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        Praise for The Fashion Designer Survival Guide


        “Lest fashion’s neophytes get too dreamy, Gehlhar is there to ground them . . .” —Women’s Wear Daily

        “With insider perspective and industry experience, Mary addresses real-life expectations for creatives launching into the marketplace with guidance, resources and advice throughout the book.” —Maryanne Grisz, President and CEO, The Fashion Group International

        “Must read . . . find out from a pro who has worked with up-and-coming designers.” —New York Daily News

        “Every aspiring designer needs this book. Mary Gehlhar wrote an invaluable, step-by-step guide to succeeding on Seventh Avenue and beyond.” —Nancy MacDonell, Wall Street Journal columnist and author of Lilly Pulitzer and The Shoe Book

        “For anyone who’s ever aspired to be an independent designer, this is the book to pick up.” —The Daily

        “This book encourages all aspiring designers ready to embark on an independent career within the industry.” —Rebecca Taylor, designer

        “A must-read for anyone in the world of fashion. Gehlhar offers practical tips and strategies to increase chances of success.” —Soma Magazine

    
        Foreword

        If you are reading this page, it means you must be a creative, passionate individual with the exciting dream of starting your own fashion business. Congratulations—you are on your way!

        When I am asked “What is your advice to designers who are launching their own fashion label?” my answer is first you should be open to every opportunity. The fashion business is exciting—and tough. Each day you have to wake up ready to work hard and be prepared to open new doors and see the possibilities. It’s important to take risks and to push yourself. Fortunately, Mary Gehlhar provides a valuable tool to help you. The Fashion Designer Survival Guide is packed with essential knowledge and advice from industry experts and experienced designers to set you on the right path. These insights will give you the solid foundation to create a plan and make smart decisions along the way.

        Second, always follow your own instincts. There is no single path to success and there are so many levels of success. It’s just important to be true to what you love and are passionate about. I started my career maybe in an unconventional way, but it helped me understand my customer more than most, and that helped me stay on track to success. I wanted to champion people and diversity in fashion, so I made sure, no matter what, my brand would always represent all different walks of life.

        As you face each new challenge, trust in your creative ideas and focus on your unique vision. If you stay true to that, it will be your greatest tool ever!

        Good luck on the journey. I can’t wait to see what you create.
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        Christian Siriano

    
        Preface

        This book was originally published in 2005 and updated in 2008. Now, it’s 2021 and we are entering a new reality where the dream of being an independent fashion designer is as exciting, but perhaps more uncharted, than ever. The fashion industry has faced total disruption with changes in technology, shifts in consumer mindset, and a sobering realization of its impact on the environment. In the midst of all this change, a global pandemic stunned the world, forever changing the ways in which we live, work, dress, and buy.

        On top of it all, the world has too much fashion product. And because corporate design chases the trends and makes safe bets, too much of it looks the same. As a result, consumers are craving something special. There is a need and a desire for a unique point of view, something with meaning, and a connection to the maker and the community that shares the same values. 

        The answer of course lies in the creativity and innovation of the independent designers in the small ateliers—the designers who can hone in on unique and creative visions and respond to the specific taste and values of their individual customers. They can cultivate relationships across the globe and build community as they share their story, listen to feedback, and react quickly to new opportunities and ideas. 

        Of course it’s one thing to have vision and ideas, it’s another thing to run a business. Design school will teach you about sketching and patterns and prepare you for a career as head designer, but it will not prepare you for the responsibilities and decisions that face an entrepreneur.

        This book will help designers understand all of the issues involved in launching a fashion label. It will help you plan and create a foundation for the business and anticipate and prepare for the unique challenges and opportunities that come your way. With insights from experienced designers who are doing this every day, these pages provide the knowledge and resources to forge your own path. 

        This third edition is extensively updated for a changing world. It includes a new chapter on sustainability, new sections on developing your brand story, and tips to navigate economic crisis. There are expanded sections on direct to consumer selling, as well as the many aspects of marketing, including social media, content creation, email, influencers, and collaborations. There is new advice from dozens of designers who are in the trenches running their own businesses, as well as from the lawyers, financiers, sales reps, buyers, and production experts who are rooting for the next generation.

        These pages will demystify the world of fashion. They are a collective summary of what it takes to not only survive, but to thrive. The advice is not sugarcoated, and it’s not always what you want to hear. But knowledge is power and it should not discourage you. 

        This book is intended to help designers in their first few years and to share perspectives with those who have been operating for much longer. It was written to increase the odds of success. 

        Good luck and enjoy the journey. I can’t wait to see what you do!
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        One Piece of Advice

        If you could give today’s young designers one piece of advice what would it be?

        John Bartlett

        “If you want to start your own line I would do one of two things . . . I would commit myself to working for another designer company for at least four years to really learn from their mistakes . . . or I would concentrate on one product category, like T-shirts or shoes, and focus all of my energy developing the best possible product. Too many designers get caught up in doing a whole collection and doing shows. Shows are for ego, product is for survival.”

        Tommy Hilfiger

        “Being a successful fashion designer is about more than just making great clothes. It’s about running a business, and that means having a combination of diverse skills—you need creativity, business acumen, social skills, management skills, and most importantly, you need dedication. I started out in this business with $150 and a dream. There were many years, challenges, and lessons learned before getting to where I am today. The best piece of advice I’d give to a young designer is to first dream big and believe in yourself, and then approach fashion from a holistic point of view. You have to start with a great product, but you also need the right vehicle to get that great product into your customer’s hands. That means planning, researching, merchandising, building great relationships, having a great marketing plan, and being able to execute all of those things in a carefully thought out way.”

        Donna Karan

        “There are three things you absolutely must keep in mind: Realize that in the end, it’s all about the customer—your customer. You need to decide who she is and then really get to know what she’s about. That single-minded focus is the way you create a strong, consistent message. Make sure the people behind you are better than you and that you’re all on the same page. Lastly, never believe the good press because that means you have to believe the bad. Be true to yourself.”

        Steven Kolb, CEO of the Council of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA)

        “Be yourself. There is so much noise in fashion—there’s the history of what happened before, there’s what is happening parallel to you—and you should be aware of that. But at the end of the day, you have to go with what you believe.”  

        Richard Lambertson of Lambertson Truex

        “Stay true to your design ethics and try to be different, but don’t follow the trends. You can’t be everything to everybody. I also can’t stress enough that the more practical experience you have, the better. Everyone wants to work for the big names, but you can get even more experience working for a small house.”

        Christian Louboutin

        “As a supposedly established designer, I regret to say that I have very few words of advice to give to the emerging talent. The reality is that I continue to learn every day about my work. But, if I may give one word of advice, it would be this: Leave, and always leave, your imagination above everything else; technique should always serve imagination, and not the opposite. To be a good technician is only a help, but should never be a priority. Why? Because technique can shrink your creation, and creation is everything, and the rest should gravitate around this. The more you are free, the more your design will reflect this sense of liberty, which is after all one of the essences of fashion. Fashion tends to represent different points of view and meaning and at its best should reflect individuality, eccentricity, and wit.”

        Cynthia Rowley

        “Coming from a free-thinking art school that encouraged creativity, I very quickly learned about the constant battle between art and commerce and had to find the balance to survive. There are many ways to find your own balance and to learn both sides of the business. Once you learn the rules, I think it is very important to take chances and push the envelope as a designer—sometimes ideas work, sometimes they don’t, but the most important thing is that you roll the dice. The fashion industry is forever evolving, and so much of being successful is changing and adapting while remaining true to your vision and maintaining your integrity.”

        Richard Tyler

        “I started when I was 18 by opening my own store. There’s nothing like it for finding your own niche, and it ensures your survival. You show your clothing to the world the way you envision it. It’s healthy to see what people admire and what they can truly wear. When you get to know your client, they keep you balanced between designing what drives and interests you and designing for the person who is wearing your clothes.”

        Diane Von Furstenberg

        “The important thing is to believe in what you do. Have a big dream and take small steps.”

        
            
                
                    
                        
                        
                    
                

            

        

    
        
            1 Before You Start

        It’s up to you. The world is evolving and customers are craving creativity and something new. It has never been so easy to quickly set up a business and reach people around the world. There is real opportunity to build your brand and establish a global customer base for your designs. 

        The world doesn’t need more, but it does need better. In the face of fast fashion and tech-driven start-ups, small companies cannot compete on price, reach, or speed. But they can compete through their creativity and unique point of view, keeping in mind a few core principles to fuel success.

        Be focused. You need a clear point of view and purpose.
            Do not be distracted by others; stay clear on your unique role in the industry
            and how you will fulfill it. This doesn’t mean you can be rigid. It’s
            important to continually adapt and evolve, but to do so while remaining true to yourself
            and what you stand for.

        Be special. You can’t do anything basic. The independent designer’s role is to offer something that stands out from the thousands of other dresses, handbags, and shoes. It’s the ability to satisfy and delight through your unique story, the product quality, and the customers’ experience.

        Be customer obsessed. At the end of the day, you aren’t making things for
            yourself. You are making things to satisfy and serve your special segment of customers. It’s your job to understand their needs and values and become a part of their lives. Their loyalty is your reward.

        As you move forward, the important thing is to know what you are doing, why you are doing it, and who you are doing it for. Your path may include wholesale markets in Paris, made-to-measure fittings for Nashville stars, or relationship building with artisans. It is your unique path and that’s what makes the journey so interesting.   

    
        The Reality

        To help you succeed, right up front we have to strip away the glamorous facade of celebrities and red carpets, fashion week in Paris, and luxurious sourcing trips to Marrakech. I don’t want to rain on the parade, but fashion is a business. It’s the business of making and selling clothing and accessories for your customers.

        Aspiring designers enter the fashion world to be creative, but regardless of creative genius, fashion is nothing without commerce. Even designer Karl Lagerfeld once said, “Fashion is something you wear. It’s not something you put on the runway to show how creative you are. There’s nothing bad about selling dresses.”1

        Designers need to balance the business and creative sides—one allows the other to live. To say you are a creative person who can’t do the other side is nonsense. Surviving day to day in the business is creative in itself. Designers are problem solvers, and every day they find unique ways to satisfy demand and promote their product even without the proper resources or experience. As Andy Warhol said, “Good business is the best art.”

        Where’s the Glamour?

        If you are doing this just to be famous, forget it. The fashion world requires hard work, discipline, perseverance, and passion. There is no magic formula or secret to success, and while designers can learn from others, they each must find their own path.

        It’s easy to romanticize the freedom of having your own business, but it’s not as easy as it looks. According to the Small Business Administration,  50 percent of small businesses fail within five years.2 John Galliano, Yohji Yamamoto, Betsey Johnson, and Michael Kors are just a few of many designers who had to start over after bankruptcy.

        Don’t be discouraged, but realize entrepreneurship is the hard road, not the easy one. Be honest with yourself and assess whether self-employment is the right path for you. Not everyone is happy as an entrepreneur, and there are realities to brace yourself for up front.

        
            It takes more money than you think. When asked, “What is the hardest part of running your own business?” the majority of designers answered “the money.” In fact, Keanan Duffty, Founding Director for the Masters in Professional Studies in Fashion Management at Parsons School of Fashion, says, “No matter how much you think it will cost, multiply that by ten.”3 Up front, you must determine if you can afford to start your own business and whether you are willing and able to work potentially for several years, stretching cash and juggling resources to pay everyone but yourself.

            You will live, eat, and breathe your business. Designers work seven days a week, twelve or more hours per day, and have little time for friends, exercise, or vacation. Designer Daniel Silver of Duckie Brown confirms, “It has to become a lifestyle.”4 A designer needs physical and mental stamina and must be absolutely, passionately in love with what they are doing. 

            It could take years. As many say in the business world, “It takes years to become an overnight success.” Getting your fashion label on its feet can easily take five years or more. Many designers who get significant press attention, land celebrity clients, grow their accounts each season, and win the awards are in fact still not making money. Ralph Lauren did not go from tie salesman to fashion emperor overnight.

            You will design less than 10 percent of the time. A designer takes on many roles and spends significant time on administrative work, managing people, shipping, overseeing factories, servicing customers, managing social media, and chasing money. Most young designers do everything themselves, and many learn to love these aspects of the business, but they generally spend only 5 to 10 percent of their time designing. 

            In fact, designer Christine Alcalay advises, “Start now—design. Design like there is no tomorrow because once the business starts to roll, you’ll find yourself dealing with contractors, stores, and handling problems long before you have any time to be creative with your pencil and paper. Most of the creativity that follows in the business is how to survive.”5

            It demands militant self-discipline. When you work for yourself, no one is there to make you get out of bed each morning, meet your deadlines, or prioritize your time. An entrepreneur must create her own structure and set daily goals to stay focused and ensure everything is organized and on schedule. The buck stops with you, and when problems arise, you can’t run and hide. 

            You need to be tough and assertive. This is business, and a designer can’t be timid or take things personally. Business owners must deal firmly with factory supervisors, store owners, and collections people who may bully, intimidate, and try to take advantage of you. You will have to call people who owe you money, make tough decisions that upset others, and learn to say no. 

            You are on your own. Being independent means facing the daily stress of not having a steady income, benefits, or any guarantees. Despite how nice it sounds to not have a boss, working alone can be lonely. Independent designers often spend hours by themselves and may feel isolated. 

            It’s not always fair. People may steal from you, stores won’t pay, and others will copy your designs. One well-known young designer saw his $1,500 dress in a store on the same floor as the store’s own $300 polyester knockoff. Unfortunately, this is part of any creative business. At times, you have to fight for yourself, but at other times, you have to just make the best of it like the designer who walked into the offices of a large, well-known clothing brand and saw photos of his collection on their mood board. Rather than explode with anger, he offered to consult for them and ended up making enough money to fund his next collection. 

        

        You Could Be Karl Lagerfeld

        Having your own business is not the only way to go. Too many designers get hung up on the idea of being independent and lose sight of other amazing opportunities. Tom Ford, Olivier Rousteing, and Phoebe Philo each made their name designing for well-funded luxury labels, without having to manage the business issues. Even Karl Lagerfeld, though he had his own label, was most famous for designing Chanel.

        As Steven Kolb, CEO of the Council of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA) observes, “Opportunity in fashion now for designers isn’t necessarily a designer label with your name on it. The tech people or Harvard MBAs with business ideas hire designers to work with those ideas. Initially, those companies are not necessarily driven by design, but they know that the growth of the company will always come back to design. That kind of company is a really valid place for a creative person to be.”6

        There Is No Rush

        Many young designers launch too soon before they have a clear vision and without the resources to survive their mistakes or the experience to avoid them. Be patient and realize there is no rush. Take the time to learn, plan, and make connections. As showroom owner Denise Williamson said, “Too many designers want immediate gratification. You have to build it over time and be smart about it.”7 Putting yourself out there too early, building up debt, and making mistakes will slow you down rather than get you there faster. Don’t strike until you are ready. Build your resume and put in the time. If you aren’t ready now, you can be later. If you have talent, that will never leave you.

    
        The Most Important Advice in This Book

        Work for someone else first. Regardless of how many times I say it, or quote others who agree, it won’t be said enough. Designers need to work for other designers, and work for them for years, before heading out on their own. This is the single most consistent advice I am given for designers from experts and veterans in all areas of the industry. The fashion business has a history of apprenticeship, and the solid experience attained while working for someone else is critical to survive. 

        Steven Kolb, CEO of the Council of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA) advises, “Work for a brand whether it’s big or small, and just be a sponge and absorb as much as you can. Understand who are the factories and the suppliers and who delivers on time. Find out who are the social media people and the human resources people. Take advantage of the opportunity to learn that information.”8

        Although you are anxious to get out on your own, if you fail, you will end up working for someone else anyway. Do it now and increase your chance of success. Donna Karan worked for Anne Klein; Marc Jacobs for Perry Ellis; Karl Lagerfeld at Balmain, House of Patou, Chloe, and Fendi; and Stella McCartney for Chloe. Alexander McQueen learned tailoring on Savile Row before designing for Romeo Gigli. At a Teen Vogue Fashion U event, designer Vera Wang advised attendees, “Get a job! When you get a job, you are getting paid to learn.” She was a design director at Ralph Lauren before launching her own bridal line.9

        Working for a designer is not the only experience that can be critical to your success. Retail experience is vital to understanding the sales environment, hearing customer feedback, understanding how sales people are motivated, and witnessing the cycle of product from presentation to markdown. While attending Parsons, designer Althea Simons of GRAMMAR worked in retail sales at Issey Miyake. She says, “It is so useful to have a retail background as a designer. The sale is the ultimate relationship between the product and the end customer, who is the one who will actually use it. Understanding how people feel in the clothes and how they integrate them with their life is so valuable. Designers can get detached from that.”10

        There are multiple benefits of working in the industry before you launch.

        
            Knowledge. When working for someone else, take advantage of opportunities to visit factories, attend fabric shows, and work with sample makers and patternmakers. This is an important time to acquire technique and perfect your skills. Be an active spectator and witness what makes your employer a success. Designer Derek Lam has said of his four years as vice president of design for Michael Kors, “Michael taught me the importance of identifying with your customer, the importance of quality fabrics, and above all else, to enjoy the business and have fun with it.”11 

            Even a bad experience is a great education and shows you what not to do. As Jie Yee Ni of Kordal says, “The things you learn on the job are so different than what you learn in school—it’s less conceptual and more hands on. It lets you try things and figure out what you don’t want.”12

            Money. Working for someone else helps build the start-up capital you need. Too many people start without enough funds and burn out too soon. When you are new, you will make mistakes, and they can be very costly. Better to learn from them while working for someone else, who can pay the damages. 

            Connections. Working for another company will lead you to important resources, help you determine whom to trust, and even unearth a potential business partner. You can travel to markets, factories, and fabric and trade shows. When Derek Lam worked for Michael Kors, the buyers, editors, and manufacturers knew him there. Those connections paid off when he set out on his own. Many designers receive support from the factories with whom they create relationships while working for other companies. Their past jobs open doors and give contractors faith in them. 

        

        This leads us to a few more important observations about the fashion industry.

        
            It’s all about relationships. Business is based on relationships. The interactions you have with financial people, factory owners, fabric suppliers, stylists, sales reps, and editors will largely determine your success. Fashion is a small industry. Everyone talks to everyone else, and word travels fast. In any interaction, there is opportunity. 

            It’s best to be nice. The fashion diva is a fool—a boring stereotype in a busy and competitive field. Bad behavior will come back to haunt you. Ultimately, patternmakers, retail buyers, production managers, and fabric agents all prefer to work with kind, reasonable people, and they are more likely to offer them valuable advice, introductions, and better terms. A few industry contractors even confessed to adding a “pain in the ass” surcharge to their services for designers who are difficult or rude. Fashionably late is also a misnomer. If you are late to meet a factory owner, buyer, or last maker, you simply look unprofessional. 

            Learn from everyone. The patternmakers, salespeople, contractors, and buyers have a wealth of valuable knowledge and experience that can help you. Ask questions, and listen to advice and criticism with an open mind. Then make the decisions that are right for your brand. 

            Keep the door open. Learn to say no politely. If you aren’t interested in working with someone now—a stylist, sponsor, influencer, or supplier—there is always a chance you will want to later. Youthful pride shuts doors that designers often wish they could reopen. Unfortunately, the most in-demand designer one season may find he is virtually forgotten the next. If you have a dispute or end a relationship, do it as professionally and amicably as possible. Be flexible and learn to compromise, but also be prudent on your own behalf. If someone asks for $10,000, come back and offer $5,000. Business demands constant negotiation. 

            Friend not foe. Obviously, there is competition in the emerging designer community, but you’ll find no better support group than other designers who are struggling with the same issues and understand your highs and lows. Take advantage of the plentiful opportunities to meet each other—waiting at the factory, sourcing at fabric shows, or sitting across the aisle at trade shows. Designers can share resources and knowledge of store credibility, and barter for each other’s expertise and skills. You can work together to meet minimums, sell together during market week, hire legal help, stage a pop-up, or just learn from each other’s mistakes. 

            Focus on your own strengths. Some designers have strong advantages—celebrity friends, a huge social media following, fluency in Mandarin, a family-owned factory, an influential husband, rich parents, or even pull with Anna Wintour. Others have the looks or charm to melt icebergs. Get over it. The success of others does not determine your failure. Insecurity is distracting, and jealousy is unproductive. Use the advantages you have—maybe its time management, math skills, a cultural tradition, or beautiful illustrations. Stay focused on your vision and make your own luck. 

            Failure is part of success. One designer told me the hardest part of the business is how it affects the ego. It hurts if the product doesn’t sell, the media ignores it, and the buyers say no. And everyone makes mistakes. But designers survive bad experiences with stores, social media, and business partners. They take time off and come back stronger. As Angela Luna of ADIFF says, “I get told ‘no’ more than ‘yes.’ Success is finding your way around that ‘no,’ whether it’s with that person or if it’s moving forward and finding another way.”13

        

    
        You Survived the Bad News

        Now it’s time to pave your own way. Everyone has their own unique vision, and as designer Angela Luna of ADIFF says, “The one thing I learned when trying to figure out how to start a business is there is no right way to start. Every person I met with when I was trying to find the first step told me different first steps. Everyone has a different approach.”14 And as designer Steven Cox of Duckie Brown says, “There are more highs than lows, and no matter the problem, there’s always an answer.” If you are 100 percent committed, believe in yourself, and have a heavy dose of raw determination, it’s time to move forward.15 As designer and educator Keanan Duffty states, “If you are a creative person, you will find a way.”16

    
        2 The Fundamentals

        Start with the Mission

        

        Your mission is what drives you and defines your success. It is critical to think about WHY you are launching this business and be clear on your intentions and what you want to achieve. It’s different for everyone and there is no wrong answer.  

        What do you want your life to look like? How does this business and your definition of success fit into that vision? Perhaps success for you is a small, profitable business where you retain total control and creative freedom. Perhaps you are driven by the satisfaction of seeing millions of people wearing your logo. Maybe your end goal is attracting investment to scale and eventually sell the brand. Designers often are driven to identify and solve problems, whereas others may want to build a loyal customer base to support an artisanal handcraft. Whatever they are, you need clarity at the outset as all of your decisions should be driven by these objectives.

        
            
                What does success mean to you?  

                “Having a healthy business where everyone involved—our customers, suppliers and manufacturers, and buyers—all feel good about what we are doing.” —Mandy Kordal, Kordal

                
                    “Success to me means living your purpose. When you come from a place of authenticity and live your truth, that is success. There is so much freedom in doing what lights you up; even the messy stuff becomes part of the adventure.” —Paige Novick

                    “Doing well and doing good.” —Angela Luna, ADIFF

                    

                

                “Sales are really important. But we feel our happiest and that we’ve done our job when we get a customer email that says, ‘I’ve never felt this way before, I finally feel like myself and that someone is recognizing me.’” —Laura Moffat, Kirrin Finch 

                “Success is about owning your own time.” —Lindsey Thornburg

                “Having a financially viable business, which means meeting and connecting with enough people who love the brand and the product that they are willing to put their money into it.” —Althea Simons, GRAMMAR

                “Personally, it means being able to be myself in any situation. Professionally, it will be when the business model we’ve activated with CANAVA becomes widely duplicated and there are more and more impact-focused, profit-for-purpose brands in the marketplace.” —Geren Lockhart, CANAVA

                “I believe success in the fashion business is longevity, stamina, and no debt.  As long as I can keep the brand alive and relevant, then that is major success. I’m so happy I’m still at this. It’s my passion and I don’t see myself quitting anytime soon. Just developing and creating.” —Karelle Levy, Krelwear

                “To be free to do what I love, to be in the flow of the moment, to have time and space to spend with the people I love, and to learn and gain new experiences in the work I do and the life I live.” —Helena Fredriksson, H FREDRIKSSON

            

        

    
        The Plan

        Before you start your own fashion business, you need to know where you are going and how you will get there. Showroom owner Greg Mills says, “You really have to have passion and a plan. Think about what you are bringing to the game and how to get from point A to B, then to K and Z.”1

        A business plan keeps you focused in the face of fashion fantasy. It defines short-term and long-term goals along with the actionable steps to achieve them. It provides insight into the market opportunity, determines which resources you need, sets up goals and guidelines to make decisions, and proves the legitimacy of your business to potential suppliers, contractors, and investors.

        Write It Yourself

        In exchange for a few thousand dollars, there are people who will write your business plan for you. While it is tempting to hand off what appears to be an overwhelming task—don’t. No one can make a plan for your company better than you, and you will learn much in the process. Thinking through each element of the business is invaluable to creating the company you want and preparing it to succeed. The process is even more important than the final document. It will point out your strengths and weaknesses, helping you anticipate and avoid problems.

        While you should not outsource the plan, there are many resources that can help you. Classes and workshops are offered by the Small Business Administration at colleges, and most cities have local economic development agencies with small business resources. The Pace University Small Business Development Center in New York offers business plan development and free one-on-one business advisement, training, and research services. You can also find hundreds of courses, resources, and templates online. 

        Business plans average 15 to 20 pages, but they can be any length and as simple, formal, or involved as you want. Have someone review your plan once you are done. Bounce it off people in the fashion industry, as well as small business owners in non-fashion fields. The Service Corp of Retired Executives (SCORE), a division of the SBA, has more than 10,000 volunteer advisors nationwide who have decades of experience running businesses, including many who were in the fashion industry. The advisors counsel small business owners on a variety of business problems and review business plans, and their assistance is free. Their website has free templates for business plans, sales projections, financial statements, bank loan requests, and more.

        Take Your Time

        It’s not all work. The business plan is part of the creative process, and the time you spend now will result in a plan that you will rely on and continue to evolve for years. Designer and FiftyTwo Showroom owner Ana Lerario advises designers to go slowly and take a long time to plan before they start. “Think through the entire process as if you had a label already. Know how much you will spend, research and choose your patternmakers and factories, plan all the sales steps before you even launch so that when you get the moment to hit, you will be ready.”2

        Review the Plan Often

        The business plan is a working document and should be reviewed regularly as your business grows and changes. Spend time each quarter comparing your plan to your current situation to include unexpected opportunities as well as to stay focused and realistic about where you stand in respect to your goals.

        Elements of the Business Plan

        Executive Summary

        The executive summary is at the beginning of the plan, but you should write it last. It is a short summary of the entire plan and outlines your objectives for the next one to five years. The summary should refer to the major points of the plan and clearly state your mission and value proposition, any resources you need, and how they would be used to make the business profitable. Make the summary as interesting and engaging as possible. This is the key section to share with potential partners to capture their initial interest in your business in hopes that they will want to learn more.

        Company Overview

        The overview is a general explanation of your business and product. Start with your background, your company mission, and the potential for your product in the market. Explain the structure of the business as a wholesale, direct-to-consumer, or made-to-order operation. Describe what you design and whether it is an item- or collection-based business. Specify if the business targets high-end, mass, or niche markets and if it fits an important lifestyle trend. Include the attributes that make your product unique and set it apart from the competition. Briefly describe your customers along with the top-line marketing strategy to reach them in terms of email, websites, brick-and-mortar stores, and social media platforms. Finish this section with a top-line review of the finances involved, the factors that will make you profitable, and the related time frame.

        The Marketing and Sales Plan

        This is one of the most interesting parts of the plan where you deeply explore the market and opportunities for your product.

        The market. Research the size of your specific market both in terms of number of customers and in dollars, as well as how the market is growing. If you design men’s hats, research how much men spend annually on hats and what months of the year or geographic areas have the most sales. If you are starting a luxury women’s shoe label, identify the number of shoes sold in the luxury price range, where customers are buying them, and what percent of those sales you expect to secure. 

        Each market is unique and evolving. When researching any market, identify the broad lifestyle trends that relate to your product. The demand for extended size ranges, gender-neutral clothing, or the growing market for eco-friendly and fair-trade materials may be tied to the success of your line. Don’t forget the other forces that influence demand for your product. The weather plays a major role in the success of a coat business, and swimwear designers should be aware of both seasonal markets as well as places where swimwear is purchased year round.

        Customer profile. This section should reveal a clear and detailed understanding of your customers’ demographics, as well as their mindset. How old are they? What is their income? Where do they live, work, and vacation? Include where they shop, how often, and whether they look for bargains or spend freely. What do they care about? A customer may be particular about function, comfort, glamour, fitting in, or supporting a cause. They might be motivated by influencers, innovation, or luxury materials. Be able to picture your customer, and keep that mental image with you at all times. For more in-depth information on knowing your customer, see Chapter 8: Marketing and Branding.

        The value proposition and USP. You must define the value you are offering to your customers. Are you filling a specific need, solving a problem, or offering a unique alternative? What is different about your design, approach to dressing, or quality? Explain the USP (unique selling proposition) that makes your product stand out and gives it an advantage over the competition.  

        Sales strategy. The sales goals should outline the amount of product to be sold each year and where it will sell. Explain your pricing strategy, and include actual numbers for expected sales and projected growth rate each year, as well as details on how you developed these projections. Describe the distribution strategy between online and wholesale accounts and your timeline for seasonal deliveries or new product drops. Decide which markets to focus on domestically and abroad. Outline your plan to hire a showroom or sales rep, to attend trade shows, or to invest in an online sales system. Include customer relationship strategies and promotional plans for paid advertising, social media strategy, pop-ups, and events.

        Competitive Analysis

        Name your top five to seven direct competitors. These are other designers who make a similar product for the same market. Then name your top three indirect competitors who own a large share of the market (such as Everlane or Moncler). Research how long each has been in business, their annual sales, where they sell, their best sellers, and how they market themselves. Compare the style, price, and quality of their product to yours, and identify their business advantages and disadvantages. Observe the ways they serve customers well and where they do not meet customer needs.

        Operations Plan

        The operations plan covers the resources needed to run the business from day to day. It should outline details such as staffing requirements, the production plan, technology needs, and the support system for sales and distribution.

        Include how many product lines you will produce each year, a production time line for each, and a strategy for managing quality control. Cover as many specifics as possible regarding the contractors and suppliers you will use. Obviously, this will take time and research, but it will be invaluable in helping you fully understand how to get your product made, which is vital to know before you begin sales.

        Financial Analysis and Projections

        Managing cash flow and planning finances is key to survival. The financial statements illustrate your ability to manage income and expenses and eventually earn a profit. They specify the amount of money you have, the amount you need, and where it will be spent. When creating the financials for your business plan, you may need an accountant or financial professional to help. Actual numbers are difficult to pin down, but it’s extremely important to use real figures to illustrate what it will take to set up your business and keep it going on a monthly basis. Several financial statements can be included in a business plan, but below are the big three:

        
            	
Income statement. This is a summary of all projected income and expenses by month. Income includes sales and other revenue sources, such as consulting or commissions. Expenses include the fixed and variable costs of producing and selling your product. Fixed costs are those that do not vary depending on production or sales, such as equipment, licenses, and rent. Variable costs change based on sales and production quantities and include materials, samples, production, shipping, taxes, and sales expenses. The difference between income and expenses is the gross margin.

            	
Cash flow statement. This statement is EXTREMELY important to a small business, because it shows exactly when and how cash will flow in and out of the business each month. The statement projects when specific expenses are due and where you will get the cash to cover them. The cash flow statement should be created for an entire year and be carefully monitored each month.

            	
Balance sheet. This draws from the income and cash flow statements to report assets and liabilities at the end of a year. Assets include cash, accounts receivable (money owed to you), inventory and supplies on hand, and equipment. Liabilities include accounts payable (money you owe to suppliers, contractors, and rent), debt to banks, other loans, and taxes.

        

    
        Setting Up the Business

        Choosing the Business Name

        The company name should identify the label, support the image, and appeal to your target customer. This is a name that will last for years (hopefully!), so it should give an appropriate impression without being too confusing or random. Choose a memorable and interesting word that reflects the attitude of the collection while setting you apart from others in the market. Don’t choose a word that relates too specifically to a current trend or moment in time.

        Using your own name for your business is a common option, but one you might want to avoid especially when first starting out. While many famous American and European brands are named for the designer who launched them, realize that you will make many mistakes in your first few seasons. As designer Nanette Lapore explained at a CFDA/Gen Art business seminar, there is a huge advantage to staying under the radar and not putting yourself out there too soon. She started her company and made her mistakes under another name and then was able to start fresh with her own name and identity.3 Comme Des Garcons, Costume National, and Rag & Bone are examples of well-known brands that are not named for their designers.

        A logo is a symbol or specific way that a name is presented to represent a brand and product. For many designers, their logo is simply their name, but the font, color, and shape used to display it create an image for the company. Ralph Lauren’s polo player, Chanel’s double Cs, and the red box of Supreme each represent an attitude and lifestyle. If your label is minimal, your logo should be simple and clean; if your collection is fun and girly, your logo should reflect that.

        You will need to register your business name with your state and obtain federal and state tax ID numbers. In the United States, each state has various requirements for licenses and permits to operate your business, sell your goods, and buy materials for resale. 

        
            
            Don’t Use Your Name

            “Don’t put your name
                on the label! Emerging designers are often tempted to name their lines after
                themselves—it’s a fashion tradition, a marketing strategy, and a reflection
                of artists’ pride in their work. Once you turn your name into a trademark, however,
                it becomes your company’s primary asset. Any savvy investor interested in
                backing you will also want that trademark to be part of the deal. When
                eventually you and your financial backer split, you will likely lose the rights
                to your name—and see it on the work of strangers.” —Susan Scafidi, Professor and Founder, Fashion Law Institute

        

        Establishing Your Trademark

        A trademark protects the name, logo, and/or slogan (such as Nike’s JUST DO IT) that represents your brand. You need to register your trademark with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office right away to ensure that you have the exclusive right to use it. Do a preliminary trademark search on Trademarkia to see if your trademark is available and that there is nothing too similar that could be confusing or even damaging to your brand. 

        
            
            Protect Your Trademark

            “Retain a trademark lawyer to ensure your trademark name/design is clear and free from any similar marks that could lead to conflict later on. They will help you determine which product category and wording you should use on your application to avoid a big problem down the line. If you are looking to sell or manufacture overseas, your lawyer will also have foreign associates capable of registering your trademark in those jurisdictions you choose. The lawyer should also help you strategize as to the key markets to register.”4 —Attorney Nicholas A. Rozansky, Partner, Brutzkus Gubner

        

        

        

        In addition to registering your name and trademark, use a service such as GoDaddy to register your trademark domain with any extensions you may use such as .com or .net, and consider adding additional names that describe your product. For example, if you are a shoe company in New York City called Frankly, you may want to register frankly.com, frankly.nyc, frankly.net, as well as franklyshoes.com. Register your name with your key social media channels too. For more information on how a trademark can protect your business, see Chapter 11: Protecting Creativity.

        Creating the Business Structure

        The next step is to choose and create the legal structure for your business. Each option comes with different costs, tax implications, and paperwork requirements, which vary from state to state. 

        Sole proprietorship. Easy to set up, but with this structure you are personally responsible for any losses, debt, or legal actions of the business. This puts your personal assets at risk, and your business income is taxed as personal income.  

        Partnership. In a partnership, two or more people own a business together. Different structures such as general partnerships and limited liability partnerships define the varying degrees of involvement and responsibility for each partner. Taxes and profits are passed through the partnership as individual income or loss on the partners’ personal tax forms. Partners are each responsible for the company’s obligations with no protection of personal assets.

        Limited liability corporation (LLC). An LLC provides the tax advantages of a corporation, while limiting the personal liability of the business owner, but it is more expensive to set up than a sole proprietorship and requires more paperwork. There are less reporting requirements for an LLC than for a corporation, but you will need to file documents such as an operating agreement and an annual report. 

        Corporation. Best for fast growing start-ups or businesses with investors. A corporation is a legal entity that is completely separate from the owner. The owners (shareholders) are not liable for financial debt or claims against the corporation. There are two types of corporations—the C corporation and the S corporation. The S corporation has more tax advantages and less paperwork, but both entities require annual meetings, a board of directors, fees, and reports.

        
            
            Bring in an Expert

            “Retain a good CPA (certified public accountant) to assist you in setting up your business correctly for tax purposes and to protect your personal assets. They can explain each option in full and help decide which option is best for you. They will make sure you take advantages of opportunities such as tracking start-up expenses to deduct from your taxes.” —Attorney Nicholas A. Rozansky, Partner, Brutzkus Gubner

        

    
        The Team

        Business Partners

        Both designers and industry professionals agree that some of the brightest young talents fail because they do not have a good business partner. Designers often struggle with the business aspects of running a fashion label, and even if they have the right skills, it’s extremely difficult for one person to handle it all. In other creative industries, such as film and music, the artist is not expected to handle the business side. There is someone dedicated to setting up process and structure and keeping things financially sound.

        Most household designer names have a strong business partner behind the scenes. Yves Saint Laurent had Pierre Berge, Calvin Klein had Barry Schwartz, and Philip Lim has Wen Zhou. Having a knowledgeable business partner can help convince retailers, suppliers, and financial people to work with you, and they can also be the “bad cop” to manage the difficult negotiations and payment discussions. 

        To find a business partner, network in the industry and talk to as many people as you can. Tell lawyers, accountants, suppliers, and customers that you are looking for someone. Many former executives from the fashion industry have an interest in partnering with a new line. They have established credibility in the community and look forward to a new challenge with a less-established name. Nicole Miller’s first business partner was her boss from her old job.5 Someone who currently works for another label, factory, or fabric source may be an ideal partner who knows the business and can provide production expertise and contacts. Another option is to find an MBA student or business school graduate who specialized in fashion and may be interested in working with you. Angela Luna of ADIFF was approached by a young fashion business executive, Loulwa Al Saad, who read about her in the New School Free Press. Al Saad was excited by the ADIFF mission and offered her help. They have been working together as business partners for three years.6

        A partner doesn’t have to be a business professional. Many companies are started by two or more creative minds who pool their resources, share the workload, motivate each other, and complement each other’s skill sets. However, creative partners may still need to find external people for business expertise.

        Be cautious when choosing a partner. You will need to give up some control and work with this person every day. Business pressure can ruin a good relationship with a friend or family member. Most business managers want an ownership stake in the company, and you don’t want to give away a percentage of your business without protecting yourself. 

        
            
            Create a Partnership Agreement

            “If you start a business with a partner, hire an attorney to create a buy/sell agreement and an operating agreement. In non-complex business formations, this should cost $2,000–$5,000. This will record the value of what each party is bringing to the business—whether it’s real money or ‘sweat equity’ or something else. It will define responsibilities, who makes final decisions, how profits will be shared, and provide an exit plan in case someone wants to leave or be bought out.” —Attorney Nicholas A. Rozansky, Partner, Brutzkus Gubner
        

        Building Your Network

        Designer entrepreneurs need a strong support group of people, both inside and outside the industry. Get to know other designers, business professionals, and entrepreneurs. Over time, your fashion family will grow to include hair and makeup people, stylists, photographers, suppliers, and others who help uphold your vision. Try to find a mentor and spend time with friends and family who support your dream. 

        When looking for a mentor, Steven Kolb, CEO of the CFDA advises, “Consider the level of the person you contact. It’s not always the CEO or editor in chief who will be the best mentor. Often the person who has only been in the business for ten years may have more firsthand knowledge of what you are going through and can better relate to your experience.”7 

        Network your way into the industry and consult with editors and manufacturing and showroom people. Ask established designers if you can meet with them for advice. People can be helpful, but realize they are busy. As Steven Kolb says, “‘Can I take you for a cup of coffee?’ is the wrong thing to say. If you contact someone on LinkedIn, just be really direct and get to the point.” 

        Designers Ashley Cimone and Moya Annece of ASHYA advise, “Closed mouths don’t get fed! Before and since the launch of ASHYA, we have leaned on our community and network for insight, resources, and support. Speaking passionately and openly about our vision for ASHYA and our needs as entrepreneurs has opened many doors along the way. Lean into your strengths, but know your weaknesses and seek support from peers, old and new colleagues, and professionals that you admire. Understand that everyone’s time is valuable and limited, so be clear with your ask and know what it is that you have to offer.”8

        At some point, you may assemble a board of advisors who can bring knowledge and cachet to your business and make you more attractive to potential vendors, customers, and investors. Try to include someone who is knowledgeable about the financial world, someone with fashion industry experience, as well as an attorney and an accountant. The people whom you first add to your advisory group will help you grow your network. Designer Bliss Lau teaches the workshop Centering Your Brand and discusses the importance of your sphere of influence in finding expertise and advisors amongst the people you already know. As she says, “People love to share their expertise. Everyone knows something and faces similar challenges whether they are in the fashion business or not. These people can be helpful when you need good advice.”9

        Search your area for professional networking organizations and meet-ups designed to help entrepreneurs make valuable business connections. For example, the Athena PowerLink program matches women-owned businesses in various cities with a volunteer panel of local business mentors. 

        

        Finding Professional Services

        At the root of a successful business is a good team. When hiring legal, accounting, or other services, referrals are best. Don’t assume it’s okay to work with a relative or friend. Your favorite uncle may have a law degree, but ideally you need someone who has fashion and small business experience and who may have connections in the industry. Ask other designers, accountants, or bankers for recommendations, and then schedule a meeting and spend time with them. This initial meeting should be free. Ask about the professional’s background and understanding of fashion. Make sure this person can explain things to you clearly in easy-to-understand language. You need someone with whom you feel comfortable and can communicate freely.

        Shop around and compare rates. Most lawyers and consultants charge by the hour, and you should get estimates up front of the time required for each issue. Ask them how to keep the costs down and see if they are open to barter. Product, event invitations, and discounts can be enticing to business professionals. Many firms encourage their attorneys and accountants to do pro bono work. Local bar associations and law schools may offer pro bono legal advice. In New York City, the Fashion Law Institute’s Pop-Up Clinics take place monthly and, depending on the issue and the timing, they can set up consultations and provide referrals. 

        Legal issues. Most people want to avoid hiring a lawyer at first because of the cost. Until you have legal assistance, protect yourself by getting every agreement in writing, and try to communicate important points via email. Keep all paperwork and records in case of disputes. Take notes on important conversations and meetings.

        Read all agreements carefully and ask questions if there are terms that don’t make sense. A contract should lay out all the responsibilities of both parties. Pay attention to details about dispute resolution and the length of the contract. Always try to resolve disputes without legal action. Lawsuits are expensive and time consuming, and there are no guarantees that you will win. Don’t forget to use your intuition. If you have a bad feeling about any agreement, don’t do the deal.

        Legal advice up front can save you money and help you avoid mistakes in the long run. A lawyer can negotiate leases, obtain licenses and permits, review contracts and agreements, deal with copyright issues, and help resolve disputes. Again, be sure to verify and monitor the fees for legal advice; it adds up quickly.  

        Bookkeeping and accounting. It’s important to keep meticulous records of every financial transaction and to track expenses, cash flow, and inventory diligently. These records are needed for tax purposes, as well as to keep you on budget and to monitor the performance of your business.
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