AVOIDING THE FASHION IMPLOSION: 

CONSIDERING AN ALTERNATE FASHION SYSTEM
The last forty years has seen a dramatic and significant shift in the system of fashion. A romantic and nostalgic construct of how fashion works is the often imagined vision of the creative designer working with an atelier style studio. With a muse for inspiration and an adept hand as quick ink drawings are realised on paper in readiness to be interpreted into masterpieces by a plethora of white coated patternmakers, seamstresses and finishers. A vision splendid of a bygone era.

By contrast the reality for most of the millions employed within the modern day fashion sector is the exceptionally fast paced industry, where a team scans the world for clothing that already exists so as to adapt it and call it their own. Ideas from all tiers of the fashion world are reinvented and regurgitated into variations on a theme. Fashion has shifted from an historical formulaic process of two significant collections a year, to multi layered delivery drops on a fast track turn around where similar styles are released across the globe simultaneously. Combined with the pursuit for speed to market and supply chain acceleration is the endeavour to be first to market with the new looks that have been directly adapted from homogenised sources. The modern day fashion system is a construct embracing development of apparel and product from design conceptualisation, materials, through to production, retail, marketing, consumption and ultimate disposal. According to Lars Svendsen; “Fashion is only fashion insofar as it is capable of moving forwards. Fashion moves in cycles, where a cycle is the space of time when a fashion is introduced to when it is replaced by a new one and the principle of fashion is to make the cycle – the space of time – as short as possible, so as to create the maximum number of successive fashions.” (Svensden  2006, p 31)

The race is on for the brand with the latest look, in the fastest turn around and at the best value price. Large scale corporations battle it out in the state of art production factories across the globe, to adapt the seasonal trends. “The speed, at which a product is made available, is the prerogative of a high tech market, and style makers want to be the first to flaunt it, riding the wave as it reaches its peak. Because a decline is sure to follow setting into an indefinite dormancy; the trend dies out or comes out of oblivion – a recurrence reinvented.” (Fashion Forward n.d.)
The yearning to get fashion product created quickly and cheaply contributes to a system where ‘speed to market’ is given priority over quality product that is unique and market ready. The current global system embodies a lack of respect for design originality, shortcut manufacturing processes and encourages product disposability. Online portals have directly connected anonymous product development teams with designers of influence as they release their latest looks on international runways enabling a plethora of busied stylists, patternmakers and manufacturers in medium to large scale fashion organisations across the globe to download and translate the key trends into commercial adaptations. 

Within this environment, corporations have appropriately streamlined and rationalised their infrastructure and systems to improve their ability to get their on-trend product to market faster and cheaper. This system has now become entrenched as the ‘norm’ within the fashion world, a construct that employs significant numbers of people across the globe, within a supply chain based on acceleration, quick response and ‘speed to market’. Is there a need to change? When business is flourishing and the mechanisms of supply and demand are in harmony one would question whether there is a need to shift from a dynamic commercial model. The key issue is that in the current climate business is not always flourishing and even for those companies who enjoy fiscal success it is at the mercy of the greater good of the world we live in. The fashion system continues despite itself.

Daily we in the world of fashion are increasingly aware of the issues facing an industry, which could be considered to be on the precipice of collapse. As summarised by Sass Brown in Eco Fashion; 

The clothing and textile industry is one of the largest industries in the world, employing one sixth of the world’s population. It uses more water than any other industry apart from agriculture. It discharges toxic chemicals into the environment, uses huge amounts of energy and is a major contributor to global warming. As a design community we share the collective guilt of sweatshops, environmental pollution and child labour. As an industry we lag behind the rest of the art and design community, where a significant number of architects, interior designers and cosmetic and fragrance companies base their business practices in ethical design. (Brown, 2010 p6)

Fashion for all its embodiment of speed culture has been slow to catch on. One of the major criticisms of the fashion industry is that the system of constantly changing fashion encourages customers to repeatedly discard last season's clothing to purchase the latest fashions. One of the key concerns this paper will focus on without endeavoring to be alarmist, is the reality that supply is far exceeding demand. Beyond the aspirational marketing campaigns that seduce the consumer into wanting more, in reality we should be considering whether too much is actually too much. Geoffrey B. Small maintains; 

Fast fashion, planned obsolescence, ignorance and waste rule. In the UK last year [2009], people threw away over two million tones of fast-fashion clothing that was worn an average of six times. The mountains of plastic and polyester synthetic throwaway apparel are ending up in African landfills where they do not break down, water tables are disrupted and deadly new malaria grow on the still ponds they create. Slave labour is rampant. …Bad for the customer, bad for the worker, bad for society and bad for the environment, fashion today is one of the industrial age’s biggest human failures. (cited in Brown, 2010 p7)

As the system continues to ramp up and is speeding ahead, are we in a position to reverse it or change it? We simply have no choice and we must consider alternatives. Some of the areas that could be considered are:

· Reinventing or ignoring the fashion calendar

· Only delivering product when its design is fully resolved in readiness for sale

· Developing product that embraces longevity, within the genre of heirloom products

· Embracing slow fashion protocols

What if we didn’t have a fashion calendar? The larger chains and department stores function on weekly drops, although the fashion seasons are divided by Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter the year is punctuated by the constant flow of new product that quickly fills floor space in anticipation of quick turn around sales. As promptly as merchandise enters the retail space, it is expected to hastily be consumed. The reality is that chains now have over-arching markdown strategies embedded into their buying systems. Fashion obsolescence is a reality of the industry. According to an Inditex (the parent company of fast fashion brand Zara) spokesperson: “New styles are dispatched globally to all stores twice a week. If a design did not sell within a week, it was withdrawn and replaced by a new design.” (Ooi 2011)

Excessive supply is united with another controlling pillar of the fashion system, the fast turn around of product from concept to retail. The quest for speed has seen designs be realised into retail merchandise and delivered into store in time frames as tight as ten days. This pattern has been spearheaded by global chains such as Zara, H&M and Topshop. In recent years these mega chains have penetrated global markets. Analysing the impact of Zara, the online website Punch comments: “What really marks Zara as an oddity, a stunningly successful oddity, in the clothing world is the way the brand has dramatically shortened the fashion life cycle. Zara’s commercial dexterity to mimic runway fashion and emerging street trends is largely unparalleled, meaning, new looks can make their way from the sketchpad to store shelves in two weeks flat.”  (Elser 2011)
Why is that the fashion industry has adopted a system where product is released into the market based purely on a calendar requirements, not consumer demand or product readiness? In parallel industries the time devoted to design development is purposefully considered so that sufficient review and analysis takes place to refine an idea, often test it the market and produce to a quality level that will align to customer needs. Does an architect release concepts and models before they are perfected, would a high profile electronics company release a new toaster before it has been resolved? In some cases yes but this would not be regarded as a positive work practice in those creative industries. A fashion product development team by contrast is required to provide a constant flow of ideas for not one product but mass collections that are developed in the fastest creation time frame of any design industry. 

A typical large scale chain will develop numerous collections that are dropped into store on weekly basis with a limited sell-through period. As detailed on the website Ethical Fashion Forum quoting from a Cambridge University study; “…in 2006, people were buying a third more clothes than they were in 2002 . Brands began competing against each other for market share by introducing more lines per year at lower costs, culminating in a situation where ‘fashion houses now offer up to 18 collections a year’ and the low cost, so called ‘value end’ is ‘booming; doubling in size in just 5 years. This naturally has led to pressure on the supply chain.” (Fast Fashion is Like Fast Food, n.d.) This process denies designers the ability to carefully consider, test, reflect and perfect their ideas. Equally it is a denigrating process where once released the assumption is made that the design efforts are transitory and of no lasting value with a limited shelf life. Any product that is still in store after two months (and sometimes shorter) is regarded as mark down material. Sandy Black states; “The desire to be fashionable for constant change and review expresses itself in all areas of contemporary lifestyles, have created over-consumption and obsolescence.” (Black 2008, p17)

Interestingly, no other creative industry works to a distinct and controlling calendar that demands development of ideas within an unrealistic time frame, often launched prior to designers being satisfied with the results. No longer do fashion designers work with a halcyon framework of just two collections per year. The only other industry that works with this level of disposability and abandonment is the food industry. Food by contrast is directly linked to sustenance and the reasoning behind high levels of disposability are straightforwardly ‘in sync’ with the potential chemical changes that lead to contamination and the viable time frame for consumption. Clothes do not require a use-by-date, although millions of advertising and marketing dollars are spent on encouraging consumers to believe they need to renew their wardrobes constantly.

Certainly, the food industry responds from a framework of constant supply and to seasonal demands but this is generally distinct to delivering newly designed product because of calendar dictates as opposed to consumer demand or product readiness. Arguably, some food product is delivered in time for special occasions such as Christmas, Valentine’s Day and Easter but this does not compare with the complex delivery timeframes of ‘fast fashion’ on a weekly basis.  As a comparable construct fashion could adopt some of the food industry’s systems, delivering on demand, pricing on seasonality and accessibility, ‘buy now – consume now’ principals and specialist products aligned to special events.  Also like the food industry optional product lines based on slow and organic principles could offer the consumer alternate choice.

It is not just in the arena of mass produced volume fashion that the concept of speed and market readiness is a major issue. In the premium sector of the fashion market the concept of rapid turnarounds has increasingly become an issue. The late Alexander McQueen, an exceptional designer addressed the issue of the fashion industry churning out merchandise on a constant basis; “This whole situation is such a cliché. The turnover of fashion is just so quick and so throwaway, and I think that is a big part of the problem. There is no longevity.” (The Real McQueen 2009) There is a belief within the fashion industry that the pressures of the fashion industry were directly linked to McQueen’s suicide in 2010.
Stefano Tonchi, editor of T, the New York Times Style Magazine claims;

We all know that this is a very critical moment in fashion and that basically he [McQueen] is the first victim of what is a conflict between creativity and business. Today to be a fashion designer, you have to be a superman or superwoman. You have to have nerves of steel. You have to be so strong. And if you are a little bit weak, if you have psychological problems or weakness, you end up like him. When McQueen began in fashion, designers worked on two or three collections a year. Now you have to be a business manager, a marketer. It’s, what? Eight, ten, fifteen collections a year. Men’s, women’s, couture, diffusion. Then they want accessories. Then they want watches. Then they want jewelry. It’s a machine, and I think that killed him. (Yuan 2010 ) 
As further purported on the website Disegno in relation to the downfall of Christian Dior’s Creative Director – John Galliano and McQueen’s death: 

The fashion system of biannual collections, licensing deals and franchises that Dior created and the publicity machinery that fuelled it all has been a hotly debated topic over the last year. Is the pace of fashion too fast and is its aggressive commercial growth damaging to the people working within it? London-based fashion designer Alexander McQueen's much-publicised suicide in 2010 was explained partly by the unrealistic pace of creation and demand for innovation, Galliano's substance abuse and racist ramblings blamed as a side-effect of the same. (Agerman and Verghese 2011)

Galliano and McQueen have a history of exceptional and innovative talent; their abilities should be heralded and nurtured within the fashion system. If the system contributed to their demise, then it is a resounding wake up call to the industry that the mechanisms driving it are simply not right. Is it possible to create a system that promotes unique and innovative product that is developed without timing constraints? Understandably, a change to the fashion system away from the existing fashion calendar decrees would create a mammoth cultural shift across the industry. One of the key controlling constructs is that fashion weeks have a core focus on Spring/Summer Autumn/Winter. Seasonal benchmarks are no longer as relevant as they have been historically. Within a global market when similar product is released across the world simultaneously seasonal releases do not correlate to weather patterns across the world. Possibly major fashion weeks could be re-conceptualised so their purpose is not related to the release of seasonal collections. The traditions of major fashion weeks scheduled twice yearly are already starting to blur. For high profile brands whose success has been perpetuated at London, New York, Paris or Milan Fashion weeks the decision can be made to work within this timetable but possibly use it as an opportunity to showcase ideas and concepts as a promotional exercise rather than full collection release.

The purpose of fashion weeks is shifting from their origins as salon show events presented to key buyers and clients that provide a selling platform in a timely manner enabling several months for indented orders to be finalised and production runs to be realised. Buying systems have changed. Few orders are placed at the time of a show; in fact orders are now negotiated behind the scenes in showrooms across the globe and in face-to-face appointments with key buying teams. The merchandise in showrooms may capture the essence of what has been shown on a catwalk but often a more commercially viable iteration. The catwalk, by contrast, is increasingly about the spectacle of fashion. A promotional tool to capture the imagination of key media, provide an interface with celebrity endorsements with heightened ‘front row fever’ and more importantly a direct connection with the public as the online world downloads fashion fantasy onto our accessible digital devices.

With the shift in new modes of communication designers are in a position to use alternate dissemination methods to release their product onto the market. Spearheading change in this arena are the often-quoted labels such as Burberrry and Gareth Pugh. Now establishing their practices as the new norm indicates that the time is ripe for a more relevant system, morally, environmentally and economically. Rather than the twice yearly pressure to release large scale collections the focus of fashion weeks as a marketing conduit for the brand means that actual collections could be released when ready and according to demand while maintaining interest in the labels brand positioning.

Gareth Pugh continues to challenge the traditional constructs of fashion dissemination by utilising film in collaboration with other creative practioners as a way of showcasing the mood and concepts behind his collections. An exciting and engaging process that provides insight into his philosophy and the creative vision behind his work. “Gareth Pugh never fails to surprise with his runway shows, and for Fall 2009, he pulled the rug out from under editors by showing them an eight-minute video when they came expecting a runway show.  He's not the first in recent seasons, Stefano Pilati, Viktor & Rolf, and the good people at Halston have all dabbled in the format” (Fashionologie 2009) 
Likewise, Burberry under the creative Direction of Christopher Bailey has shifted the way it engages with fashion weeks across the globe. In 2010 the label continued its reputation as an innovator with the release of the Burberry Retail Theatre Concept where VIP customers in store were able to explore the Spring/Summer collection on iPads. Orders could be placed immediately through a custom-built Burberry app. The media release from Burberry states; 

We are really excited to be launching 'Burberry Retail Theatre' enabling the first ever live simultaneous virtual trunk shows in our stores globally. This concept allows us to broadcast our multi faceted content all over the world, directly to our stores, creating a modern and pure brand environment. Customers at the exclusive in-store digital events will experience the clothes, the music, the energy and the atmosphere in real time and have the unique opportunity to receive their orders in just 7 weeks. (cited in Design Scene - Burberry Uunveils Retail Theatre Concept  2010) 
If the seasonal dictates of fashion weeks focus more on exciting marketing projects that contextualise the designers vision rather than requiring that full collections be developed, this will see a shift in the fashion system. Once we break down the traditional constructs of twice yearly seasonal releases, it can then translate to the broader fashion industry, affecting department store buying patterns and chain store delivery enabling large-scale organisational shifts. Additional to this is the opportunity for small-scale labels and independent retailers to reassess how they transact. Rather than working to the dictated timetable set by the larger groups there is the potential that smaller businesses have greater flexibility to adopt and adapt to a new system that is focused on consumer demand and considered product development processes. There are some smaller independent organisations that are implementing alternative processes. In Australia this includes designer labels such as S!X and MaterialByProduct who respectfully release concepts within the framework of the seasonal calendar but their collections evolve from ongoing archetypes that embody and build on the key elements of their overall ethos. They do not need to reinvent new collections from scratch; it is a journey of creative development, rather than distinct reinventions. 

There is a need for a paradigm shift within the fashion system that can add broader value or reward to the consumer while offering an alternate business construct that can be commercially viable. Larger scale corporations will not be able to change overnight, the cost of introducing new methods and processes are financially precarious and untested within the market. A dual or tiered system could offer opportunities for organisations. Like fashion chain stores have tested the market with ‘designer collaborations’. What about testing the market with new lines that are developed in a different creative construct? 

It appears that within the framework of speed to market, quick response and supply chain acceleration across the globe fashion businesses are not prospering but by contrast struggling within a culture of reconsidered spending patterns by consumers amidst concerns that fashion customers are rejecting fashion. This is not always the case. In fact style aficionados are commenting, critiquing and engaging with fashion more than ever before. Social media channels have provided the opportunity for the public to provide feedback and advice. The shift may not be away from fashion but it may be away from consumption. Many brands and retailers supplying the mass market have used the argument that the consumer now wants cheaper product and they work on the principle of if you build they will come. Manufacturers and brands claiming they need to work this way because that is what the customer expects of them. Do they? The system of fashion is in need of an overhaul and that requires that all stakeholders in the supply chain play an active part in the reconfiguration to move from a arrangement that embeds disposability as the norm. Not only is there a structure of excessive over supply but a consumer culture of constant renewal According to Sandy Black; “Clothing sales have increased by 60% in the last ten years.” (Black 2008, p14) When is too much, too much?

There is an emerging cultural shift to which recognises the implications of land-fill and the lack of value in cheap disposable product that acknowledges a contemporary consumer with an increasing awareness of the value of buying less and buying better. As this perspective gains momentum ‘fast fashion’ could decline, how long will it take for the reality of this industry’s processes to create a groundswell movement of anti-consumerism? The consumer is increasingly becoming aware of environmental impacts and there is a counter movement to buy less, buy better and care more. The adoption of slow fashion principals across the globe has shifted from a fringe construct to more organisations; large and small combined with consumers of fashion recognising the need to acknowledge social, cultural, economic and environmental impacts of what they purchase. According to Sandy Black the fashion consumer is responding. She explains that Nike, Gap and Marks and Spencer were accused of being unethical but due to customer reaction they took action. When the larger corporations make even a small difference it is a big step forward, as they are shifting the system. (Black 2008, p17)
An area that addresses the total impact of the system is in the Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) of fashion product. Significant analysis has been dedicated to discourse on LCA, defined as consideration of “the entire life cycle of apparel and textiles from raw materials through consumer use and disposal.” (Dickson Locker Eckman 2009)  This paper does not interrogate all aspects of LCA, suffice to say that there is an increasing recognition in the need to evaluate the stages of fashion production and consumption in an effort to reduce negative social, economic and ecological impacts. One of the key aspects of LCA is the consideration of the consumers’ role as an active participant in shifting change in the fashion system. Kate Fletcher speaking at the Interrogating Fashion workshop at London College of Fashion in 2005 claims “…according to accepted wisdom ‘80% of a product’s environmental impact is in its design’ but her own research indicates that the greatest environmental impact of clothing is not from its production but from its entire life cycle through laundry and care to disposal.” (Interrogating Fashion, 2005)
A considered opportunity for designers and fashion consumers lies in fashion that embraces longevity, within the genre of heirloom products. Jet Korine, an Icelandic designer has beautifully captured this ethos in her development of ‘life long coats’. “Her winter 09’ collection of coats- designed to be worn in a variety of ways- as a blanket, a wrap, a cape, a hooded cloak- it is made clear that Jet Korine’s work is concerned with very high level of lateral thinking not only in the definition of a garment, but also in the potential of a garment and ultimately the longevity of a garment; ideas completely at odds with many current fashion trends and design.” (Jet Korine Profile n.d.) 
The concept of heirloom fashion does not have to focus on what is often assumed to be long lasting classics such as the tuxedo jacket, the refined white cotton shirt or the little black dress. Contemporary fashion embraces concepts of personal style and individuality. As a consequence the fashion consumer could buy long-lasting, exceptional designs that are unique, eccentric and flamboyant if that aligns to the wearer’s personal ethos.

The concept of creating fashion that is not discarded shifts the cultural ethos of the system. This considered in tandem with the growing popularity of the ‘cost per wear’ construct, which is the simple mathematical equation of assessing the cost of the garment divided by the potential proposed number of times it will be worn. A garment designed and produced to last a lifetime will justifiably be of higher value (utilising this formula) than a cheap purchase from a volume retailer discarded after a couple of wears.

On average, people wear 20% of their wardrobe 80% of the time. …That’s unsustainable—both financially and environmentally. BUY ONLY WHAT YOU LOVE! That’s the rule. Love it madly, need it badly or put it back. If you love it, you’ll wear it a lot. It’s much smarter to buy the more expensive garment that you’ll wear to death than the cheaper substitute that’s not quite right because it will just end up hanging guiltily in the back of your wardrobe. (Stephenson n.d.) 

A more complex analysis of ‘cost per wear’ is the deeper interrogation beyond the monetary costs into the environmental and social costs and the focus on ‘slow’ values when purchasing fashion. This would include buying from local designers that do not perpetuate the fast fashion system of oversupply and obsolescence, taking into account products that have a reduced carbon footprint through utilisation of local and ecologically produced materials and resources and embracing artisan and fair trade principals. 

There is increasing awareness in regard to excessive consumption of fashion as indicated by the increased adoption of ‘not buying new’ or ‘not buying at all’ principals. A plethora of buy nothing days, months, seasons and years plus initiatives like clothing swaps and recycle meets are gaining momentum. Equally the ‘Do It Yourself’  movement sees a nostalgic nod to a bygone era of make do and mend (an adage that has snuck back into contemporary vocabulary). The concept of making, mending, customising and adapting fashion by the consumer has established a new genre of fashion. An exciting project initiated by Kate Fletcher and Becky Earley titled 5 Ways includes as an option for consumers the concept of ‘Updatable’:

Fashion clothes capture a moment in time and are as quickly forgotten. But what if that moment was not one but many moments… a process of transformation? What if that process required you to reach into the sewing kit and update that garment yourself? Updatable is all about a switch in emphasis: from one garment to many garments; from passive consumers to active users. (Earley B, Fletcher K, 2002-2003) 

In conclusion this paper acknowledges that over the past fifty years there has been a radical shift in the system of fashion. Fast disposable fashion is now the norm rather than the exception. The intent has not been to romanticise by-gone eras and advocate a shift to the nostalgia of historic industry patterns. In fact the radical shifts in today’s society have embraced the communication channels of online and social media that have provided enhanced consumer interface and connection.

Understandably large chains, department stores and mega brands have entrenched processes and systems that are difficult to change without a costly major overhaul. By contrast small independent design houses could potentially respond quickly and develop unique and specialised products and processes that delight and engage customers. They then become a business model for future opportunities. Whether it may be small businesses embracing alternate systems or larger corporations initiating parallel supply mechanisms that offer consumers choice, it is vital that the fashion industry acknowledges that detrimental practices need to be reconsidered. Many of the issues facing the future of the fashion system requires that all along the supply chain from initial textile development, through to design processes, manufacturing and then consumption patterns must be addressed.

There are major questions to consider: What can the large fashion corporations learn from the small independent success stories? What if unique product was developed for individual markets with respect for sustainable practices? What if designers did not adhere to the industry system of seasonal drops and didn’t release product onto a market until it was fully resolved? What if the consumer bought fashion because they wanted heirlooms that would last a lifetime? What if all of this could be achieved within a commercially viable framework? 

Lets prevent fashion from imploding and create a viable and sustainable future for this industry.
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