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technology that speeds up the commercialization 
process such as in adaptations of techno-fabrics used 
in the Olympics. Consumers of fashion may not con-
sciously think about the symbolism of their fashion 
choices, but subliminally they understand their rel-
evance and respond to a somewhat consistent mes-
sage across the marketplace.

To make these connections, forecasters must have 
keen powers of observation and the ability to con-
nect the dots. One headline catches their attention; a 
casual conversation reinforces the message; a televi-
sion show deals with a similar topic. A trend fore-
caster identifies the issues, people, and places that 
their customers are thinking about. This ability helps 
forecasters to make fashion relevant in a way that 
draws in consumers and motivates them to buy.

The field of fashion forecasting emerged in 
the late 1960s. Today, fashion forecasters may be 
employed by large retail product developers that 
want to ensure that the trends projected throughout 
their stores convey a consistent message. Others are 
employed by service bureaus that sell their forecasts 
to fabric manufacturers, wholesale brand product 
developers, and private brand retail product develop-
ers. Fashion forecasting services may sell products 
that are comprehensive in scope or products that spe-
cialize in color, fabric, or silhouettes and details. Like 
fashion brands, each forecasting product is designed 
to appeal to a particular segment of the market. The 
product may be delivered in the form of glossy books 
with color and fabric samples as well as images of 
directional runway looks; as daily or weekly e-mails 
with images and observations from around the globe; 
or as an interactive, dynamic website. Fashion fore-
casters may work as much as two years in advance 
of the season if working with the textile sector or 
about nine months in advance if working primarily 
with the retail sector. Color projections are made the 
earliest, then fabric, and then silhouette and detail 
predictions—the same order in which design deci-
sions are made.

A forecaster’s approach is typically geared to the 
target market. Those that specialize in the young 
adult market are frequently web-based and may be 
nicknamed “cool hunters” or “buzz agents.” They 
focus their research on trickle-up and trickle-across 
trends using agents stationed globally, who take 
photographs of what they see on the streets. They 
pay attention to blogs and respond to pop culture. 

More traditional fashion forecasters scour the fash-
ion centers of New York, Paris, London, and Milan; 
they cover the designer runway shows and monitor 
what’s happening on the street. These services may 
have a web presence but often distribute hard-copy 
forecasts to their clients as well. In either case, they 
interpret the plethora of trend options, focusing on 
the ones that will resonate with specific groups of 
customers.

Some observers believe that fashion forecasting 
services in the United States are somewhat more 
derivative—relying heavily on interpreting what 
they see in stores around the globe and on designer 
runways—whereas European fashion forecasters rely 
more on primary research and relate their predictions 
to what’s happening in the world around us rather 
than what’s happening on the runways.

Sandra Keiser
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FASHION INDUSTRY

Fashion has psychological, social, and cultural dimen-
sions. It is an important link between individual and 
collective life. One can see the popular culture, politi-
cal positions, intellectual ideas, and religious and 
cultural prescriptions expressed in the appearance of 
an individual. Georg Simmel suggests that fashion is 
synonymous with modernity, existing in sufficiently 
democratic societies where there is, through the pos-
sibility of class mobility, the danger of absorption 
and even the obliteration of established hierarchies. 
Fashion has its roots in the desire to imitate others 
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and to follow socially established guidelines, and the 
need to differentiate oneself from others—to be an 
individual. Simmel argues that when these antago-
nistic principles are mediated by fashion, they exist 
in a dialectical relationship to one another. Though 
Simmel acknowledges that a counterinfluence can 
operate, in his model, the fashion cycle is driven 
largely by the elite who, when emulated by the lower 
classes, saw the need to innovate so as to maintain a 
distinctive appearance. Today these two fundamen-
tal principles are still in operation, but with fashion 
becoming a major global industry, the playing field 
has expanded to include all types of innovators: 
brands, designers, celebrities, youth culture, trendset-
ters drawn from all social realms (from the under-
class to the elite), journalists, marketers, forecasters, 
and consumers themselves (who can be divided into 
market segments each with different preferences). 
Indeed, today individuals can use hypermodern fash-
ion to express the multiple individual and collective 
identities that they switch on and off depending on 
the context.

History

To give a short history of the fashion industry, one 
might say that the couturier came into existence out 
of the necessity to create signs of distinction for those 
who wanted to display their dominant status. As 
more people entered the middle class and as technol-
ogy and industry advanced to allow clothing to be 
manufactured at lower prices, manufacturers pro-
vided fashionable clothing to a wider audience. By 
the early twentieth century, industrial clothing manu-
facture gave way to more fashionable mass-produced 
ready-to-wear clothing industry. As the twentieth 
century progressed, fashion became a major cultural 
force. While American fashion has to an extent fol-
lowed its own more democratic trajectory, by the 
1960s, Paris was no longer the only acknowledged 
arbiter of fashion, nor was the sole referent the upper-
class woman for whom the couturier designed. In 
the past, creation was synonymous with luxury and 
with the vision of a couturier, and fashion was largely 
confined to the upper echelons of society. Industrial 
clothing intended for the masses lacked the aesthetic 
properties, and the immediacy, that would qualify it 
as fashion. One could argue that the fashion designer, 
as opposed to the more exclusive couturier, came into 

existence when enough people  had the means to pur-
chase markers of elite status, and as Jean Baudrillard 
says, signs began to become detached from their refer-
ence points, that is, a fundamental reality or a definite 
order. Whereas in the past fashion was principally 
a means of conveying one’s social status (authority, 
wealth, gender) and the social expectations around 
these statuses, as signs became commodified, individ-
uals could more freely use these signs for their own 
purposes: to display real or imagined social status; to 
express ideals, an oppositional stance, sexual desir-
ability, spirituality, and personality. These attributes 
can be split into many subcategories. Yves Saint 
Laurent expresses a different type of sexuality than 
Abercrombie and Fitch. These archetypes themselves 
change within firms, and over time, and certainly 
from one season to the next—or with the release of a 
new line of clothing. This happens just as the mythol-
ogies of a culture (let us say, on what constitutes sex-
ual attractiveness) become less cohesive—unhinged 
as they are from a central logic or common moral-
ity. Consumers too are able to creatively construct an 
appearance, further diluting any message that a given 
designer may intend to convey.

In the decades leading up to the turn of the 
twenty-first century, the structure of the fashion 
industry—the way styles are created and the pro-
cesses by which they are produced, distributed, and 
marketed—experienced major change. As fashion in 
the 1970s became more synonymous with democ-
racy—adding youth and rebellion to its essence, 
whereas before it was guided more so by norms of 
social status—it also became synonymous with busi-
ness, setting the stage for branding and marketing. 
In the later 1970s, ready-to-wear fashion turned 
toward combining fashionably designed clothing—
what became known as designer fashion—with the 
capabilities of a powerful and large manufactur-
ing industry. This process began after World War 
II when competitive manufacturers began to out-
source work to low-waged factories in Asia and 
Latin America. Complex global commodity chains 
requiring subcontractors in a variety of locations 
enabled industrial fashion to produce a large vol-
ume of clothing at reasonable prices and to thus 
allow firms themselves to allocate more attention to 
fashion design and marketing. Driven by economic 
interest and consumer demand, a division between 
design, marketing, and sales in developed countries 
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and production and sourcing in less-developed areas 
of the world began in the 1980s.

Fashion in Contemporary Society

The significance of fashion as a global force in con-
temporary society has increased to such an extent, 
encompassing—or one might say infiltrating—more 
and more domains in the popular culture and in 
culture and society more generally: entertainment, 
tourism, leisure, media, art, education, publishing, 
politics, technology, business, architecture, sports, 
advertising, and ecology. From couture fashion, lim-
ited runs, and the ability to customize items oneself, 
to fast fashion and knockoffs, and to fashion with a 
moral dimension—sweatshop free and eco-friendly—
one can say that fashion has entered a new age, the 
age of hypermodernity. Hypermodernity is driven by 
a consumer-based logic of change and excess. It has 
the capacity to absorb the past and recycle it accord-
ing to an individualistic dynamic and to embody 
the spirit of the present, notes Gilles Lipovetsky. 
Hypermodern fashion can be distinguished from all 
other fashion, namely, ready-to-wear before about 
the 1980s and traditional haute couture, based on 
several characteristics:

 1.  The absolute endpoints between luxury and 
mass-produced fashion have been abolished.

 2.  A multiplicity of styles and a subsequent lack 
of coherence replaces the ideal of allegiance to 
a single trend in the fashion system as a whole.

 3.  Hypermodern fashion signals a rapidity of 
change or shorter cycles.

 4.  There are more choices, and they are accessible 
at a variety of price points.

 5.  Fashion is responsive to the consumer in both 
design and presentation.

 6. Brand extension and diversification.

With the advancement of mass production, its 
greater flexibility, and the democratization of desire 
vis-à-vis the adoption of a consumer capitalist ethos 
of continuous improvement of material and aesthetic 
conditions, there is no longer an absence of style. 
In hypermodern fashion, strict boundaries are dis-
solved and ideas are taken from the always-expand-
ing fashion world at large. Collaborations exist 
between “high” and “low” fashion, and consumers 

themselves are mixing the two. Mass culture and 
high culture in fashion also converge. Fashion makes 
itself more accessible through marketing and com-
munication strategies aimed at reaching more people 
and providing customers with a unique experience 
of the brand. The couturiers are not imitated as they 
were in the past; rather the zeitgeist of fashion—
styles and trends in the popular culture; celebrities, 
music, film, and designers like Karl Lagerfeld, Tom 
Ford, John Galliano, who themselves are stars and 
as such become part of the fashion zeitgeist—are a 
source of inspiration.

It is the drive for newness than animates fashion, 
anchored in a society that takes this as its starting 
point. Dany Jacobs argues that innovation occurs 
in response to a particular sociocultural context in 
which people are made ready to accept certain kinds 
of changes. While couture continues to play an 
important role, and the model described previously 
is still operational, it is today one of many models. It 
has been compromised considerably and is no longer 
the primary force inspiring innovation in fashion. In 
the time of hypermodern fashion, couture fashion, 
as Amy Spindler (1996) puts it, is “only an engine 
to drive other business at couture houses: ready-to-
wear apparel, perfumes and makeup licensees.” Yet 
it is not, as she explains, the only force. In fact, the 
“old names have been revived . . . not with couture, 
but with hip ready-to-wear, like Prada and Gucci, 
. . . houses that have made clear that publicity that 
comes from the huge attendance at the ready to wear 
shows is enough.” Diana Crane highlights how the 
mythology of fashion says otherwise:

However, although luxury fashion designers are still 
presented in the media as setting fashion each season, 
there is often little consensus about the direction in 
which fashion is moving; instead designers produce a 
large number of “propositions”—a grab bag of 
ideas. Industrial fashion adopts some trends from 
luxury fashion but also conforms to the “bottom-up” 
model, coopting innovations from working class and 
other subcultures which it sells to more privileged 
groups. (2000, 161)

The cycle of change in fashion has accelerated 
with the ability to design, produce, and distribute 
goods quickly. Alongside an increase in the speed 
in production and distribution channels is a perma-
nent renewal with regular creation of new models. 
Fast fashion firms, on average, offer new items 

Copyright © 2011 SAGE Publications. Not for sale, reproduction, or distribution.



595Fashion Industry

every six to ten weeks. There has been a move from 
a twice-yearly seasonal model in haute couture to 
an expanded seasonal model in ready-to-wear that 
spans four or five seasons, and a variable model in 
hyperfashion. H&M can have lower-cost versions of 
clothing seen on the runway in as little as two weeks, 
notes Robert Murphy, as can Zara with its own fac-
tories. An American Apparel marketer explains, in 
an interview with Veronica Manlow, that the firm 
“may execute 40 campaigns in a season.” It is possi-
ble with the factories on the premises in Los Angeles, 
and running on a twenty-four-hour basis, to design 
something on a Friday and have it out in small quan-
tities to stores on Monday morning. For overseas 
factories, the fast turnaround time, coupled with an 
unpredictable economy, can lower wages and make 
working conditions less favorable.

Hyperfashion is not only fast but also accessible. 
As of late 2010, H&M has 2,000 stores in thirty-
eight markets. One hears often of the well-known 
international “fast fast” retailers like H&M and 
Zara, but hyperfashion reaches every corner of the 
globe and every budget. The accessibility of actual 
fashion is shadowed by its all-encompassing presence 
not only in the form of paid advertising on televi-
sion, radio, billboards, print ads, and in new media, 
in product placements, and at events, but also within 
the popular culture in all forms of media, both com-
mercial and consumer initiated.

Responsiveness to the consumer is an important 
feature of hyperfashion. Zara conceives of fashion as 
a process that reflects both the consumer and trends 
that are present in the fashion world. Meeting this 
demand is of course not possible without some form 
of copying. While fashion is changing at breakneck 
speed, it also involves a contradictory process coex-
isting within the fashion system where some fashion 
largely remains the same. Van den Bosch of H&M 
says that despite its ability to react quickly with new 
styles, speed is “not really so important.” It is more 
important, she says, to “understand the long-term 
trends. Silhouettes don’t change so fast.” Sales figures 
are analyzed “to know what’s right for our con-
sumer” (Murphy 2008).

Brands extend themselves in new areas (home, 
children’s, accessories), reproducing features of their 
own identity. The Ralph Lauren home collection 
embodies the “timeless, and truly American” style. 
This expansion process reaches far and wide, outside 
of the traditional boundaries of apparel, accessories, 

and fragrance. Ralph Lauren opens a restaurant in 
Chicago with antique furniture, fixtures, and memo-
rabilia that evoke not only the aura of his brand but 
also that of his retail stores. Acquiring other brands 
is a way to keep a separate identity yet to expand and 
gain market share for the firm.

Brands also diversify within themselves, spanning 
luxury to mass levels of fashion. H&M, like many 
firms, has a pyramid system with “ultrafashionable” 
looks at the top, moderate-level fashion in the mid-
dle, and basic looks at the bottom. The fast fashion 
at the top changes all the time and possesses an aura 
of luxury in that it is scarce and exclusive. Yet, as 
Murphy explains, basic sales drive volume. H&M 
makes most of its money at this level.

Each fashion firm has four main tasks to accom-
plish: (1) creation of an image, (2) translation of an 
image into a product, (3) presentation of the prod-
uct, and (4) selling of the product. The image must 
encapsulate social representations: attitudes and 
norms present in the culture that can resonate with 
a targeted audience. The image a brand creates and 
expresses through products must reflect the identity 
of the brand—what it stands for. Ideally, these prod-
ucts will be sold at various price points and will be 
positioned to appeal to a variety of markets. Stores 
today have become an important anchor of brand 
identity, expressing through their architecture, inte-
rior design, art, and location a desired image and 
experience. To accomplish these tasks, the fashion 
system relies on strategic management, complex 
commodity chains, and interplay between compet-
ing interests of designers, managers, consumers, 
investors, suppliers, retailers, and merchandisers. If 
mapped out, the hyperfashion system takes on a form 
akin to a complex network, with interconnected 
nodes. It is no longer the hierarchical structure, as 
one might argue, that it became during the reign of 
haute couture when to some extent the client lost ini-
tiative and the “free play of personal difference” that 
had previously characterized fashion (Lipovetsky 
1994, 64, 75). Today this initiative has been returned 
to the individual, though it is linked to the economy 
and to technology and is animated considerably by 
new marketing and communication strategies.

The yearning for a personal style and an engage-
ment with the popular culture by a large public 
interested in fashion is bridged by designers and 
by the corporate concept of a lifestyle vis-à-vis the 
brand and its carefully manufactured image. Firms 
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sell concepts around which people can identify them-
selves. What brands do to make sense of the situation 
where disorder prevails and order is elusive and at 
best temporary is to construct order. Brands create 
narratives or mythologies around which they define 
themselves. Stories allow one to establish linkages 
and to generate concepts that give coherence to the 
brand and provide a means by which its message and 
its messengers—the products—can be understood 
and made sensible. Amid this boundlessness of fash-
ion, then, is its opposite: a move to rehabilitate and 
to create anew more direct, sometimes unequivocal, 
signifiers. The luxury brands become the new ambas-
sadors of elite status, their products emblems of 
belonging in an otherwise inconclusive social order. 
When fashion achieves distinction, through links to 
status/prestige, it does so now through the heritage 
of the brands themselves—brands signifying them-
selves—or when it creates fantasy, desire, or, quite 
the opposite, a sort of practicality through a variety 
of modifications—so long as this prestige, fantasy, 
or practicality resonates with enough people—there 
exists an impetus for it to be copied. Arbiters of fash-
ion copy one another in the hypermodern context 
where clothing designed by top brands is sometimes 
not structurally or aesthetically different from lower 
priced or more casual fashions. Fantasy takes on a 
new meaning in the absence of governing systems 
that demand clarity and conformity. Fantasy occurs 
around attributions of a certain lifestyle that a brand 
provides access to. Firms are purveyors of aspira-
tional desires through the mythologies they create. 
When a certain measure of clarity is attained, for 
example, by Ralph Lauren, whose clothes connote 
elements of an upper-class New England lifestyle, 
many others—for instance, Tommy Hilfiger, J. Crew, 
or Nautica—will play off this aesthetic that has 
proven to have an appeal with consumers. Polo shirts 
will be copied, as will other elements of this lifestyle. 
These brands will make it their own by taking it in 
new and different directions: Hilfiger appealing to a 
younger audience and making the look more play-
ful—indeed more democratic—abstracting, reappro-
priating, and inventing elements that resonate with 
their own vision and objectives. Each brand claims 
authenticity in the vision and the lifestyle it pre-
sents. That these mythologies are unreal—or, more 
accurately, hyperreal—makes them no less crucial. 
Such visions, whether deep or superficial, fact or fic-
tion, are real and meaningful in their effect on the 

collective representations in a culture, the economy, 
labor, and the environment.

Veronica Manlow
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FEMININITY

Femininity refers to a set of attitudes, characteristics, 
and behaviors that are considered typical of or appro-
priate to the female sex in a given culture. These traits 
are generally labeled as opposite and complementary 
to others attributed to the male sex within broader 
dichotomic conceptualizations. Nonetheless, the 
meanings of femininity and masculinity vary greatly 
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