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Fashion writing is everywhere, and that leads to some fundamental questions: Who are the people writing about fashion? Where are they writing it? And for whom? And then, once you’ve found the answers to those questions, how do you set about becoming a good fashion writer yourself?


In putting this book together, we had two central aims: to offer a guide to fashion writing and to provide guidance on how to produce it. For the latter, we provide practical support for generating ideas and writing excellent copy, as well as ways to keep you thinking about what you do, how you do it and for whom. But first, the context. Let’s start with traditional journalism.
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Dior Magazine No. 26, 2019 – subtitled ‘The Beauty of Gesture’.









FASHION JOURNALISM


Fashion journalists work in editorial teams, creating stories that are published in newspapers and magazines, and in the broadcast environments of television and radio. These media outlets generate revenue from circulation (people buying the title), from advertising and, in the case of digital broadcasters, subscription revenue. Fashion journalists also publish on social media platforms and websites (which may or may not be associated with a print media title).


Even with a primary role on a print magazine or newspaper, a fashion journalist may also produce stories for the accompanying website, and use social media to both promote and source stories. These same journalists may also produce video content for the websites and, in some cases, still photography too. If the primary role is as a broadcast fashion journalist, that person will appear on television in fashion packages, or reporting on fashion-led news items, for example, but their tasks will also include creating shorter video pieces for the broadcaster’s website, writing for their website, and posting and researching on social media.


Professional journalists may also play a part in the fashion teams that create photoshoots – the set-piece photographyled features that produce cover images and ground-breaking fashion photography. That’s not an area covered in this book, but it’s worth mentioning as another potential element. Here, the fashion journalist may be the shoot’s creative director and/or the stylist, or even a collaborator, working on creating a concept with freelance stylists and photographers. Writing does have a role on shoots too, though, in the form of enticing headlines and accurate captions. If you ever intern or have a work placement with an editorial fashion team, the role you’ll most likely be given will be in the fashion cupboard – administering the receipt and return of garments sent in for fashion shoots.


So, what makes a fashion journalist? Journalists are, firstly, trained to be journalists – they’re familiarized with the tasks, activities, conventions and procedures of that role, with the aim of consistently producing a quality product. This training largely takes place in university settings at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, in media companies (who may train their new recruits) or sometimes in private training environments.


But the professional journalist’s role doesn’t just rest on having the appropriate skills; it’s also underpinned by a particular set of values. Accuracy is critical, honesty is essential, and legality is not negotiable. Alongside these, balance – presenting all sides to a story and publishing opposing views – is crucial. These ethics characterize the trained journalist, and they apply to fashion journalists as much as any other. Although journalists and journalism are often criticized, the upholding of these principles is vital. They are the reason why – particularly in an era of fake news and misinformation – the public still has faith in professional journalism, and continues to look to reliable outlets for information.


Another key aspect is quality control. Fashion stories start with ideas, and your ideas will need to be approved by a fashion editor before you generate your story. Your copy – the words you write – will then be subject to multiple checks before publishing; this checking will be carried out by editors, subeditors and production staff. Any images that accompany your work will be subject to a similar quality-control process.


As you can see, there’s much overlap of roles within fashion journalism. You might be a writer who also broadcasts, or a broadcaster who also writes, and you’ll likely also post on social media, which in its turn also provides a tool for researching future stories. This book, however, focuses on writing – whether for print or online outlets.


FASHION WRITING AND CONTENT CREATION


So, what about fashion writing as a specialism beyond journalism? The core difference here is that you may be creating stories for editorial or commercial environments – hence, working outside the established fashion-team model, and unconstrained by the mores of traditional journalism.


For example, you might be a freelance fashion writer selling stories to media outlets – paid either by the word, or with a fee for a finished story. Or you might run your own website, working alone without the support of editorial and production teams, generating your own stories and publishing them directly. If you have expertise in a particular field of fashion, that may help you generate a loyal audience, which will then bring you an income through advertising and sponsorships, at which point you’ll become known as an influencer. You might be writing and you might, potentially, be styling photoshoots, too. You might also create video.


While the scope of this book is limited to the written word, it’s worth taking a quick glance at the exciting world of writing for broadcast – both the audio and moving-image varieties – as many of you will find your working days tilting in those directions. As short-form videos rack up ever more views and draw in ever more revenue, media titles and brands are working to catch up with the individuals and small teams of creatives that have led the way in this arena. If you’re prepared to present pieces to camera – scripted or unscripted – then that will swell the job prospects ahead of you. Likewise, the ability to host a podcast, with a considered format, quality content and lively guests, will help set you apart from other writers. While the eventual output in both cases will be audio or video, you still need the ability to write a script – a written narrative. But as specialist skills, these are topics for another tome ...


As a fashion writer, you might also be commissioned by brands or retailers to write evocatively about their product on websites and social media platforms. If you’re producing copy for a commercial outlet – for a brand, for example – you’re essentially performing the same function as a copywriter. In the past, this was associated with advertising and marketing; now it has an editorial spin. And, of course, you could also work for a content agency – either directly or as a freelancer. A content agency works with brands, and indeed individuals, to manage their online presence – just like a PR or marketing agency, but specializing in digital media (both websites and social media).


Additionally, there are actual writing jobs on fashion brands’ e-commerce sites. Here the fashion writer creates garment descriptions – short pieces that require a high level of skill, weaving the story of the brand, its values and the garment together in very few words.


Lastly, content creation tends to apply to social media platforms, and often tends to apply to commercial content. Such content is largely image-led. Images may be still or moving, accompanied by succinct writing that conveys a message with clarity, and it may draw on the full array of social media tools, from avatars to augmented reality. The aim, ultimately, is to create sales through the entertainment value of social media and the creation of a community.




FASHION WRITING ROLES


Fashion journalists work independently of brands, while content creators may be independent or largely commercial. Both categories include fashion writers, and the roles can overlap.
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One of the keys to getting a story right, whatever field you’re in, is understanding who your audience is and what they want. Working on a heritage print publication as a new jobber, for example, you’re likely to find that your audience is a little older – potentially much older – than you. Nonetheless, you must develop a deep understanding of the stories they’ll appreciate – stories that are as much entertainment as they are information. At the other end of the scale, if you’re largely operating on social media, your audience is more likely to be your own age. But are you working for a brand that resonates with you or, again, do you need to dig into its values to come up with niche-interest posts?


As you progress, it’ll become clear that fashion writing is a serious endeavour, interwoven with politics, economics, cultural theory and much more, which makes it a rewarding career. But how on earth do you get there?




[image: Illustration]


Comme des Garçons’ Ready to Wear Autumn/Winter show at Paris Fashion Week, March 2023.





MYTH, REALITY AND SOMEWHERE IN BETWEEN


Once upon a time it all seemed easy. All it took for a young fashion writer to make their name was a sharp wit, a heavy dose of charm and an encyclopaedic knowledge of fashion. Armed with such gifts – both natural and studied for – they would sneak into a fashion show and pen a searing report, which would somehow find its way into the hands of a hard-nosed and influential editor. Said editor would snarl and cuss before offering a surly approval. The writer, buoyed by this low-key endorsement, would narrow their eyes, nod serenely and wink at the camera. A career was born.


The problem with once upon a time, of course, is that it never really happened. Nonetheless, you can see what we’re alluding to here – a myriad of movies, TV shows and novels have given many an aspiring fashion writer a fantasy path to tread. And although few of them would admit to seeing it as anything more than naïve wish-fulfilment, the ghost of the fantasy yet clings, and many hopeful writers embark on their careers willingly in thrall to a myth. They hope to sip champagne on yachts, rub shoulders with celebrities, dine with models and work on photoshoots. They expect to hobnob with creatives and trot the globe – all on someone else’s expenses. Perhaps they’ll go to press preview parties every week, enjoy sneak peeks at next season’s collections, sit front row at catwalks and be gifted with endless freebies?


The thing is, all of that is entirely reasonable. It genuinely is. The catch, though, is that it’s only part of the deal. Many long hours of lonely research, multiple demands for rewrites, bylines that never materialize, and numerous days spent trying to think of different ways to describe the same silhouette, colour or fabric are all also very much a part of the contract. And that’s even before we get into the hours spent networking with people who then quit their jobs, or the grinding toil of assisting on shoots, lugging samples to and from a studio, making sure nothing gets lost – or stolen – and then returning all the samples to 15 separate locations when everyone else is finished for the day.


Then there’s the seemingly endless stream of press releases that all proclaim that this product is going to revolutionize the fashion system and save the planet from the industry’s rapacious effects. And you have to sift through them all, fact-checking them and rewriting them, all in an attempt to impress or please an editor who barely acknowledges you and just keeps sending demands for quickly turned around copy. Then the copy that, despite all of your best efforts, is subedited into a barely recognizable form by the time it’s published.


Then there’s the pay, which – to begin with at least – may not be anywhere near enough to support a life in any of the major hubs that best support a career in fashion.


Where does this leave us? On the one hand, there’s searing glamour, travel and a dizzying social scene. On the other hand, there may be long hours and relatively low pay (though one hopes that some of the more exploitative practices – including long unpaid internships – are now a thing of the past).


Fashion writing, it seems, sits somewhere between these twin poles of incredible excitement and jaded despondency – even if the latter is often presented in terms of bohemian charm. You enjoy access to a world of wonders and also experience disillusionment and drudgery. Your head may be in the stars, but your feet, no matter how well heeled, could still have to tramp through the gutter – at least to begin with.


Still interested? Good. If you practise the skills presented in this book, and work to improve them, you can look forward to some success in this arena. But before we zoom in that close, we should also look in the mirror, for it’s important to try to discern our own positionality. Who are you? Where do you come from? Where do you want to go? What do you stand for? Do you have strong political or cultural views?
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Off-White’s Womenswear Autumn/Winter show at Paris Fashion Week, February 2022.





These are potentially difficult questions, but it’s important that we all address them because they point to the media trend that’s now reshaping the landscape: decentralization. In other words, while once there was a clear centre to fashion writing, that’s no longer the case. Or, if it is, then that centre’s pull has weakened, and its authority has eroded. From bloggers and influencers to YouTubers, e-tailers, independent ’zines, content agencies and creators, the mediators of information have splintered into myriad ciphers, offering a thousand different ways of looking at fashion beyond the once-dominant picture offered by national newspapers and glossy magazines. Individual writers are a part of that fragmentation, and many have decoupled themselves from employers, with junior and senior writers alike working to curate their own portfolios, vying to occupy a position in the media landscape, whether they’re freelance or not.


This matters because it means there are now so many different ways to view and interpret fashion. Therefore your own take on it – whatever that is – has plenty of room to find voice and audience. So, whether you’re writing for finance or fun (or both), we urge you to step back and assess why you want to write about fashion at all.


To put that another way: What, in your view, is the point of fashion writing? It could be to digest and dissect; to work as watchdog and change-maker; to celebrate and critique; to influence; or to philosophize (to uncover the whys and wherefores of how we dress and what that says about us as individual and communities). Taken like this, fashion can be a route into understanding profound truths about the world and the humans that inhabit it because it responds to the world culturally and economically and politically.


Indeed, while it’s been known for specialist journalists on other beats, be they politics, economics, art, sports or motoring perhaps, to denigrate fashion as fluffy or unimportant, it’s undoubtedly true that fashion can be a site for big thoughts – perhaps more now than ever before. Look, for instance, at how brands are expressing themselves in multi-platform contexts that refract, refine and redefine the meaning of fashion itself. These questions prod at what it means to exist in space and time, our definition of reality, and how that definition may be troubled as we explore new spaces both online and off.


Then again – and this is an important point too – it’s also a perfectly reasonable strategy to admit to yourself that your urge to write about fashion is entirely fuelled by a desire to dive wholeheartedly into the indulgence and enjoyment of beautiful things. For, although it’s a craft that is fundamental to human existence, fashion has always been at least partly about bringing joy to that existence.


HOW TO BECOME A BETTER WRITER


Whatever your approach – and although it won’t always be easy – this book will hopefully help you to achieve the improvements you want to make. The six chapters that follow, which are detailed below, take you through the skillsets required to become a competent fashion writer while also putting in place some of the knowledge that will elevate your writing.


Along the way, we’ve checked in with a series of experts to conduct some Q&As on the process of fashion writing, focusing on how that task is evolving, how to write about certain aspects of the business, and how to approach the role of a writer. These can be found at the end of each chapter, allowing you to tap into the expertise of professionals situated in different markets, who are at different stages of their careers and who have different agendas. What emerges is that, while there are radically different ways to approach fashion writing, each of these writers prioritizes sourcing new insights and relaying them to their audiences – wherever they may be – with a combination of substance and style. And, crucially, they remind us that writing about fashion is also enormous fun!








	
Chapter 1 looks at the role of the fashion journalist – how and why it developed, and the ethics that surround it.








	Chapter 2 covers the fundamental story types that you can produce as a fashion writer, from news to features to interviews. It also provides plenty of tips on achieving that elusive quality already touched upon: style.







	Chapter 3 will help you get to grips with writing about fashion by exploring the very items you’ll be assessing – from pattern, fabrics and silhouettes, through to garments and whole collections.







	Chapter 4 focuses on the people you’ll work with as a fashion writer, both within the media and in the fashion world.







	Chapter 5 looks at what drives content, helping you to generate original and compelling stories.







	Chapter 6 looks at the changing landscape of fashion writing, from contributing to e-commerce sites to becoming a freelancer operating in emerging media environments.




















1


Context
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Fashion writing exists in multiple contexts, constituting a wide range of content created by amateurs and professionals in diverse environments.


This chapter focuses on the traditional, or heritage, media – namely, newspapers and magazines (both print and online) – or what we call fashion journalism. We’ll look, too, at the ethical issues that fashion journalists need to be aware of, as well as the cultural and historical touchpoints that influence fashion and what’s written about it. While we acknowledge the role of fashion journalists within the wider cultural production of fashion, this chapter is practical in its approach. |









What is fashion journalism?



Fashion journalists have all the skills required of any journalist – carrying out interviews, and crafting news and feature writing (see Chapter 2) – in addition to a specialist body of knowledge relating to fashion and the fashion industry. They must also have the ability to produce journalism treatments that are specific to their subject.


Fashion journalism comes under the umbrella of lifestyle journalism – a genre that’s not necessarily driven by general news, but which has its own specialism-related drivers. In the case of fashion, typical drivers will be the launch of a designer or high-street collection through catwalk shows or static presentations, the delivery of collections into stores, or celebrity news. The ‘Who wore what, when and where?’ factor of the latter is a mainstay of international news coverage, partly because it provides great audience-pulling images for front pages and online landing pages.


Having said that news is not a key driver for specialist journalism, you’ll nevertheless see ‘news’ mentioned frequently in the following chapters. This is because it’s at the core of the craft of journalism, and having a ‘nose for news’ in any specialism is essential; the ability to spot a story is an important first step to becoming a journalist, whether in fashion or any other field. However, we’ll investigate the mechanics of basic journalism in Chapter 2 – its functions and the skills required – and we’ll look in depth at the drivers for fashion coverage (such as runway shows and cultural events), in Chapter 5.


THE EMERGENCE OF FASHION MAGAZINES


With its commercial pull – attracting advertisements from brands – specialist journalism arose in the 19th century as technological advancements in printing led to a phenomenal surge in printed publications. As this carried into the 20th century, specialist magazines flourished (including multiple titles on fashion aimed at either women or men), settling in with the evolution of capitalism and the consumer world that’s driven by it. Yet specialist fashion magazines have an even longer history than this. The French publication Le Mercure Galant was launched way back in 1672, reporting on court life, etiquette, art and fashion, and The Lady’s Magazine was launched in England in 1770, running until 1847. Harper’s Bazar (later spelled Bazaar) appeared in the US in 1867, and in the UK in 1929. And, most famous of them all, Vogue launched in the US in 1892 (the UK edition celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2016). Further afield, China, Japan, Singapore and India all have a storied history of fashion magazines that dates back to the late 19th century and continues today with regional and international titles in print and online.
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An Art Nouveau cover for the Easter 1896 edition of Harper’s Bazar by the American illustrator Will H. Bradley.





Many of the earliest titles were categorized as women’s magazines, but a significant portion of the coverage was fashion – an industry that was growing in importance as clothing moved from bespoke and handmade to mass-produced ready-to-wear, available in the newly expanded draper’s stores and destination department stores. Indeed, the development of shopping destinations and specialist media were the result of industrialization, urbanization and the growth of the middle class. Middle-class women had both the leisure time and the money to indulge in reading about and buying fashion.
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Australian–South Sudanese model Akon Changkou on the cover of Vogue Germany, March 2021.










	
Fashion media: then and now








	
19th century


Illustrations provide accurate depictions of cut, colour and trim details.
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20th century


Photography creates a whole new way of recording fashion.
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21st century


Online platforms enable instant global coverage.
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	Fashion magazines of the 19th century combined specialist journalism with hand-drawn illustrations. By the 20th century, publications used a dynamic and fluid combination of elements, led by advancements in photography, while in the 21st century, the internet has led to an entirely new, instantly available media offering.










By the mid-19th century in Europe, the fashion sector had become so important that trade journals for fashion designers and retailers appeared, providing information on what was happening within the industry. The UK’s weekly Drapers Record launched in 1887, and the US Women’s Wear Daily – yes, a daily publication – hit the newsstands in 1910. Both titles are still published in print and online today, as are other specialist fashion and textile business titles across the globe. (Today’s best-known outlet is Business of Fashion, an internationally focused onlineonly title that looks at fashion globally, and from the inside.)


Predating photography, early magazines illustrated the latest garments using fashion plates – line drawings, etchings or other types of illustration, either in black and white, or with colour added. These appeared alongside written descriptions of the clothing – the very first fashion writing – covering style, fabrics and trimmings, and cost. The accuracy of the written description was paramount, particularly when the magazine was in black and white. This fashion illustration tradition, while largely taken over by photography in the first part of the 20th century, remains an important part of the fashion media offer.


NEWSPAPERS


Fashion journalism also became a fundamental part of newspapers’ editorial packages in the 19th century, as they developed lifestyle sections as part of their overall offer. Journalism is, after all, an activity that aims to inform and to entertain. Newspaper proprietors, dependent on revenue from advertising as well as circulation – sales – saw the potential to bring in specialist advertisers across all consumer categories, and they’ve continued to do so ever since. Newspapers didn’t print in colour regularly until the 1980s, so magazine supplements were a critical part of the lifestyle and fashion offer, providing a more leisurely read than ephemeral newsprint. Today, though, the competition for revenue is an increasingly difficult win for newspapers and magazines, with audiences fragmented across multiple print, broadcast, online and social media platforms.


The standard format for newspapers, which persists today, even online, is news first, then features, comment – the op ed – interviews and lifestyle, then business and finally sport. The lifestyle section covers multiple areas, from fitness, health and homes to personal finance, motoring and, of course, fashion. Many newspapers around the world, both local and national, also publish supplements to their main paper, with magazine formats that, as appropriate over the calendar year, focus on particular topics. The same manifests online.


THE DIGITAL ERA


In the early 2000s, there was much discussion of how the internet enabled what was then described as citizen journalism. Journalism became a two-way street, with readers and users able to comment immediately on stories published. It also enabled readers to suggest their own stories for existing titles, but more importantly, it enabled amateurs to write their own stories, via the technology that enabled blogs.


Until then, fashion journalists had been the gatekeepers to knowledge – only they were invited to catwalk shows, only they were invited to collection presentations, only they were in direct contact with the executives of fashion designer labels, brands and retailers. With the development of fashion blogs, our genre’s very own mass of citizen journalism began. From these blogs (many set up by journalists independently), the development of the modern entrepreneurial writer began, monetizing content through payment by brands – sometimes directly through commission on sales, sometimes indirectly via brands’ marketing and PR budgets. Not dependent on being commissioned, these developed into significant businesses, with some of these writers going on to collaborate with fashion brands or creating their own collections.


The traditional media didn’t sit still while this new personality-driven competition for audience emerged. In response to multiple outlets showing bloggers wearing different outfits, it began creating new profiles for its fashion teams, often photographing individuals and their outfits in features along the lines of ‘What the fashion editor’s wearing today’. This personality cult was new – traditionally newspapers and magazine staffers represented the titles they worked for, not themselves.


Then, as social media developed, firstly as short-form text, then images, then short videos on a plethora of platforms, so the influencer emerged. Again, these media entrepreneurs had often started their careers as journalists. Others were individuals who were able to capture the attention of a particular audience.


A parallel to this can be seen in independent magazines, which are run by individuals rather than publishing conglomerates. Many of these smaller publishing businesses – print and online – are launched every year in niche interest areas, though not all of them survive beyond the first few issues.


Alongside personality-driven journalism and content, the internet has also been responsible for the emergence of activist fashion writers, who campaign around fashion-sector issues such as sustainability, the climate crisis and social justice. These writers are also quick to criticize brands when they release culturally inappropriate designs or communications – something that unfortunately occurs all too frequently. And again, there has been that same shift: a fashion writer who represents the title they work for morphing into someone who speaks for themselves, thereby enabling independent activism, as opposed to business-driven campaigns.


COVERAGE


We’ve already established that fashion journalism sits within the genre of specialist journalism, alongside many other categories, such as sports, business and travel journalism. As a whole, these can all be thought of as service journalism – journalists provide information to readers about a service that’s available to them. This might be technical information (for example, car reviews), or it might provide details of what’s available to buy, from where and for how much, as well as what’s on-trend, what’s happening next, and so on.


All journalism is categorized into news, features and comment, all of which are articulated fully in the following chapters. There are then areas of coverage that are unique to fashion journalism. One of the most obvious is reviewing new collections, covering both high-concept and fast fashion. Celebrity fashion is another key focus. Fashion journalists watch carefully to distinguish between those who are at the forefront of trends, and those who are merely followers. Celebrity fashion is also a key promotional activity for designer brands, especially around the awards season for the film industry.


The ready-to-wear fashion week round plays another key role in the fashion journalist’s life. The so-called Big Four are New York, London, Milan and Paris, always in the same order and presenting two seasons: Spring/Summer in September/October, and Autumn/Winter in February/March. While these still dominate, the number of fashion weeks is proliferating, opening up opportunities for designers from around the world to present their collections – in Africa, Asia, Australia and South America (see here).


The photoshoot is another prime area. Although our focus here is on writing, it’s worth understanding how a shoot operates, and what its role is. Garments are chosen by an editorial fashion team, styled (often by a specialist stylist), then photographed for publication. A shoot will be themed around a particular garment type, season or event – or even a concept, created in a collaboration between the fashion team, the stylist and the photographer.


The designer interview is another of the set pieces of fashion journalism. Here, as in all interviews, journalists are given the chance to conduct a one-to-one conversation. Let’s not forget the PR drive, though. Often the opportunity will relate to the launch of a new collection or brand, although with persistence, and time spent developing relationships with PRs and creative directors, interview requests at other times will get a positive response. (We’ll be looking at interviews in greater detail in Chapter 4.)








	Fashion journalism: key areas of coverage







	
New collections


At all levels of the market








	
Celebrity fashion


Following trends and identifying the trendsetters








	
Ready-to-wear fashion weeks


The Big Four, and emerging fashion weeks around the globe








	
Photoshoots


Print and online; editorial and advertising








	
Designer interviews


Profile pieces or, more commonly, relating to new brands or collections








	
Fashion-industry issues


Particularly sustainability, the environment, cultural awareness and worker’s rights








	
Technology


How people use technology and how it impacts fashion production
















Ethics and the law



Within a constantly changing landscape, with accompanying financial pressures, fashion journalists have to find a way to maintain their integrity, managing the tensions that arise when covering fashion and the fashion industry in general. As a baseline, it’s important to ensure that you behave both ethically and within the law.


We’ve touched on photoshoots already, and these are an arena that’s becoming increasingly controversial. It’s a big deal for brands to be included in fashion shoots – it’s perhaps the best exposure they can get. It’s anecdotally the case that garments included in fashion shoots sell because they’re given an aspirational life beyond the possibilities of what can be achieved in physical or online stores, and even beyond the world created in brand advertising campaigns. But fashion brands are also significant advertisers, so for magazines and newspaper supplements it can be fraught – there’s absolutely no doubt that lifestyle advertisers get special treatment from editorial teams. Does an informal ‘credit’ system take place, where brands are guaranteed coverage on the editorial pages in return for the revenue support? Absolutely. Can brand PRs dictate which garments can be used in an editorial shoot? In some cases this most definitely happens. Can PRs dictate which garments and accessories can be used together? Again, this does happen. This is why you’ll sometimes see exactly the same set of garments and accessories in an editorial shoot as you’ll see in a brand ad. As fashion journalists, we must be cognisant of this potential pressure.


It’s also well known that some designer labels can exclude fashion writers from invitation-only events – often the fashion critics from the newspapers that are considered less influential. An exclusion can also result from a critical review of a previous collection. This is less of an issue in an era of live-streamed shows, but it’s nevertheless led to a paucity of critical catwalk reviews across the media. If you want to write (and indeed read) fashion criticism, look to a career in newspapers rather than magazines.


This doesn’t mean that fashion cannot also be a very serious topic, appropriately subject to criticism. The fashion industry is worth trillions of dollars worldwide, employs some 300 million people – largely women – and is a critical part of the economy of many nations in the Global South. However, the industry also has problematic histories and processes around the supply chain – workers’ rights, child labour, and the environmental impact of intensive manufacturing, polluting dye types, the use of unsustainable materials, and more. The foregrounding of these issues has created a new avenue for fashion journalists – that of the activist journalist, who campaigns for change in the industry.
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In Gazipur, Bangladesh, young children scratch a living by collecting cloth scraps from the Turag River – one of the world’s most polluted waterways, due to the chemical waste released by local dyeing factories and tanneries. The environmental and social impact of fashion, particularly in the Global South, has prompted the rise of activist journalists who use their skills to raise awareness and fight for change.






REGULATIONS


As with all journalism, fashion journalism sits within the regulatory framework of the host country. Different jurisdictions will have their own regulations around defamation, privacy and copyright (see below). Journalists generally also have to heed regulations around reporting court proceedings – for example, around children, vulnerable adults and victims. Fortunately, this rarely comes within a fashion journalist’s remit, although on some occasions you could find yourself reporting on a defamation, privacy or copyright case with parties from the fashion industry that would bring you into the realm of court reporting.


Many jurisdictions regulate broadcast media – terrestrial and satellite television, and radio – but not print media. This is perhaps why we use the term ‘press freedom’, as opposed to ‘media’ or ‘communication’ freedom. Media titles and social media platforms also have different levels of press freedom in different parts of the world. It’s not often that fashion journalists nudge up against the law, but do ensure that you’re familiar with both the legal and societal norms of the country in which you’re working. Freedom of speech, for example, is not necessarily a right that’s enjoyed in full in all parts of the globe – and there’s no jurisdiction that has absolute freedom of speech; restrictions will always apply if freedom of speech would lead to you breaking a different law. And, of course, the no-borders internet has created a somewhat lawless environment, although as software becomes more performant, copyright owners are better able to track use of their intellectual property The international policing of the internet is also becoming more sophisticated, so cases relating to internet infringements do get to court.


While no journalist wants to be sued, there are instances when this can happen even to a fashion journalist, particularly around defamation, privacy and copyright. So always use caution when publishing in print and online. Ensure that you work within the relevant local frameworks, and make sure that you adhere to the appropriate codes of conduct.


CODES OF CONDUCT


When it comes to ethical behaviour, again, the finer details may depend on the country or region in which you’re operating, but the principles will be the same – accuracy, openness, fairness and balance, the protection of sources and the avoidance of exploitation. Journalists operate in a realm where there are personal codes of conduct, media-business codes of conduct, mediasector codes of conduct – some voluntary and some regulated – plus the actual law of the jurisdiction.




[image: Illustration]


Be familiar with any relevant membership organizations and regulatory bodies – for example, the IFJ, IPSO (UK) and the NBDSA (India).




The International Federation of Journalists (IFJ; www.ifj.org) is a good place to start. This organization represents journalists internationally, both individually and via national trade unions. It underpins its Global Charter of Ethics for Journalists with Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which protects the right to freedom of opinion and expression, and access to information. Adopted in 2019, the charter provides a good basis against which to judge your own behaviour. It contains 16 articles, covering such issues as the need to respect facts and the right of the public to truth; fair methods of obtaining information, images, documents and data; the rectification of errors; and serious professional misconduct, including plagiarism, distortion of facts, slander, libel, defamation and unfounded accusations.


Of course, large media organizations have their own codes of conduct for employees. These can be as detailed as to include a register of gifts received by journalists from outside organizations, or advice on the behaviour expected when journalists engage with children or vulnerable people. Largely, though, these codes cover similar areas to the IFJ’s Global Charter.


National regulatory bodies provide another check. In the UK there are two – the Independent Press Standards Organisation (IPSO), which regulates its member newspapers and magazines, and handles complaints, and the governmentapproved Office of Communications (Ofcom), which regulates broadcasting and telecommunications. IPSO uses the Editor’s Code of Practice, which in certain areas mimics the IFJ’s charter, but from a regulatory rather than a journalistic point of view. In the US it is the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) that regulates broadcast, but the print media is protected by the First Amendment of the Constitution, which prevents the government from getting involved.
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