Congratulations if you’re one of those people who bounced back after having a baby, or have maintained your weight from your early 20s, or haven’t yet entered the dreaded menopausal mausoleum of weight gain. For many, a significant change in shape, or not being the shape that you want to be, can be the hugest dent in your confidence.


When you think about it in that much detail and break it down into what women these days have to deal with (some a LOT more than others), it’s no surprise that so many of us feel that life has given up on us. I truly believe it’s not a case of us having given up on life; it’s that life has thrown us so many curveballs, it’s easier simply not to play ball any more.


It’s no thunderbolt, then, that we get to a point where we look in the mirror and don’t recognize the person looking back. And until we learn to love ourselves again (we should possibly play glib self-help-phrase bingo, shouldn’t we?), it’s virtually impossible for others to see us as we would like them to.


The very first step on the road to rediscovering ourselves, then, is to acknowledge that there is an issue.


To some, it may be seen as a sign of weakness to admit that you’ve lost your direction, you’ve no idea where your sense of style has gone or whether you even had one in the first place. There’s also the thorny issue of if you admit it, then it means you might have to do something about it and, frankly, you may have neither the brain space, the wherewithal, nor the inclination to tackle it. As it’s hard. And where do you start?


Here.


Here is where you start. Baby steps. And if you start at the very beginning (OK, I’m going for musicals bingo as well as pithy self-help bingo – so far we’ve done Oliver! and The Sound of Music) and take it step by step, with proper preparation, taking time to cherry-pick your ingredients, then understanding and executing the method, you’ll be set for life.


It’s not difficult, but it is time-consuming, as most things worthwhile doing are. But you’re allowed to spend time on yourself. It’s not seen as being fickle or shallow to spend time preparing fabulous and healthy food for yourself, but to spend time on making yourself look and feel great on the outside has a whiff of self-indulgence about it.


Wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. There have been countless studies into how appearance can affect mental health. It’s no secret that the outfits we choose give an indication of how we want to be perceived, be that intentional or not. It can influence how we are treated by other people, which can have a direct impact on our mental health – again, this could be positive or negative.


And so it makes sense to put forward the argument that we should be allowed to have control over those perceptions. We have the right to take time to make sure we look our very best – that the signals we give as a result of how we look are positive ones.


It’s also of vital importance that the outfits we pick and the styles we choose to re-create are ones that are true to us and represent how we actually want to look, as opposed to just copying someone’s style or a new trend, thinking that it will work on us as it works on them, but then realizing it doesn’t and you actually just look and feel like a potato (believe me, we have ALL been there). This leads to thinking that the whole effort you went to is a complete waste of time, so you don’t bother and, hey ho, guess what? Your confidence is swimming around in the gutter with the potato outfit you threw there in disgust.


Once you’ve got your head around it being mentally beneficial for you to ensure that you look and feel your best, it’s time to think about the practical preparation steps. It may sound ridiculous to say that we ‘allow’ ourselves to want to look good, but I honestly feel that any physical self-improvement has, for so long, been seen as vain and indulgent that we have to get over that hurdle of guilt. There’s no guilt or shame in wanting to improve our diets and expand our cooking repertoire to impress; why should we harbour these feelings of remorse towards wanting to rediscover ourselves and feel great again? The knock-on effect can be so powerful that, frankly, it seems insulting to suggest it’s something we should have to justify.


So we’re starting with baby steps. Nothing painful, nothing tricky, and the best thing is, you can sit at home in a onesie for the rest of the prep. Chocolate/coffee/wine optional (but recommended).






Defining your style


OK, hands up (baby, hands up…see what I did there?), this does sound like a particularly I’ve-disappeared-up-my-own-behind fashiony saying.


Well, it’s not. We all really need to get over this feeling that to discuss fashion using certain semantics is pretentious and ‘not for us’. Style is a GOOD thing, and it’s something that everyone has. It’s simply the way of defining a look: a certain style. To be fair, while I say it’s ‘a good thing’, there is no doubt that some will think that certain ‘styles’ are very bad, I’d go so far as to say downright hideous – and therein lies the reason why it’s a good thing, even if it’s a bad thing. It’s a personal statement. It’s subjective. Clear as mud?


Style is what defines the way we, as individuals, dress. To each of us, there will be bad style and good style, depending on our personal tastes. The only thing that we need to actually worry about is: are we happy with our own style?


If, currently, you look in the mirror and are not enamoured with the image that is staring back at you, then, no, you are not happy with your style.


And the first step in your preparation is coming to terms with the fact that, nope, your style ain’t rocking your world.






Style lingo


The very, very first step is to think about vocab. The words that describe the way you would like to look and how you want to feel while wearing something.


If you’re not sure what I actually mean by this, again, let’s take the food analogy. How often do you think about what sort of thing you’d like to make for dinner? What do you fancy? Something light, something spicy, fishy, warming, creamy, tomatoey, meaty, cheesy? Do you like a certain type of cuisine? Indian, Mexican, Italian, French, British – flavours from all over the world are at your fingertips (providing you do the right preparation and have the right ingredients…see where I’m going with this?).


And the same principles can be applied to style. How do you want to look? Think of the word or phrase that describes your style – and it doesn’t have to be just one. Hell to the no. You are more than welcome to be a fashion magpie, but try to be a couple as opposed to a whole flock.


I don’t expect you to come up with a slew of fashiony words. That isn’t what we’re after here. Rather, it is anything that describes the sort of style you would like to emulate. Yes, there are more fashion-focused terms but, genuinely, any description of how you want your outfit to make you feel will work.


Sunny, jolly, happy, calm, young, quirky, elegant, fun, mature, individual, different, beautiful, pretty, eclectic: the list of words is endless and totally up to you.






Style focus


Right now, I appreciate you may be thinking, well that’s all well and good, but why is she doing this and how on earth does it translate into me looking elegant/French/like the rock chick that I would love to be? Oh, and WHY can’t I be a whole flock of fashion magpies? The main reason is to give you FOCUS (and unless you have the shoe collection of Imelda Marcos with the closet space and budget to go with it, there is no way that you can be every style).


How many of you have a wardrobe full of wearable clothes but you don’t actually ‘like’ any of them? You put them on and they merely fulfil the functional job of ensuring you’re not walking around in just your pants and bra. You don’t love them (although if you think about it, they probably do deserve some credit for saving you from regular nakedness…), and they don’t make you feel special. And WHY shouldn’t you feel special and great every day? You should. You’ve just not got the right clothes to match how you want to feel…and that comes down to knowing your style. It’s no more difficult to put on an outfit that makes you feel amazing than to put on one that is just ‘meh’ to you, but you need to have those clothes in your wardrobe in the first place (and you WILL get there!).


Having a honed style description gives you a starting point on which to build, a focus point from which to start. And if you don’t have a starting point, you can’t go forward. The end goal will be worth it, but you need to start somewhere. With just ONE word at least. One word that sums up how you would like to look and/or how you would like to feel. It can be vague…it doesn’t have to be worthy of a write-up in Vogue. And fear not, if you want to think in terms of people (I see you at the back, one step ahead, yes, you’ve got it) – but hold your horses (or your Audrey Hepburns, Kate Mosses or Michelle Obamas), the next chapter is for you.






Dressing for your lifestyle


Before we go all style icon and let our imaginations run wild, there is one other ‘admin bit’. The boring but very, very necessary part of the process and one that can lead to major wardrobe malfunction if you don’t get it right. It sounds so simple but, from years of styling, I’ve learned that it’s one of the major things that prevents people from having something to wear every day. Dress for the lifestyle that you have, not the one that you want.


That’s it. A tiny phrase that has huge ramifications if you don’t remember it. And it’s so easy to forget (or ignore). We unravel the repercussions and view the evidence later on when we detox your wardrobe – no sins to be hidden; but for now, I want you to think about those things that you bought because you loved them. The reality is that you simply have no occasion to wear them, however great they look on you OR however much they are ‘your style’.


And that’s why you need to focus, or else you risk ending up with a wardrobe full of unworn clothes and nothing that you can ‘actually’ wear on a daily basis. Confidence back in the gutter (together with the potato), and we’re right back where we started.


For some, it may be a question of ‘refocus’, of recognizing that you want to look a certain way but your lifestyle doesn’t entirely suit that style. It’s a question of acknowledging and adapting; again, all things that, step by step, you will hopefully be aware of on your journey to discovering the new you. Once you know what the problem is, it becomes so much easier to fix.


For some, it will be that they simply don’t have the right clothes for their every day. Which, let’s face it, is the majority of the time.


You will also find that if you start buying for the lifestyle you have, not the one you want or only have for three per cent of the time, you actually spend less on clothes as you’re wearing the ones you already have more. You’ll be acing the chapter on sustainability without having even read it. Saving money and the environment while looking great every day? That is why we focus and we find our style that works for our everyday lives.






Dressing for your shape


This sounds so easy and so obvious, doesn’t it? Well, duh…of course everyone should be dressing for their shape. But the reality is that it is trickier than you think. We’re not going to go into detail here on how to dress for your shape (fear not, that is coming up), as the first thing we need to do is to get to grips with the shape we are.


Just like dressing for the lifestyle we have and not the one we want, so we should be dressing for the shape we are and not the one we once were. Or the one we want to be…It’s a cruel turn of events but our figures change over the years, especially as we get older. Life events mean that curves are in different places from where they once were and may have multiplied with the decades.


That’s not to say AT ALL that there are things you can’t wear; rather, that there are other styles that are potentially more flattering. It just takes a tweak here and a tweak there to make all the difference. But if you’re trying to shove a square peg into a round hole (not implying that any part of you is a square peg…), you’re probably finding that it’s not working for you. Which is why you may well have a wardrobe of clothes that you don’t like and that don’t look great any more.


I appreciate that I’m just writing this down in an offhand manner, when the truth of the matter is that these are not entirely pleasant facts to have to face. But trust me: the acknowledgment is the worst part. Once you’ve done that, you will be able to see the wood for the trees and, by the end of the book, you will realize that it wasn’t that hard at all. And the results are so incredibly worth it.


Just remember, it’s baby steps.






Nutritional information



> First, know that you are in good company. There are millions of us who get to a certain age and realize we have lost confidence and lost our style direction, often without even noticing.


> Get ready to acknowledge that you want to change, you can change and you can do it in baby steps.


> Appreciate that it’s OK to want to look great so that you feel great. It’s a myth that taking pride in your appearance is fickle and vain.


> Psychologically you owe it to yourself and to those around you to make sure you love the way you look.


> Start to think about identifying your style.


> Think of words that describe how you want to look and how you want to feel.


> Understand the need to FOCUS! It will be worth it in the end and it will work wonders for your confidence.


> Dress for the lifestyle that you have and not the one you want.


> Dress for the shape that you are, not the shape you once were.






Identifying your style


This chapter is where it gets exciting. Well, it’s where I think it gets exciting. It’s where we get to be Mr Benn. Think Fashion Mr Benn. It’s where we will work out the style that you aspire to and learn how to make it suit you. We’re still very much in prep mode and this is a key step on our GET CHANGED journey.


Without understanding how you want to look, it’s almost impossible to build the wardrobe of your dreams that will enable you to get dressed every day and love the way you look. We need to set ourselves goals of how we want to be, and the best way to do that is to find inspiration, otherwise we don’t know what we’re trying to achieve in our fashion choices.


There is simply too much choice out there. Where do you start? The method that I follow should help you to streamline the process of identifying your style and, at the same time, live out your childhood Mr Benn fantasies. OK, I can appreciate that the latter might not rock everyone’s world. But imagine if I said you don’t have to move from the comfort of your sofa and could just let your imagination go wild…


It’s once again about focus. To revisit the food analogy I mentioned earlier, it’s like when you’re wondering what to cook for dinner. If you set parameters and break down the thinking process into bite-size chunks, it becomes much easier to decide and seems far less daunting and insurmountable. So, thinking about whether you fancy Chinese, Indian, Thai, French, Italian or Spanish food (feel free to swap out the cuisines for ones you prefer) channels your thought process into something far easier to digest (literally). And you can then take it a step further: veggie, vegan, chicken, fish or pork (again, feel free to choose a protein of your liking)? You’ve narrowed down the choices and eliminated the options that won’t work. In my experience, once you have less to choose from, it makes the actual selection process a lot simpler. And the same principles can be applied to finding your style.


First off, we should address the smirky faces I can see at the back, at my liberal bandying about of the phrase ‘identify your style’. Yes, I understand that this comes across, yet again, as me sounding all fashiony and at the risk of disappearing up my own arse any second.


It’s not fashiony at all. Well, to be fair, it is a bit, in that we’re talking about fashion and we’re talking about style, but that’s something we all need to accept as NORMAL. You get dressed every day in clothes that you have made a conscious decision to wear – you have made a FASHION CHOICE. You might not think you have, but you have. As we discussed in the previous chapter, regardless of whether or not you think you are making a statement in what you’ve put on, to other people you are. Their reaction could be a conscious or subliminal one, but your outfit still reflects you. And once you’ve got this process and your wardrobe nailed, it’s JUST as easy to wear an outfit that you love as it is to wear things you’ve grabbed from your wardrobe (or floordrobe in my case; maybe you have a chairdrobe…) that you’re not fully on board with and that don’t make you feel fab.
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