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To all future fashion designers on your
triumphant journey to creative success



“Good clothes open all doors.”
—THOMAS FULLER




( FOREWORD )

EMBARKING ON A CAREER IN FASHION DESIGN CAN BE DAUNTING. But if you have a passion
and a love of fashion, you should never let anything hold you back. Becoming a Fashion Designer

is so exhilarating because it details the successes and failures that so many of us in fashion have

had to endure to create and maintain our businesses. You can learn as much from someone's mis-
takes as you can from their triumphs. Our collective experience as designers will likely be the best
information you receive. That is why this book will be so important to you.

When | started, there was no formula for success. Now, | see that becoming a designer re-
quired not only passion, but also a lot of essential know-how. One of the most significant insights
| discovered along the way was that | could manufacture my clothes in New York City's Garment
Center. If it hadn’t been for the small factories that nurtured me without judgment or minimums,
| wouldn’t be where | am today. These factories still operate here in New York and can help you
get off the ground and guide you through the ups and downs ahead.

Becoming a Fashion Designer is so valuable because it chronicles how we as designers made
our big mistakes and where we seized our most vital opportunities. Our stories can help you
avoid the setbacks and seize your moment. This book reveals the most imperative lessons for
success, including how to survive when things aren’t going well and how to behave when they
are. In fact, | envy you. | wish | had these insider tips when | was just starting out. But now that
you have all the information and resources you need from Becoming a Fashion Designer, the
pressure is on you to step up and fulfill your dreams. Now it's your turn. Are you ready to become

a fashion designer?
Nanette Lepore

vii



(PREFACE )

AS A HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT, | narrowed down my career paths to two possibilities, and in-
terned in both fashion and child psychology to determine which field was the best fit. Although
| possessed an extraordinary adoration of children and a knack for helping people, | felt my true
passion was in fashion. | did question if having such a specific degree might hinder me if | ever
decided at some point in my career that it was just not for me. | remember having a conversa-
tion with my grandmother about my concern, and from the next room my grandfather, who had
overheard our conversation, said, “Lisa, do you love fashion?” | said, “Oh yes, yes, grandpa,

| do.” He said, “Then major in fashion. Do what you love.” After receiving his straightforward
advice, | was further convinced fashion was indeed the right choice for me, and | have never
looked back since.

Having had a clearly defined idea of what | wanted to major in during high school allowed
me to focus on my fashion program selection. | wound up attending Florida State University, a
school whose renowned fashion program ranked fifth in the United States at the time. Part of the
curriculum included a mandatory internship, which took place during my senior year of college. |
headed off to Neiman Marcus, located in Bal Harbour, an upscale coastal beach village in Miami,
Florida. | worked in visual merchandising, and it was exciting to be in such a luxurious environ-
ment working for a specialty retailer of that magnitude. | remember consistently getting the urge
to sketch concepts that came to me as | sat day after day in that wonderfully inspiring environ-
ment. | was surrounded by stunningly gorgeous designer gowns, exquisite visual displays, a clearly
affluent clientele, and a beyond talented staff.

Shortly after | graduated from college, | decided to move to New York to pursue my fashion
career. | arrived in the summer of 1994, and it was one of the best decisions | have ever made.
Over the span of my 20-year fashion career, | have experienced the most exciting and wondrous
journey of a lifetime. | have participated in design meetings with Mr. Ralph Lauren, selected fab-
ric for the wardrobes of celebrities attending the Emmy Awards and appearing on the front cover
of magazines, worked alongside Sean Combs to globally source all of the luxurious fabrics for his
Fall 2008 menswear runway show for Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week in New York (while simultane-
ously being filmed for an MTV documentary), attended star-studded black tie events, and have met
many famous fashion insiders. | learned through experience what to do and what not to do in every
imaginable situation and became an expert on the ins and outs of the fashion industry. Knowing
firsthand how difficult it was to learn the tricks of the trade of fashion, | became passionate about
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sharing my knowledge with others who were setting out on the same path. | wanted the informa-
tion to be presented in an authentic and no-nonsense format, giving aspiring fashion designers an
unmistakably solid idea of what the fashion industry is like and what will be expected.

Becoming a Fashion Designer is a dynamic and comprehensive book imparting unprecedented
insider tips from top fashion designers, industry insiders and prominent executives, and expert
advice on establishing a fashion design career. It will take you step-by-step through the process
and will become your go-to reference. Whether you are exploring a career in fashion design or are
certain you want to become a designer, you will learn all the information necessary to realize your
dream. If you're already working as a fashion designer, but are interested in taking your design
career to the next level, or if you're ready to launch your own collection, you will be provided with
information to help facilitate your career dreams. Anyone who has ever tried to launch a fashion
design career knows how grueling it can be. The fashion industry is a highly prominent field,
which creates a decidedly competitive environment that is greatly guarded, secretive, and difficult
to infiltrate and navigate. Of the various job opportunities available in the fashion industry, the
job of fashion designer ranks as the most popular position, making the competition even stronger.
The book pays special attention to this and demonstrates several ways in which an aspiring fash-
ion designer can stand out from the competition.

Chapter 1, “An Introduction to a Career in Fashion Design,” provides the reader with a com-
prehensive overview of a career in fashion design. It defines fashion design and what designers
do. Original interviews with legendary fashion designers and executives are presented, in which
they discuss their education, apprenticeships, and career rise, and also offer insider advice.
Various fashion designers, at all levels, discuss the different tasks they carry out on a daily basis.
A history of fashion design is provided, including an extensive account on the founding father of
fashion, Charles Frederick Worth and the growth of fashion houses in Paris, highlighting the origi-
nal couturiers who formed the basis of the fashion industry. The extent of worldwide media cover-
age and the effect as it relates to fashion design is discussed. This chapter also delves into the
magnitude of the fashion industry on a global scale, including statistics as to the number of peo-
ple working in the fashion industry, both globally and in the United States, as well as the volume
of sales that the fashion industry produces. A highlight of this chapter is a detailed description of
the inner workings of the fashion industry, from how the industry operates to how to successfully
adapt to the work culture. Prominent fashion designers and executives from around the world give
invaluable advice specifically geared to an aspiring fashion designer. Unique to most fashion de-
sign books is the section on finding balance to live a more stress-free life.

Chapter 2, “The Education for a Fashion Design Career,” describes the educational require-
ments for becoming a fashion designer. College requirements are outlined, including a compari-
son between a two-year and four-year design degree program. Various fashion designers discuss
why they chose the university they attended for their fashion design studies. Interviews with a
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fashion design educator, fashion design students, and interns are presented. The importance of
interning is highlighted, as well as ways in which one can turn an internship into a permanent
job. The benefits of studying abroad are discussed. Postgraduate degree programs and the value
of taking continuing education courses are addressed.

Chapter 3, “The Job Market,” walks the reader through the steps needed to determine his or
her own individual design specialty. This chapter also describes the various types of jobs available
in the fashion design sector, with corresponding job descriptions. Special attention is paid to the
importance of personal branding and creating a personal branding statement. This chapter ex-
plains how to successfully land a fashion design job, offering guidelines for portfolio development
and résumé creation. A variety of professionals in the field discuss what every fashion designer
should include in his or her portfolio. The importance of networking and building a business
network is detailed. Also provided is an all-inclusive listing of tried-and-true job search methods
specific to fashion designers seeking work in the fashion industry. Interview tips and guidelines
for negotiating the job offer and securing the ultimate job offer package are revealed. Human re-
sources, employment agency, and fashion design executives advise on the skills they seek when
hiring a fashion designer.

Chapter 4, “The Fashion Design Process,” takes the reader through the entire design process
on a step-by-step basis, from conceptual development to sample approval through to production
hand-off.

Chapter 5, “Launching Your Own Fashion Collection,” presents a thorough description of start-
ing a fashion design business. It offers the reader a true depiction of the intense amount of work
and skill required to successfully establish, manage, and grow one's business. Steps to write a
business plan are offered. We learn from various fashion design business owners what was the
most challenging aspect of launching their own collection. Types of business ownerships are out-
lined. Steps to define your brand are discussed. Original interviews with fashion designers are
presented. An intellectual property checklist is provided. We will hear from copyright attorneys
regarding the best ways for fashion designers to protect their work from unauthorized copying and
infringement. Also included is information related to creating an accounting, budgeting, and book-
keeping system; hiring employees, contractors, and interns; developing a marketing plan, including
a special section on unlocking the keys to a successful public relations strategy, and establishing a
sales and order fulfillment strategy. Interviews with a celebrity stylist and television personality, the
creator of New York Fashion Week, and a fashion director are included in this chapter.

Chapter 6, “Strategic Business Trends in the Fashion Industry,” provides information regard-
ing the trends toward outsourcing and globalization, as well as the importance and growing aware-
ness of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Examples of innovative fashion company initiatives
in CSR are profiled as cases in point. The head of CSR of a clothing company discusses his CSR
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program and the importance of incorporating it into his corporate structure. An environmentally
friendly apparel company and an accessories company are profiled. We will learn from various
designers about the role that sustainable fabrics play in their overall design philosophy, as well as
the eco-friendly fabrics they use in their collections.

The Appendix includes an extensive list of resources tailored to a fashion design professional.
Included are professional organizations, associations, and councils; fashion industry networking
websites, professional networking websites, and social networking websites; professional trade
publications; online portfolio websites; color and trend forecasting companies; broadcast and
cable television programming, full-feature movies, and documentaries with a fashion theme, as
well as a listing of major fashion magazines.
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Self-Evaluation: Is Fashion Design for You?

Place a checkmark in the YES or NO columns after each of the following questions to get a sense if fashion
design is the right career path for you.

Do you like to make and wear your own clothes?

Were you born with a sense of style?

Are you inspired by the objects, landscapes, pop culture, and people around you?

Do you have a refined color sense?

Do you possess an artistic edge?

Do you pay close attention to every single detail in every design or mock sketch that you create?

Do you constantly re-sketch your illustrations until you get them just right?

Do you love reading fashion magazines and have one or more subscriptions that you look
forward to receiving each month?

Do you go to a bookstore or magazine shop just to read through the fashion magazines?

Do you get excited thinking about designing a fashion collection for an apparel manufacturer
or design house?

Do you dream of launching your own label one day?

Do design concepts come to you out of the blue, and do you find yourself excited to make
them come to life on your sketchpad?

Can you quote and recite Tim Gunn's hysterically funny one-liners from Project Runway?

Do you enter all the fashion design contests that are open to emerging fashion designers?

Do you have the ability to articulate your design vision, and to engage and influence others to
help you carry it out?

Does multi-tasking like no other, in a high-pressure environment, scare you?

Are you open to doing administrative tasks in order to pay your dues?

Would it be unusual for you to be standing amongst hundreds of people on line for an Open
See at Henri Bendel in New York?

Are you considered by your friends, family, and peers to be a trendsetter?

Do you take criticism well?

Are you prepared to have your designs critiqued and changed?

Are you ready, willing, and able to work long hours, including weekends, especially before
fashion or market weeks?

Do you possess both a creative and business mindset?

Do you truly believe that Anna Wintour should, at the very least, be ruler of the Kingdom of
Fashion?

If you answered “yes” to most of these questions, you just may have found your ideal career fit!
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