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“Success isn’t about the end result, it’s about what you learn along the way.”


Vera Wang









Introduction


1. Manage the Making


Hierarchy of Makers


Design Thinking: Solving & Serving


Prototypes


Assembly Line


Models & Methods


2. Cultivate Curiosity & Creativity


Handmade


Aesthetics: Theory & Ritual


Content & Context


Authentic Play


Creative Crowdsourcing


3. Develop Professionally


Fashion Quotient


Perpetual Student


Deliberate Learning


Your Fashion Inheritance


Framing Forecasts


4. Ask For Help


Mentorship


Protégé


Scholars


Coaches


Advocates


5. Get Down to Business


Leading


Fundraising


Pipelines


Positioning


Transactions & Transparency


6. Negotiate the Industry


Influence & Optics


Internal & Industry Politics


Crafting Language & Image-Making


Everyone is a Critic


Cult Customer


7. Plan Strategically


Brand Compass


Conversations, Collateral, & Competition


Made In


Landscapes Not Ladders


Platforms, Timetables, & Changing Stations


8. Engineer Your Dreams


Fashion Myths


Style Shorthand


Interactive Storytelling


Niche User Experiences


Showmanship


9. Initiate Innovation


Linking Silos


The Lab Mind


New Frontiers


Culture & Conscience


The Jobs that Don’t Exist Yet




HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Introduction



The first thing I recommend to any aspiring fashion designer is training: without it you’ll be hard-pressed to build the kind of foundation you’ll need to sustain a career in the industry. That being said, even with the best of intentions you can’t fit everything you need to know about being a fashion designer into a traditional school curriculum. Beyond the core skills that are most commonly associated with studying fashion design—sketching, pattern-making, and sewing—there is a wealth of information and experience that a fashion designer needs to acquire in order to have a sense of agency over the direction of their own career or business.




The purview of a fashion designer has become so complex that very few can afford the luxury of focusing all of their time and attention on making beautiful clothes. Today’s fashion designer needs to build a practice. The word “practice” serves as both a noun and a verb. It describes the system you build, and how you exercise your craft within it.





What They Didn’t Teach You In Fashion School is an introduction to the skills, strategies, and mindsets required to manage the making and positioning of products, services, and ideas; to cultivate and maintain a consistent flow of creativity; to continue developing professionally; to build support systems; to address business fundamentals, to negotiate the industry, to implement strategic brand and communication plans; to create user experiences, and to initiate a culture of innovation. Every chapter is intended to be used as a catalyst for further research, experimentation, and career customization.


How to Use This Book




The key to getting the most out of this book is letting go. Burst the bubble. Let go of any preconceptions you have about what will be expected of you, as well as what you may be expecting from the industry. Both will limit opportunity. Be more interested in knowing differently than knowing more. Nothing in this book is meant to serve as a “one size fits all” definitive answer. Every topic included in this book speaks to the idea that a fashion designer is an independent entity that will continue to evolve. For instance, it’s just as important to see things from the perspective of an employer as it is to reflect on your needs as an employee. Being that there is so much about a career in fashion to consider—and that those considerations will change at different points along the way—the hope is that this book will serve as a source that you can return to again and again.





“Learning to let go should be learned before learning to get.”


Ray Bradbury
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industry



Manage the Making



Making is at the heart of being a fashion designer. Upon completing any kind of fashion design training program, you might feel as though you’ve got the making part down. However, once those skills need to be put into practice—outside of an educational environment and within a working industry—it gets very real, because there is so much more that goes into it.




Entering into the process of making in this environment means having a clear idea of where what you want to do fits; an understanding that you are solving problems on behalf of other people. You will need an appreciation for the value of the sample-making process, a respect for each of the steps in the production process, and the ability to select methods for producing a garment that will best suit the situation. These skills and attitudes all take practice.





“Fashion is much more collaborative than one might think. You have to have an idea and vision, and you have to communicate that vision to a team of people, and you have to create an environment that allows those people to give the best that they can give.”


Tom Ford



Hierarchy of Makers



Where You Stand


Knowing where you stand in the industry is the first step. This involves more than an assessment of what you can do. Albeit with varying degrees of proficiency, most fashion designers entering the industry do so with the ability to conceive of, plan, and make a garment. Gauging where you fit in the scheme of things requires an understanding of how you want to do it, why you want to do it, and who you want to do it for.




Answering these questions provides a reality check, as well as some direction. Not everyone is suited to the corporate environment of a major brand, and starting your own business is not always an option. There is also something to be said for retaining your amateur status. If an unrelated second job helps make ends meet, you’re in a position that allows you to do what you love on your off-hours, and on your terms.





There will always be a place in the industry for freelancers who can take on project-based work, and shift easily between different categories and concepts. Freelancers are becoming more important as companies begin to go lean and bring in talent on a project-by-project basis.


Another alternative to the single-job track is the portfolio career. Or, in the case of business ventures, the serial entrepreneur. A portfolio career relies on investing time, talent, and resources in a varied but related set of jobs that allows the designer to reach their audience in different ways. In addition to developing a collection each season, a fashion designer might also play to other strengths by serving as a guest editor for a magazine, designing costumes for the theater, writing books, and/or photographing editorial campaigns, just to name a few. Likewise, a serial entrepreneur builds a portfolio of diverse projects to invest in.




“In a machine age, dressmaking is one of the last refuges of the human, the personal, the inimitable.”


Christian Dior






credentials



Career Path


Before applying for a job in fashion design, you must spend the time required to do your due diligence. Investigate the companies, the kinds of jobs, and the requirements of each position that interests you. This becomes the basis for every choice you make toward getting your foot in the door. You will find guides, templates, and all sorts of advice on resumes, portfolios, and interviews online. That’s the easy part. The hard part is tailoring it all to each prospective employer. Each nuanced choice of how you engage with an employer can make the difference between getting the job and never hearing from them again.




What you can offer as an individual is certainly valuable, but remember that you’ll be joining a team with an established dynamic, a unique culture, and a distinct set of goals. For yourself as much as for the company in question, you want to be sure it will be a good fit. Company websites and professional media channels like LinkedIn can be useful tools in your quest to gain insight into the companies you’re interested in and the people you could be working for.





Degrees, certificates, and other academic credentials are prerequisites for some positions, while a body of work and the right connections are the key to others. If you’ve built meaningful relationships with teachers they may be able to provide recommendations and, more importantly, introductions. School placement offices and connecting with fellow alums working in the industry could also be a useful resource. Beware card-collecting exercises in networking. The true value of networking is building legitimate relationships.



day-to-day





Once you’re on the job, being clear about the chain of command is essential. Figure out how directors, department heads, and managers operate. What are their goals? What do they expect from you? And although you can discover a great deal from the interview and training, getting to know your boss is a long-term, day-to-day process.





Mapping the arc of your career can be much like answering questions that help you define a good business plan:


■   What are your long-term goals?


■   How do you plan to achieve them?


■   Who are you engaging to help you reach each objective along the way?


■   What are you offering the marketplace?


■   Who is your audience?


■   What other companies are doing what you’d like to do?


■   What gives you a competitive edge?


■   How will you promote yourself?


■   How would you measure success financially?


Entrepreneurial Track


Fashion designers who set out to work for themselves need design and business savvy in equal parts. Design-dominated endeavors that don’t have the benefit of a solid business foundation put the designer in a precarious position. On the other hand, businesses that let the bottom line dictate creative decisions undermine the very reasons most designers choose to work in fashion. Maintaining this delicate balance is the primary reason for developing specific strategies that will drive your brand in the desired direction.


One of the most exciting aspects of being an entrepreneur is the opportunity to explore uncharted territory. Adopting the role of pioneer is a powerful motivator because it stirs passions and tempts us with the promise of the unknown. Playing it safe is not a common trait among those who choose to put themselves on the frontline of fashion.


Entrepreneurs are always launching. They launch ideas, prototypes, fundraising initiatives, production runs, and promotional campaigns. Whether these launches are internal or for public consumption they speak to the spirit of entrepreneurship. Every step is acknowledged and celebrated because something new is being ushered into existence. At least it feels like that way in the best of circumstances. This becomes especially useful in providing tangible deliverables designed to keep investors, employees, and the media engaged throughout the life of the project.




Any kind of startup business demands risk, if there is to be any reward. In fact many industry veterans consider the risk so high that they advise against recent graduates launching their own brands before they have a proven track record and access to the kind of money that would give them a fighting chance.






practical



Design Thinking: Solving & Serving


Language of Design


Before you can truly employ design thinking you need to speak the language. The language of design is primarily non-verbal and often comes down to working with symbols. In creating those symbols—whether they take the shape of a logo, a garment, or an entire collection—ask yourself if a particular combination of colors, shapes, and textures has the desired impact. Is it delivering the intended message? Is the message universal or crafted to speak to a specific audience who is in the know? Can the symbols be misinterpreted? Do those symbols scale?


There are also very practical reasons for learning to speak the language of design with fluency and precision. Unlike an illustration that has the power to capture the imagination, sketches, diagrams, technical drawings, or storyboards designed for industry use allow you to convey specific information about the development of your concept. Even a toile can be a way of sketching out an idea in three-dimensional form before developing the production pattern. When these visual communication tools are rendered with great attention to detail they can help bypass any barriers that would the delay the process or lead those involved to misinterpret the objective.


Drafting a pattern is the next step in describing how to transform an abstract idea into a concrete product. Standards for this kind of blueprint vary from designer to designer, workroom to workroom, and factory to factory, so precise and comprehensive information must be incorporated into each pattern. Beyond their use as a template to cut the pieces of a garment from cloth, they are instrumental in the grading and marker-making process when production moves beyond one-offs.




Considering how much work has gone into the development of a product up to this point the final stage of production—putting it together—may seem deceptively seamless. Here too, a step-by-step plan must be designed to communicate with those who will take on the task of constructing the garment. The sequence of construction must never be taken for granted, and in some instances special instruction in techniques specific to the garment may be required as well.





Serving End Users


“The customer is always right.” Are they? Always? This was the message touted by companies that tried to impose the assumption across the board. But the concept has been abused by the consumer, and only large-scale companies can afford to take the hits associated with such abuses of this maxim. Small businesses can be driven out of business by adopting uber customer-centric policies that undermine more reasonable business practices. It might still be a mantra to some customers, but smart brands work hard to manage expectations and are more interested in earnestly engaging the consumer than complete surrender.


It may be slow to change but fashion is moving past the industry’s perception of an ideal consumer and responding to the needs of real ones. Instead of focusing on the limitations associated with different body types, the elderly, or people with disabilities, designers can choose to approach them as opportunities to develop more human-centered design for all. Although specialty industries provide functional solutions for anyone outside fashion’s current scope, fashion designers are in a unique position to quench the very human thirst to express oneself and feel attractive.



personal



What do customers want? With the exception of a few rare birds of fashion—the irrepressible Iris Apfel for one—they want to be different, but the same. They don’t want to look like everyone else, but they do want to align with the tribe or tribes that they identify with. So you need to know which style tribes are you designing for? If you can identify the characteristics of their traditions and customs, and who their leaders are, you put yourself in a unique position to serve their yearning to express themselves and have a sense of belonging.


There is limited room for form without function in a society that as a rule prizes comfort above all things. Consumers may indulge in the occasional garment or accessory with no other purpose than adornment but ultimately the foundation of an ensemble or wardrobe fulfills practical needs. A segment of the population buys into fashion fantasies and aspires to lifestyles other than their own through what they wear. They also use fashion to reflect their position within a community. The desire is not always about striving to project the appearance of wealth and status above your own. For some, adopting the trappings of a more austere lifestyle belies their position and satisfies a desire to be seen in a different light.


Fashion has a long history of being used to make statements. Those messages may express personal choices gently, as in the case of someone who chooses not to wear fur, or boldly in instances when a fashion uniform is linked with a provocative or political issue. How clothing is worn also has a voice. Sagging pants for instance has become a rejection of the mainstream. A designer doesn’t have control of how the clothing they design is worn but being aware of how people are interpreting their clothing could provide new approaches to their work and how they show it.




Introducing ideas, particularly ones that challenge conventions, can test the resolve of any fashion designer. Pushing or crossing boundaries will always find an audience that is hesitant or unreceptive, if not completely in opposition to the designer’s vision. Although the industry is built on a fast-paced cycle of change, the relationship our minds and bodies have with what we wear is not easily reconfigured. The courage of a designer’s convictions must be bolstered by a frame of reference and passion if it has any hope of dissipating the discomfort associated with change.
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Prototypes



A Good Fit


The time spent developing a pattern is one of the most valuable investments you can make. Good patterns are the result of informed decisions not default ones. Patterns also benefit from multiple rounds of modifications as they relate to fit. Fit models are crucial during this process for several reasons: The designer is able to get valuable feedback regarding the experience of wearing a garment. Designers are also able to work with a model who has the measurements and proportions of the company’s target customer because sizes are not equal from brand to brand.




Fit is not relative but the experience of it is. Some people prefer a close fit while others opt for more breathing room. The style trends of the day also factor into how fit is perceived. In either case, ease plays a major part in providing the range of motion expected from the resulting garment.





Stretch has been woven into many fabrics in an attempt to address the demands of active lifestyles. This can be interpreted by some as a way to circumvent the need to develop patterns with a more accurate fit—a little stretch can be very forgiving, hiding a multitude of sins both for the customer and the designer.


Most designers land in the general vicinity of a size but standards can vary greatly, as do body shapes. For most customers getting the perfect fit means a trip to a tailor. With that in mind a designer might want to consider how their choices regarding things like seam allowance and lengths could make it easier for the consumer to customize their fit. Perhaps womenswear should adopt sizing strategies from the world of menswear—measurements not sizes. ¡Viva la Revolución!




“To create something exceptional, your mindset must be relentlessly focused on the smallest detail.”


Giorgio Armani





specific


Performance


Performance textiles are an exciting new resource that allows the designer to build function otherwise not possible into their designs. The technology used to create this category of materials should always be carefully researched. Beyond the special properties these fabrics have to offer, the cost of making them and their impact on the environment are just two of the factors that need to be considered.


Reinforcing the architecture of a garment is another way to improve performance. If a garment is designed to defend the user from the elements, what issues are specific to weather conditions? If a garment is designed for active pursuits, will the fabric, seams, and closures survive the stress of repetitive or extreme movements and regular washing?




The maintenance of a garment is a long-term concern and cannot not be taken for granted. Testing methods for cleaning, pressing, and any kind of chemical treatments allows the designer to see where the materials or the design fall short.





In the end, the specific set of choices a designer makes about a garment will determine its lifespan. Every test and every decision comes with a monetary value and ethical dilemma. To be disposable or not to be disposable—that is the question.


standards


Quality Control


A designer is charged with the responsibility of setting standards for the materials and methods being used to produce their garments. This set of specifications can be used to check the production process at any stage to assure quality throughout. Investing in high-grade fabrics and production methods is a good place to start. This initial expense contributes to the caliber of a garment, but the management of those materials is just as important. A designer or their representative follows through by participating in regular product testing and operational inspections designed to maintain standards.




In addition to a thorough system of checks and balances, the free flow of information is vital to maintaining quality. Tech packs, spec sheets, photographs, sketches, digitized patterns, samples…As a rule, the more information, the better. Additional instructions in multiple formats (written, illustrated, and video) can also be useful.





Forming close relations with sample-makers, workrooms, and factories, both in domestic situations and overseas, will help improve communications and increase the probability of successfully replicating the processes involved in making the garment and maintaining consistent quality.


Identifying mistakes and missteps along the way is inevitable. Every iteration is a learning experience and an opportunity to improve the product. Designers should also set out clear directives for how mistakes will be addressed and by whom. This is less about blame and more about who takes responsibility and compensates for any situation that results in lost time and money.
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production



Assembly Line



Manufacturing


Cutting is usually the first step in the process of making a garment. But before you start to trace out your pattern pieces and cut, be sure the goods are ready to perform in the way you want them to. This may be as simple as prewashing cloth to identify any issues with shrinkage and colorfastness, or to achieve a specific finish before construction. In many cases fabrics will already be flame-retardant, water-repellent, waterproof, mercerized, or anti-static, but in some cases those features will be added to a fabric by the designer. Blocking may be required for weaves that have warped in storage to correct the grain lines. You may wish to add decorative surface textures like embroidery, beading, or pleating to pieces prior to assembling the garment.




Stitching the garment together requires a clear plan for the materials and techniques which will be used and the order in which the pieces will be put together. This ensures that finished garments will be consistent and that missteps can be easily identified and addressed. The designer decides what kind of thread will be used, what needs to be reinforced with interfacing, how and where the garment will be lined, and what types of stitches, seams, and closures will be used.





finishing touches


The production run starts to wrap up with any hand-sewing requirements, hemming, and pressing or steaming. At this point, the garment is becoming the product that the consumer will come into contact with, so the quality of these finishing touches is essential to making a good first impression. No matter how well something has been made, if it has not been pressed properly or has a twisted hem, those are the kinds of details that begin to devalue a garment.


Once garments are complete and ready for delivery, how they are packaged, the materials used to pack them, and the method of delivery come into play. This is also the stage in which hang tags and any other pertinent branding collateral are attached. Whether something is folded or put on a hanger makes a big difference. Will the garment be pinned or clipped in any way? Did the designer include lingerie straps? Or hanger straps to hang the garment properly? And are they removable? Some customers hate them. The practical, economic, and aesthetic value of plastic bags, tissue paper, and boxes are also important considerations.
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