The democratisation of the fashion: the role of fashion dissemination in the construction of the fashion elite. 
Fashion dissemination and the fashion elite
Fashion dissemination, the spread of fashion information, is an integral to the fashion acceptance and adoption process. As methods of fashion dissemination have evolved over the past one hundred years in response to social, economic, cultural and technological developments, the scope and nature of their influence has likewise evolved. 
This paper will examine the role of fashion dissemination in the construct 

of the fashion elite over the past one hundred years and examine the relationship between innovations in fashion dissemination and  changes to the structure and role of the fashion elite.
The new and emerging technologies that have revolutionised fashion dissemination in the 21st century are examined to identify their role in the emergence of the new fashion elite and the challenges this new elite poses to the fashion process. 
This paper defines the fashion elite as those responsible for the innovation, introduction and early adoption of fashion trends. 
Sproles’ six stage of theory fashion acceptance (Sproles, 1974).identifies innovation and introduction as stage one and fashion leadership as stage two in the acceptance process Davis (Davis, 1994, p.123-124).argues for a further breakdown of Sproles’ stage one, and divides innovation and introduction into two distinct stages. 
This paper focuses on Davis’s first three stages of fashion acceptance: innovation, introduction and fashion leadership (early adoption) in the analysis of the fashion elite. Prior to emergence of the designer as pre-eminent innovator in the mid 19th century, the roles of innovators, introducers and early adopters were less distinct. The advent of new and emerging online technologies in the 21st century has again blurred the division between innovation, introduction and early adoption.
Furthermore all three stages are deemed necessary to ‘kick start’ the adoption process and for it to continue to the next stage; that of increasing social visibility (Sproles, 1974 and Davis, 1994, p.149).
The rate and availability of fashion information are critical elements in the construct of the fashion elite. Historically, fashion information has been limited and highly valued and the fashion elite, those who could exploit (the innovators) and consume (the early adopters) that information, were a small and privileged group. 
Throughout the 20th century, the media’s role in the dissemination process has endowed it with enormous power. Innovators, introducers and early adopters are heavily reliant upon the media for the maintenance of their status quo and the media is now integral component of the acceptance process. To this extent the media has in itself become a part of the fashion elite. 
Dissemination and the the fashion elite 1912 - 2000
The year 2012 marks the 100th anniversary of the publication in Paris of the Gazette du Bon Ton. The Gazette du Bon Ton ‘…both created and recorded fashion history in the crucial years from … the belle époque {to} the mid-Twenties’ (French Fashion Plates in Full Colour from the Gazette du Bon Ton: 1912-1925, 1979). Featuring the designs of the leading couturiers and illustrated by the leading artists it was produced in limited quantities and only available by subscription.  

The revolution in fashion dissemination dating from the time of the Gazette du Bon Ton, was the result of a confluence of artistic expression, designer led fashion innovation and increasing demand for fashion and fashion information. 

.
The designer’s pre-eminent role as innovator in the early 20th century was a legacy of Charles Frederick Worth, who redefined the role of fashion innovator in the mid 19th century, and laid the foundations for the prominence of the designer as fashion innovator for the next century. These designers and the magazines that promoted their designs catered to a small group of early adopters who at the time consisted primarily of wealthy society figures, entertainers and members of the bohemian fringe (Davis, 1994, p134). The wives and daughters of the wealthy industrialists and businessmen were also important clients of the couturiers. Fashion trickled down from these fashion leaders, in accordance with the traditional adoption process, which had mostly dominated fashion history.
The enormous social, economic and cultural forces (Wilson and Taylor, 1989, pp 45 – 69) in the early 20th century increased the demand for fashion and fashion information. By the outbreak of World war 1 this included a. ‘… much broader, though still predominately bourgeois, fashion-oriented public.’ (Davis, 1994, p. 139)
The number of couturiers swelled in the post war years (English, 2007, p.29-30) catering to increasing numbers of early adopters, including entertainers, actresses and wives and daughters of the wealthy. 

The growing numbers of economically and socially liberated women increased the demand for fashion information. Ready made clothing was becoming more widespread (Wilson, 1985, p. 79) and greater numbers were able to participate in the fashion system. Magazines and newspapers began to cater to the middle and working classes and became cheaper, more accessible and more specialised. 
During the Depression film became an increasingly important medium of fashion dissemination. Couturiers and leading costume designers worked on film and their designs often set fashion trends. Film stars were prominent early adopters with publicity shots and magazine coverage reinforcing the message. 
The resurgence of couture post World War 2 was the final flourishing of the designers’ role as pre-eminent innovator. Wealthy couture clients and an emerging consumer culture led the increasing demand for new fashion and fashion information. Film stars continued to be prominent early adopters and consumer magazines catered to the growing desire for information. 
The designer system however was being challenged by a variety of forces including the youth market, mass production and a growing middle class with a desire for fashion and fashion information. According to Davis, in the mid 1950s, ‘… more and more classes of fashion-conscious consumers, including some of quite modest means, had been brought into fashion’s orbit.’ (1994, p. 140).

Designers became ‘… much more dependent for their success on a diffuse public rather than on the small circles of upper-class women .... [and this]  prevented them from dictating fashions to nearly the same extent.‘ (Davis, 1994, p.140)
The young role models that emerged from the popular culture environment in the mid 1950’s also had a significant impact upon fashion innovation and adoption. A youth focussed fashion elite would continue to dominate fashion throughout most of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
Fashion innovation began to emerge from non traditional sources, including subcultures and the young. Innovators, introducers and early adopters were now just as likely to be found in new environments such as the music, media and fashion industries. These innovations, emerging primarily from outside the traditional fashion process, trickled up the fashion adoption chain. 
By the 1960’s the magazine industry became more specialised with youth, men’s, fashion and music magazines providing information on the new elite to a burgeoning market.  Photography, which had dominated fashion imagery since World War 2 was the ideal medium for recording and disseminating the spontaneity and immediacy of the new fashion elite. 
Television began to replace film as a medium of influence from the 1950s. The advent of the music video clip in the 1960s and MTV in the1980s entrenched the position of musicians in the fashion elite.
Cable and digital networks now provided increasing amounts of information into the homes of consumers. Television reaches practically all levels of society and provides fashion information in a variety of formats including news, fashion based shows and channels, personalities, life style shows and product placement.  

Film’s influence as a medium of dissemination rebounded in the late 20th century and stars are once again influential early adopters. Their popularity as models in fashion advertising and frequent appearances in designer clothing at red carpet events results in wide spread fashion coverage through a variety of mediums. In the late 20th century stars and entertainers began to legitimise their role in the fashion elite by establishing fashion design labels. This trend has continued, and in the 21st century, the role of innovator has extended to celebrities who are often famous for little else except heir fashion knowledge, or in some case, lack of fashion knowledge. 
The print media continued to play a vital role in of fashion dissemination into the late 20th century and early 21st century. With its short lead times and comparatively low costs the print media was able to respond to the needs and reach a diverse market of consumers. Magazines in particular were highly segmented, catering to all levels of demand for fashion information. Sales of magazines have declined however in the 21st century and the trend is expected to increase. (Magazine Publishing in Australia, 2011): 

Changes in the fashion adoption process the 20th century were facilitated by new methods of fashion dissemination. These new mediums created new opportunities for access to fashion information and changed the roles of fashion innovators, introducers and early adopters. The fashion elite expanded to embrace include new innovators and early adopters, and the very mediums that provided the information. 
However the time frames inherent in the fashion and dissemination processes in the 20th century resulted in an information monopoly (controlled by the innovators, media and sometimes the early adopters).This information vacuum largely excluded the consumer who, even into he early 1990s, could wait up to three months for coverage of latest runway showings in consumer magazines. 
English (2007, p28-42) describes previous instances of democratisation in the 20th century however the true revolution  in fashion did not occur until the 21st century when new online technologies would transform the fashion process and the fashion elite.
The 21st century: The Internet and web based technologies and the new fashion elite.
21st century fashion dissemination is increasingly dominated by the Internet and web based technologies which have caused a revolution in the rate at which information is spread and the reach of the information.

Guerrero refers to the early days of the Internet as Web 1.0 (2009, p.24) when, from its beginnings in the early 1990s, the Internet was primarily an information provider, operating in much the same way as the traditional media, albeit with a quicker turnaround and more global audience. 

When style.com was launched in 2000, it revolutionised the speed and availability of fashion information by providing the consumer with daily updates of fashion trends and runway shows (Guerrero, 2009, p.22). At the same time, the emergence of online fashion retail stores, such as Net-a-Porter, provided consumers with more access to global fashion trends. 

These sites were able to bypass the traditional print media in providing first hand information about runway and seasonal trends. English claims that both Net-a-porter and style.com ‘… helped redefine the magazine and the shopping experience for the consumer.’ (2007, p.148)

. 
Fashion magazines have now embraced online publication. Guerrero claims that ‘all the current market leaders specialising in style and fashion now have their own portal.’ (2009, p.22).

With the growth of online content access to vast amounts of traditional media such as film, television, video clips and print as well content generated specifically for the online environment, became available. The consumer was now able to access an array of information that was inconceivable in any other medium or at any other time. Kelly claims that, ‘…the internet has made hard-won expert knowledge more accessible than ever before.’ (2011, p 129). Much of this information is fashion or fashion related. According to Guerrero, Technorati, a specialised blog search engine, has established that fashion websites comprise 10% of all global websites (2009, p. 24).

Live streaming further erodes the relevance of the print based media and provides a more authentic dialogue between designer and consumer.  Alexander Fury, Fashion Director of Showstudio said of live streaming, “the designer gets to present their vision with no interference or journalist to put their slant on it” (Brayford, 2010, p. 9).  Live streaming has also blurred the lines between innovator and disseminator with Burberry’s Christopher Bailey tweeting that ‘Burberry is ‘… now as much a media-content company as … a design company.’ (Indvik, 2010)

Live streaming also increases the consumers’ access to fashion innovation and introduction and the subsequent expansion in the number of early adopters. ‘Buyers and press have been privileged to be in this little club, but now the consumer is in the room with us, and everything has changed.’ said Natalie Massenet. (Foley, 2010). 

Some designers, including Tom Ford and Givenchy, are resisting the move to live streaming. Tom Ford refused to show his recent debut womenswear range to the digital media. ‘There’s no reason people all over the world need to see your clothes 45 minutes after they’re on the runway … By the time it’s in the stores, you’re bored with it, it’s so overexposed …’ said Ford. (Blasberg, 2011). Most designers however, embraced the potential for live streaming. Indvik (2010), claims that by 2010 nearly every [major] fashion brand provided live footage of their presentations on the web.
Despite revolutionising the rate, availability and volume of fashion information, the earlier technologies served a similar role to traditional 20th century mediums. Web 2.0 however, would change the way information was generated and shared in the online environment. Guerrero (2009, p.172), describes Web 2.0 as ‘… a variety of applications and Internet pages, which use collective intelligence to provide interactive services on the network, giving the user control of their information.’ 

Web 2.0 (and Fashion 2.0) evolved in mid 2004 from the popularity of applications such as YouTube, Blogger, MySpace and Facebook. (Guerrero, 2009, p.172) and has expanded to include a multitude of digital platforms and applications.

Blogging, together with social media and tweeting, is part of a do it yourself (DIY) phenomena in dissemination that has arisen in the web 2.0 environment. 

The first fashion blogs appeared around 2002, with blogs becoming increasingly popular from 2004. Social media use began to increase within the next few years. (Huntington, 2010). 

Fashion blogs such as The Sartorialist and Style Rookie have entered the realm of mainstream fashion reporting and legitimised the role of user generated content. Kellock (2011, p. 129) claims that ‘…bloggers can generate a following … and build as much, if not more influence, as traditional media in a short space of time.’ 

Bloggers sources articles from other bloggers and newspapers and magazines now draw stories from blogs, social networking sites and tweets claims blogger Patty Huntington of Frockwriter. (2010). Many magazines, following the innovative lead of Nylon and Elle have established their own blogs to cater to niche markets (Guerrero, 2009, p.24). Mainstream fashion businesses have also embrace blogging and social networking. 

Natalie Massenet claimed that social media drove Net-a-Porter’s business (Kansara, Fashion pioneers, 2010) and that Net-a-Porter works with around 430 bloggers and websites around the world driving traffic and drive sales. 
Blogs and social media have changed the dynamic of fashion dissemination. The exchange of information is now a two way flow. .Suzy Menkes (Ahmed, 2010) claims ‘… the world changed when fashion instead of being a monologue, became a conversation. And that’s never going to stop.’ 

The consumer, according to Massenet (Kansara, Fashion pioneers, 2010) ‘… is in the back of a cab, with her iPhone or her Blackberry, on her iPad, she’s tweeting an outfit that her friend is wearing and desperately trying to find out where she got her shoes online.’

Guerrero (2009, p. 27) claims that blogs play an even more important role in the dissemination process by equating the blog phenomena with the rise of the fifth estate, with blogs taking on the role of protector of media independence and diluting the power of the traditional media..

Street blogs bring global street fashions to the consumer, regardless of his or her location. Guerrero (2009, p.27) claims that street blogs ‘…are becoming a principal source of images for studying and analysing the current urban trends of different cities around the world.’

Street blogs, arose in popularity from 2005 (Job, 2011, p.143), largely due to the increasing availability and lower cost of digital photographic equipment. 

Many forecasting service, such as WGSN and Style Sight already rely heavily on street style in their trend previews. Such is their importance that Job (2011, p.143) suggested that street blogs could possibly replace fashion forecasting in the future.

The user based, global nature of blogs, especially street blogs has also weakened the prominence of traditional fashion centres. (Job, 2011, p.143).

Web 2.0 and Fashion 2.0 have also facilitated the consumers’ entry into the fashion elite through the popularity of DIY innovation and styling and merchandising sites such as Polyvore, Etsy and Burda Style. Sansom (2011, p.38) refers to this explosion in DIY as ‘… a second internet era’. These new online technologies, according to Kellock (.2011, p.129), allow access to ‘… previously exclusive worlds … where experts and amateurs exist in the same world.’ 

Within the DIY environment users are also able to launch creative micro-businesses using platforms such as open sourcing and crowd sourcing.  The ease with which the amateur can gain entry to the world of innovation is captured in Sansom’s summary, ‘We’re all designers now.’ (2011, p. 39).

These user generated micro-businesses have grown to the extent that Sansom (2011, p. 39) suggests they could be part of a ‘… broader societal shift’ towards small, private businesses built around self and community.’ 

A significant challenge posed by the new technologies is the volume of information available in the online environment. Web 1.0 and web 2.0 technologies provide access to a vast repository of expert and user generated information. Since 2003, when Web 2.0 first hit the mainstream, there has been an explosion of user-generated content. (Kansara, CEO talks, 2010). In an environment where, ‘… experts and amateurs exist in the same world’, (Kellock, 2011, p. 129) the ability and means to evaluate that information is even more vital. 

Oliver Zahm of Nylon thinks the democratisation of fashion has had a negative effect on the industry due to the lack of education and understanding that comes with direct access by the consumer. Kristina O’Neill, of Harper’s Bazaar, believes that this surfeit of information could provide an opportunity for traditional media to reassert its former role. ‘The wealth of fashion [online] makes fashion more accessible and editing more important.’ (2011, p. 112)

A solution could lie in Web 3.0 technology. Web 3.0 analyses factors such as the user’s previous behaviour, personal preferences and location to build online profiles that provide opportunities for more personalised experiences. (Davey, 2011) 

Polyvore’s CEO, Sukhinder Singh Cassidy (Kansara, CEO talk, 2010) explains that, ‘Web 3.0 will enable personalised experiences built on data created by Web 2.0.’ Web 3.0 and Fashion 3.0, besides revolutionising the way fashion information is exchanged and used, has potential to generate user specific fashion information, could provide the consumer with greater ability to access more specific information and thus help overcome the problems associated with the information revolution..

New and emerging technologies are revolutionising fashion dissemination in the 21st century. The new web based technologies are eroding the information barriers that dominated the fashion process throughout the 20th century and contributed significantly to the role and influence of the fashion elite. 

A borderless information and innovation environment, free of traditional social and economic constraints has emerged, albeit one that is highly dependent on technology. Within this borderless environment a new fashion elite has evolved which has irrevocably changed the nature of the fashion process.

The new fashion elite are information savvy and active participants in the fashion process. Innovation, introduction, adoption and other formerly hierarchical activities, are able to function outside of the traditional fashion system under the aegis of a new fashion democracy.
The term fashion elite, used in an analysis of fashion democracy, is somewhat of a paradox and entry to the new fashion requires a high level of technological literacy: from Massenet’s ‘… consumer … in the back of a cab, with her iPhone or her Blackberry, on her iPad’ (Kansara, Fashion pioneers, 2010) to the plugged in multi-tasking accelerated net generation who have never known a world without technology. (Kellock, 2011, p.129).   

However this new elite, is an elitism of the consumer. The consumer has broken through the information barriers and hierarchical structure of the fashion industry to claim a role in the new fashion environment. As Natalie Massenet said (Foley, 2010). ‘… the consumer is in the room with us, and everything has changed.’ 
Bibliography

Amed, I (ed) 2010, ‘Fashion 2.0: Suzy Menkes on the growing influence of fashion  blogs’ The Business of Fashion, 22 January 2010, viewed 10 December 2011, <http://www.businessoffashion.com/2010/01/fashion-2-0-suzy-menkes-on-the-growing-influence-of-fashion-blogs.html>

Blasberg, D 2011,’Tom Ford, the sequel’ Harper’s Bazaar, January, Issue 3589, pp 102-107,  viewed 10 December 2011,
 Australia New Zealand Reference Centre, Article 57437419. 

Brayford, C 2010, ‘Generation net’, Harper’s Bazaar, September, pp 96-98.
Cowles, C 2011, Bad direction, Nylon, February 2011, viewed 10 December 2011 <http://nymag.com/daily/fashion/2011/02/olivier_zahm_thinks_the_fashio.html>
Davis, F 1994, Fashion Culture and Identity, University of Chicago Press, Chicago

English, B 2007, A Cultural History of Fashion in the 20th Century: From the Catwalk to the Sidewalk, Berg, Oxford.

Foley, B  2010, ‘Streaming the Future’, Women’s Wear Daily, 3 March, Vol 199, Issue 51, pp 10 – 11,viewed 10 December 2011, Business Source Premier, Article 01495380

French Fashion Plates in Full Colour, 1979, Dover Publications, New York, Publisher’s Note

Ginsburg, M.1980, An Introduction to Fashion Illustration.  The Compton Press Limited, London. 

Guerrero, J A, 2009, New Fashion and Design Technologies, A & C Black, London

Hancock, L 2011, ‘Doing it for themselves’, Viewpoint, No 27, pp 48-57.

Huntington, P 2010, Metropolitan South Institute of TAFE Fashion Forum, Brisbane, 10 August 2010.


Indvik, L 2010, “How the web is changing fashion marketing’, The Fashion Tech Series, viewed 8 October 2011, <http://fullsocial.net/tag/fashion-tech-series/>

Job, H 2011,
‘Happy snappers’ Viewpoint, No 28, pp 142-143

Kansara, V A, 2010, “CEO talk: Sukhinder Singh Cassidy, Chief Executive Officer, Polyvore’, The Business of Fashion, 2 August 2010, viewed 10 December, 2011, <http://www.businessoffashion.com/2010/08/ceo-talk-sukhinder-singh-cassidy-chief-executive-officer-polyvore.html>

Kansara, V A 2010, ‘Fashion pioneers: Natalie Massenet says to create the future, follow the consumer’, The Business of Fashion, 30 July 2010, viewed 10 December, 2011 <http://www.businessoffashion.com/2010/07/fashion-pioneers-natalie-massenet-says-to-create-the-future-follow-the-consumer.html>

Kellock, J 2011, “Too much, too young’, Viewpoint , No 27, pp 128-129.

Magazine Publishing in Australia: Market Research report Nov 2011, viewed 10 December 2011, < http://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry/default.aspx?indid=170)>
O’Neill, K 2011, Fashion 2.0, Harper’s Bazaar, May 2011 p. 112.

Samson, A 2011, “Yes we can!’ Viewpoint , No 27, pp 134 -141.

Sproles, G B 1974, ‘Fashion theory: a conceptual framework’, in Ward, S &  Wright, P (eds), Advances in Consumer Research Volume 01, Association for Consumer Research, pp: 463-472., viewed 16 December 2011, 

<http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/display.asp?id=5731>

Wilson, E 1985, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity Virago: London. 

Wilson E & Taylor, L 1989, Through the Looking Glass: a History of Dress from 1860 to the Present Day, BBC Books, London.

PAGE  
11

