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FOREWORD

by Trinny Woodall

Erica and I are very similar in our missions. We want to see the light shine out of a woman’s face when we’ve dressed her in a way that makes her feel really great about herself. It’s incredibly transformative. When a woman says she feels pretty in something you’ve tried on her, you can help remove some of those negative messages she might have piled upon herself growing up. 

As women, we want some parameters by which to make decisions.

We want to be able to refine our options – otherwise there’s too much and it creates a paradox of choice. At which point we just walk away feeling unfulfilled. 

When Susannah Constantine and I first started writing our newspaper column, then our books, they were all about saying to women, ‘This is your shape, let’s give you a template of things that will suit you and then go shopping’. 

Women needed that message at the time because it hadn’t been said before and it felt groundbreaking. Some of those rules have really stuck around today – and when I look back at those books and read them now, I can see how they may have been helpful for women to consider when dressing themselves.

However, rules are made to be broken and, over time, I have softened about the ones we wrote in those early books. So much of dressing is about creating a feeling – it’s so important to examine how a colour or a shape makes you feel. 

After it stopped in the UK, Susannah and I took our show abroad, where it became something much softer. And while we dressed hundreds of women who all looked very different, the emotions involved were the same. I saw women who felt lost about what they should be wearing, and I realised that they needed a more emotional response. So, if a suit wasn’t quite the right shape for someone, but it was in a fantastic colour for her, that became the most important thing. I had begun to see the emotional importance of how you dress. Before, it had been a mathematical equation; now, I could appreciate it is much more about how clothes make you feel.

I met Erica when we were writing book number five, because Susannah and I had a column in The Sun and her team would help us on shoots for the page, dressing the women. We’d come in and have lots of different women to dress, all with different shapes. Erica quickly began to learn how I liked to look at women and we started working together, styling our books. While she brought her sense of fashion, I brought a sense of a woman’s body. She taught me fashion moments too – that ability to take the high street and make it look beautiful! Especially when some things weren’t quite so beautiful, she could elevate them! 

There is a logic to putting clothes together. Erica talks about ‘the scan’ in this book and that’s exactly what I do too. Scanning is a learned art – I walk into Zara, and because I’ve been in that Zara so often and know where all the good things are, I can ‘scan’ in a couple of minutes and find those three things that are interesting. Erica and I have seen so many tops and we know at a glance which will have a bad sleeve length, for example, or whether the material is good without even touching it. When I pick up a fabric I think, ‘That’s great, that cut. Does it work? Will it be flattering?’

One classic rule I still obey is how to do a print clash. If you don’t want to clash and are smaller on the top, pick out the paler colour in a print, while if you’re bigger, pick out the darker colour. Those are basic things that still apply.

There are classic rules and then there’s a layer of intuition and experience and then, on top, that emotional ‘how do I feel today?’ That is the best way to consider dressing, encouraging women to think about what makes them feel passionate in their life. 

What I’ve always loved about Erica’s style and the way she does things is that she’s not a size ten, which makes her so accessible. A lot of women will use a reason like, ‘My boobs are big’ or, ‘I don’t like my bottom, so I won’t do that’, but when they see Erica wearing things, they think, ‘Well, she’s doing it’. And it inspires them to try. She lives what she breathes – and I think that’s why I was drawn to her. She’s always done that – even on a scrappy day in a studio, she really thought about that outfit!

You get to that point in your life where the more emotion hits you, the more you soften. I’ve just got to the point where I am softer in many ways. Now though, I find there is so much choice out there and there are still so many women who don’t know where to start. So the best thing we can do is give them inspiration to try new things – in fact, I think our responsibility with what we do is to make women feel like they can try different things. And I find the way Erica presents things so inspiring – from outfits, to simple posts on her Instagram stories.

That’s what’s so exciting about this journey on social media. It’s very different from a column in a magazine. There, you’re that much more removed from the reader, and it is harder to influence them to put down the article and think, ‘I’m going to go into my wardrobe’. But when you are in front of them on an Instagram LIVE or a phone screen, saying, ‘Do this!’ or, ‘Think about doing this!’ your words are in their head and they’ll go off and think, ‘I’m going to try that today!’

However, it’s so important that we also have books in our home to refer to and rely on to give us inspiration and make us think differently. I’m so happy that Erica has made the decision to write this book. You cannot read it without leaving with new ideas for yourself and your wardrobe and just feeling better about yourself.
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INTRODUCTION

This may be a style guide, but it’s with a big difference – it’s a style guide without the ‘rules’. It’s a book for those of you who have spent years dressing with the ‘shapes’, ‘styles’ and ‘colours’ you’ve been told to by the fashion industry – and yet you still haven’t nailed who you are. It’s a book for those of you who want to shake out of the clothing rut you’re in, or who feel ‘can’t’ dress a certain way because of these so-called ‘rules’ surrounding your body shape. It’s for those of you who hold back from wearing clothes that will make you happy, because you are worried about what other people might think. It’s for those of you who have lost confidence in yourself and your judgement, for a variety of reasons – and who aren’t sure where to go to get that back.

I’m Erica. I was a fashion editor for almost 20 years, working on the UK’s biggest-selling newspapers and magazines. I helped perpetuate the myth of ‘rights and wrongs’ when it came to the way we should ‘all’ be dressing, by writing article after article about them. Until, one day, when putting something on, I felt constrained and uncomfortable – and I thought ‘this doesn’t make me happy’. I felt the rules were wrong; that, actually, clothes should make us happy, not feel hidden or ‘less than’. They should be an extension of who we are. 

And I know I’m not alone there. Now, instead of producing fashion content in print, I upload it on to my digital channels. Every day, I receive hundreds of messages from followers who want my advice and help with specific style issues – from losing their confidence after childbirth, to feeling confused about who they are and how to express that with their wardrobe; women who have spent years learning the ‘rules’, but still feel something is holding them back from being themselves. I love that the ideas and suggestions I share online may have helped someone, even in a small way. Having gained so much insight from my followers, I know it’s often small tweaks that can make a huge difference. That’s the reason I have written this book.

A bit about me … I can remember proudly announcing when I was nine years old that I was going to be a journalist. Then the next time an elderly relative asked, I’d included ‘fashion’ into that title. I knew really early on that words and clothes were my ‘thing’. I was utterly transported when I read my mum’s fashion magazines – how I pored over every image and knew every name on the masthead. I wasn’t sure how I’d get there, but get there I would.

And I did. During university (I read English Language at Newcastle), I wrote to every publication asking for work experience. After university, I landed a placement within a fashion department for a morning TV show at the BBC called Style Challenge, where I assisted the stylists on the show, picked up clothes from press offices, made a lot of tea and absorbed every stylish second of it. For a girl who’d moved down to the capital city from the north-west of England, it was heaven. From there, I met the fashion editor of the Daily Mirror, who invited me to their offices in London’s Canary Wharf for an internship. Three months led to three years. I went from sorting our returns in the fashion cupboard to compiling a style column for the weekly glossy magazine. My editor, Piers Morgan (yes, him!), made me – and my colleague Amber Graafland – the ‘Store Trawlers’, writing about high-street trends and photographing ourselves trying them out. Effectively, back in 2001, we did what everyone now does on Instagram!

At 24, I was made Fleet Street’s youngest ever fashion editor when the Sun, the UK’s biggest-selling daily newspaper, offered me that position. It was a challenge, for lots of reasons. My inherited team were my age or older. I’d only ever been an assistant, but was suddenly running a team, going into conference with the editor, coming up with a list of daily ideas and being the one who got hauled over the coals if something messed up. They say in these situations you either sink or swim – and so it seems I love a challenge!

I was there for 10 years and, in that time, transformed the fashion pages from lingerie-only, to multiple-page, trend-led photo shoots, on locations around the world using amazing photographers, models and creatives. I appeared as a fashion expert on TV and radio shows. I was the person who art-directed shoots, selected a diverse range of models, styled the clothes and, ultimately, chose the images that appeared in the newspaper. This position gave me the freedom to play around with fashion, to try out simple tricks that made a big difference – effectively learning on the job. I even met my husband there!

After taking time out to have my children, I went back to magazines – working as the fashion and beauty director on LOOK. It was an interesting time. I had started a fashion and lifestyle blog called The Edited during my second maternity leave, which kept me ticking over creatively, so I balanced writing that with the new day job, as well as having two very small children at home. 

It was fascinating to be at LOOK at a time when there was a crucial shift in the print and digital worlds. Magazines – for so long heralded as the only way to receive expert advice – had to start working out how to stay relevant and stop sales from plummeting, while a surge in the numbers of people joining social media channels effectively allowed them to become their own online publications. It was suddenly all about digital content, meaning stylists and print journalists had to learn how to input that on top of their specialist areas. Personally, I began to be offered work because of my blog, rather than my job, which I had to turn down. My eldest was about to start primary school and I really wanted to be around more. Something had to give. So, I took a risk and quit, telling myself I would try to focus on working full-time for myself, whatever that might look like.

My family and I moved out of London and this gave everything a kick-start. My Instagram account had previously been a place for coffee shots and #shoefies (pictures of my shoes on the floor!), but I could now start considering it as my own kind of publication. After all, I’d been doing it for other people for almost two decades! I started documenting home renovations alongside styling ideas for this new, freelance chapter of my life. When we moved home, my account hadn’t hit 10,000 followers. Four years later, there are over 150,000 – all of whom support and encourage, share and confide. 

It’s a surreal space, this digital arena, but it’s a special one. I was named one of The Sunday Times’ ‘Top 100 Influencers’ and now work in partnership with brands including Bobbi Brown, John Lewis and Omega. I have designed products for stores, including a shoe for Marks & Spencer, while a rug I featured from online retailer La Redoute become a bestseller and was renamed ‘The Erica’! I have my own homeware collection – ‘Edited by Erica’ – for QVC, which came about because of me sharing the bold, colourful interior choices for my own home. 

It’s hard to determine what makes a successful online account. I think honesty and authenticity are clichéd words, but they do represent what an audience is after – particularly when the account works in a commercial capacity. I am honest about when I earn money through partnerships and whether things have been sent to me as gifts, and I always try to ask myself, ‘What is this offering someone?!’ every time I post a picture. I always get an amazing response when I talk about issues that affect us all, from body image to feeling your age. There’s also a lot to be said for having a sense of humour about it all.

Instagram has levelled the playing field, allowing people from all walks of life to show off their skills, whether photographic, interiors, craft or fashion styling. I love the fact that social media has made fashion so much more democratic. I love looking at different personal style accounts, experts teaching me things; I love people asking questions or sending me messages telling me that something I have worn has inspired them. I have always loved leopard print – it’s always been something of a signature – but, for me, the print encapsulates so much about personal style. This isn’t a book about animal patterns, by the way – it’s a catch-all title looking in a broader sense at the way you want to dress. Because whether you love it or loathe it, leopard is a print that makes a statement. It shows a confidence and self-assurance with clothing decision-making. In the general sense of this book, it’s saying that you don’t have to conform – you just have to hone in on the colours, prints and styles of clothes that really make you tick.

Your road to sartorial happiness doesn’t lie in whether you have managed to track down that much-Instagrammed dress on eBay or whether you can afford to splash out on those designer shoes. Without wanting to sound trite, it goes much deeper than that. Imposter syndrome is real. If you’re wearing the outfit but not feeling the effects, then the clothes are wearing you. It should always be the other way around.

Often people don’t know who they really are. They feel more secure if they look like other people or wear the look that everybody says is ‘in’. But women who are truly comfortable in themselves wear clothes that reflect that. It could be an amazing embellished dress, but you notice the wearer before the sequins. It could be a little styling quirk, like wearing a man’s shirt with a maxi skirt, or a hand-me-down necklace with a sweatshirt. Feeling great in clothes is all about how you feel when you look at yourself in the mirror. Clothes off, butt naked, soul and skin bared. It has more to do with the way you deal with the reality of your own body than any gorgeous dress you could put on it. It relates to how you’ve been conditioned to consider your shape or your body. It is about the words your parents or carers used when they talked about you growing up or the words they used to describe others. It’s the language that became commonplace when you’d talk to your friends about other people in your class at school. The words you would overhear when they put you down, versus those others used to build you up. 

I want to help you unpick the negative language that has become second nature – that same language that holds you back from happiness. Those words fundamentally affect your self-esteem and the language you use internally when you look at yourself in the mirror. Those words provide the framework within which you think about your own body, your friends’ bodies and also the way you perceive strangers on the train or on the Internet. 

In order to feel happy in clothes, we need to feel happy with who we are beneath them. We need to make sure that the words we are using not just for ourselves, but for describing people in general, are kind. So much can be achieved with kindness – even great outfits. In sharing the words, stories and insights from nearly 20 years as a fashion editor, combined with a lifetime of feeling I was never quite thin or cool enough (which was a ridiculous waste of time, because you don’t have to be anything except yourself), I hope to show you that creating a personal style that suits you, your life, your budget and your happiness is not only achievable, but opens up a whole world of confidence and possibilities.

First, though, there’s a lot of stuff to sort out. Let me help with that. 

Erica
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