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Foreword

Laure Hériard Dubreuil,
Founder and CEO, The Webster

In the dynamic world of fashion, Keanan Duffty is a seasoned entrepreneur and a driving force in the industry. Having established a thriving eponymous brand in New York City and spent over a decade showcasing collections and fostering collaborations with globally recognized brands and musicians, he understands both the challenges and rewards of creating a fashion business.
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The Fashion Entrepreneur is a collaborative and insightful guide, crafted with the input of some of the most influential figures in fashion: designers, deal makers, public relations experts, retail mavens, and marketing and branding maestros. Filled with insights from the vast experiences of these industry luminaries, it serves as a ‘road map’ for aspiring business builders.

My own journey to becoming an entrepreneur is similar to those highlighted in this book. Still, it is incredibly humbling to be in their company within these pages, as I looked up to many of the people featured when I was dreaming up The Webster. I created The Webster in South Beach, Miami, at the height of the 2008 market crash, and when everyone told me retail was dead! With a background in merchandising, having worked for some of the industry’s most discerning designers, I had a vision for a space that captured the sunny spirit of Miami and displayed a curation of the season’s best pieces in a unique residential ambience. On a trip to Art Basel, I fell in love with Miami’s Art Deco district, and one historic building in particular, The Webster Hotel. From there, as they like to say, the rest is history! Today, we operate as an omni-channel multi-brand luxury retailer with ten locations in North America, an online flagship, and many more on the horizon. For what started as an idea for a single boutique to expand as quickly and successfully as it has in the last fifteen years, that feels to me, a French-born female, like a true American dream.
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Keanan and I connected through our work with the Istituto Marangoni, mentoring and ushering in the next generation of the fashion industry. It is vital that we pass on what we have learned from our experiences because pursuing a career in fashion as a business builder means wearing many hats and constantly evolving. I am a merchandiser first and foremost, but also a buyer, a marketer, a retailer, a creative, and whatever it takes to continue to expand The Webster. Reflecting on my own experience, what I am most proud of is the team I have built and mentored. I am so grateful for their dedication, and I am so fortunate that many of them have been with me since the beginning, a rarity in this ever-changing industry.
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The Fashion Entrepreneur challenges readers to ponder the essence of their business, as well as its values, societal impact, and contribution to reshaping the fashion system for the better. It encapsulates the spirit of entrepreneurship in fashion, urging us to dream big, embrace the positive, and contribute meaningfully to the evolving narrative of an industry that spans continents and cultures. As you embark on your own journey, may the wisdom shared within these pages inspire and guide you in shaping the future of fashion entrepreneurship.
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Introduction

Fashion serves as a powerful realm for self-expression, spanning the luxury sector and the mass market. It provides individuals with the opportunity to convey status, belong to social groups, express gender identity, adhere to workplace dress codes, or simply have fun. Fashion is a globalized business where commerce, creativity and culture intersect. This convergence offers businesses, ranging from budding start-ups to corporate giants, the chance to innovate, grow and positively impact society.

The global fashion world has evolved rapidly since the 1980s, when it reached a critical juncture. Renowned luxury labels such as Gucci, Dior and Givenchy had fallen into irrelevance, with some teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. Emerging designers including Vivienne Westwood, Jean Paul Gaultier, Claude Montana and Thierry Mugler garnered attention from fashion editors, but their businesses remained relatively small. Among the ‘big four’ fashion capitals, Paris maintained its chic status but seemed out of touch, Milan possessed manufacturing expertise but lacked excitement, New York prioritized commerce over creativity, and London, despite having a wealth of innovative designers, struggled with business acumen.

Enter businessman and investor Bernard Arnault, who identified the potential within fading fashion houses like Dior, Givenchy and others. Arnault consolidated several brands into a conglomerate, strategically placing young British talents John Galliano and Alexander McQueen within underperforming French houses. This capitalized on the houses’ strengths and addressed their weaknesses, shaping the defining fashion business model of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.

From the mid-1990s into the 2000s, the global fashion business witnessed an explosion. Arnault’s LVMH group, along with luxury conglomerates Kering and Richemont, as well as Domenico De Sole and Tom Ford at Gucci, redefined the industry. American mega labels such as Ralph Lauren, Calvin Klein, Tommy Hilfiger and Donna Karan revolutionized fashion marketing, initiating the globalization of the industry. Even avant-garde Japanese brands like Comme des Garçons and Yohji Yamamoto found success while maintaining design integrity. Simultaneously, mass-market giants including H&M, Inditex/Zara, Fast Retailing/UNIQLO, Target, Walmart, Kohl’s, Macy’s and the UK’s Top Shop brought fashion swiftly from the catwalk to the masses.
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Students’ designs being modelled at Beijing’s Graduate Fashion Week.



This period saw major fashion brands being traded on the stock market, designers acquiring other designers’ businesses, and the emergence of era-defining independent retailers worldwide. Young, emerging fashion brands made their debut during international fashion weeks in London, Paris, Milan, New York and Tokyo. However, by the end of the first decade of the 21st century, economic downturns, a rapid shift to the digital economy, global crises and a push for sustainability began reshaping the fashion landscape. This posed significant challenges for fashion entrepreneurs, urging them to navigate this unpredictable path with a keen understanding of the international fashion system.

In response to these challenges, this book emphasizes a socially conscious and sustainable approach, advocating collaboration and a multi-disciplinary understanding of the fashion business. It encourages entrepreneurs to ‘hack’ the system by exploring alternative marketing platforms, narrating unique brand stories, avoiding expensive catwalk shows, and leveraging social media for more effective consumer engagement. Collaboration and a multi-disciplinary approach are now more critical than ever. A comprehensive grasp of all facets of the fashion business, from wholesale to retail, marketing to social media, and digital to physical, is vital.

How to use this book

Divided into five chapters, the book incorporates challenges, activities and insights from industry experts. Interviews with thought leaders Tommy Hilfiger, Mazdack Rassi, Karla Martínez de Salas, Raoul Shah, Betsy Pearce, Jenny Packham and Julian Vogel provide practical advice on branding, media strategy, audience connection, storytelling in PR and making lucrative deals. Glossary entries are highlighted within the text in bold.

You might be a designer who sells their products through their own digital commerce platform, in a physical store or pop-up, or through established third-party retail outlets under your own brand name.

Or you might be the business partner of a creative or designer. You may have a collection-based business model with numerous classifications, or be focused on designing and distributing a specific product like sneakers. Traditionally, a fashion entrepreneur has identified market opportunities and delivered authentic products aligning with consumer desires. Today, social responsibility, sustainability and the delivery of non-essential but emotionally resonant fashion products are crucial. Despite these changes, being a great storyteller and dream creator remains unchanged.
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To succeed as a fashion entrepreneur now, authenticity is paramount. Whether aiming for ethical, environmentally friendly branding, or any other commitment, consumers must receive what was promised in terms of product quality and ethos. The fashion entrepreneur orchestrates the marketing, manufacture and sale of the product within a fashion system that has remained relatively unchanged over the last fifty years. Collections are still shown during the various international fashion weeks in catwalk presentations. The question remains: is that business model still relevant? Is it even financially viable anymore? Are there other ways to build a successful, globally recognized, responsible fashion brand? The nature of the fashion business poses formidable challenges for independent entities.
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Succeeding in the fashion industry demands a rigorous understanding of the fashion system.



Navigating the unpredictable path of a burgeoning fashion brand or retail business is intrinsic to an industry with numerous moving parts. To succeed, an acute understanding of the international fashion system is crucial. Rather than succumbing to the pressures of competing in global fashion weeks, the key lies in hacking the system through alternative marketing platforms.
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Think about whether you want to sell footwear, clothes, accessories, or all of those products.



To establish an authentic brand with solid foundations, this book guides you to focus on the importance of innovation, avoid promising what you can’t deliver, and steer clear of practices like greenwashing. By starting off with clear intentions, flexibility and creativity, you can build a long-lasting and authentic brand.




TOMMY HILFIGER INTERVIEW

Tommy Hilfiger is an American fashion icon who has enjoyed tremendous success as an entrepreneur, though he also encountered setbacks along the road to global prominence. His is a very important message for entrepreneurs to understand: that every single business owner starts small. Tommy Hilfiger may have grown his business to reach the status of an iconic design brand, but along the way the business has learned to pivot, to reset and reassess while staying true to his fundamental goals. We will begin by rewinding to the beginning of Tommy Hilfiger’s time as an entrepreneur – how he got started, and what that experience really taught him.

[image: ]

TH

When I was in high school in my hometown of Elmira, New York, I couldn’t figure out what I was going to do in life. My friends began thinking about college, and I started thinking about what interested me. At the time I loved rock music… The Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, Jimi Hendrix and David Bowie. I wanted to look like the rock stars I admired. That excited me. So, I jumped in my Volkswagen buggy and went down to the Lower East Side in New York City. I purchased cobalt and blue jeans off the streets, brought them back to my hometown and started selling them to my friends. Then I opened a small shop called People’s Place. That morphed into several different shops. And then I started designing clothes for my shops, on my own, without any experience. I made many mistakes along the way, but it was a fun journey.

KD

There’s something to be said for being self-taught. Because I think that really speaks to your power as an entrepreneur: finding a way to make that happen. And that is actually a tremendous lesson to students, that they can’t know everything, they can’t learn everything. So in some things, they do end up teaching themselves. And you probably learned from some mistakes. I personally love the People’s Place story and how it shows that the Tommy Hilfiger brand started from humble beginnings.

TH

My initial investment was $150 that I earned from working nights at a gas station. I invested that, with a friend who invested the same, and we opened People’s Place. It became not only a clothing store, but a record shop, a cafe, a place for band practice – it became a community. I learned that you really must listen to the consumer and what they want. You must pay attention to not only the creative side, but also the business side. Whenever I talk to students I always say, ‘Pay attention to the business, learn the business, and then the creativity will help you become even more successful.’

KD

It probably helped to start with a very experiential retail environment. That must have given you the opportunity to really connect with your customer in a very personal way and to understand their tastes and interact with them in all sorts of ways. I’m sure that was a great learning curve for you, as an entrepreneur.

TH

It was a big learning curve, but the biggest learning curve was when I went bankrupt. After being in business for several years, I took my eye off the ball. I began spending time at [nightclub] Studio 54 and wasn’t tending to the business enough. I got into a situation where I couldn’t pay my bills. After the bankruptcy, which was called chapter 11, I taught myself how to focus on the business. And that’s when I started to become much more successful.

KD

I would love to ask you much more about Studio 54. Because that’s actually quite a good reason to end up in chapter 11 – you actually are at least having a great time.

TH

Well, I was inspired by what everyone was wearing, I can tell you that.

KD

You mentioned that almost 40 years ago you started the Tommy Hilfiger brand. I wanted to talk a little bit about that. From a practical financing standpoint, for example, did you seek out financial business partners? How did you launch it?

TH

I started a brand called Tommy Hill. I went to a factory in India and designed a collection of very cool embroidered bowling shirts and 50s-inspired clothes. I started selling them to Bloomingdale’s and other department stores. At the time, my partner was in manufacturing, so a major investment on my part wasn’t required. Unfortunately, I then found out that someone else had registered the name Tommy Hill, so I couldn’t use it anymore. Then I met another gentleman, Mohan Murjani, who owned Gloria Vanderbilt Jeans. Around the same time I met Calvin Klein, and the organization offered me a job designing their jeans. I was over the moon; I was so excited to learn about how Calvin Klein operated. I told Mohan I was thinking of accepting the offer at Calvin, and he convinced me to start my own brand. I said, ‘You really want me to start Tommy Hilfiger? Do you think anyone will be able to pronounce the name?’ And so we started, with the backing of Murjani.

KD

That’s a great story. And it’s also a good lesson to students that if you’re creating an IP, make sure you can actually own it, and register the name. So, let’s talk about risk and following your instincts as an entrepreneur. You worked with legendary advertising art director George Lois, in order to launch the Tommy Hilfiger brand. What was that process like? You made some quite outrageous moves in terms of advertising, I think, that were groundbreaking – way ahead of the rest of the fashion industry. Tell us a little bit about that, and your marketing strategy.

TH

We didn’t have a lot of money for advertising. I spoke to George Lois, who at the time had never really done fashion advertising, but he was a legend. I told him I was thinking about putting a great-looking model on the beach in the Hamptons, and he said, ‘No, no, no, that’s what everybody else does. I’m going to show you an idea that will be disruptive.’

He brought me several big boards of advertisements by Ralph Lauren, Calvin Klein, Perry Ellis, Giorgio Armani – all the greats at the time. He said, ‘If you try to compete with any of these designers, with just beautiful photographs, you will lose. It will take you millions of dollars and many, many years to even become known. Here’s what I’m thinking.’ And he showed me this ad campaign, comparing me to the greats in sort of a jovial way, saying, ‘These guys are great, but so is Tommy Hilfiger,’ when nobody even knew who Tommy Hilfiger was. He convinced me to do it. We put a billboard in Times Square and within no time people were going crazy wondering who this ‘Tommy Hilfiger’ was. That ad helped generate major buzz around my name, and then it was up to me to make sure the product was good enough to live up to the hype.

KD

That’s a phenomenal story in terms of marketing a brand, and quite an outrageous and cheeky thing to do. But I think you become the thing that you manifest, in a way. If you see yourself in the same world as others and you project yourself into that world, you can certainly make it happen. But to your point, only if the product is also great.

TH

I worked very hard on creating a product that was different. I wanted to make preppy clothes that were very hip and cool. I made everything oversized and very detailed. I created a new, casual attitude and that really set me apart from the rest of the industry. I wanted it to be affordable, and accessible, because I wanted everyone to be able to wear it. I was always focused on being inclusive.
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KD

That’s great. So, you talked initially about being a sort of one-person operation when you were starting out. Most designers start this way as an individual. How did you start? What was your approach to hiring a team? And how did you build a team at the beginning of your journey?

TH

I knew I needed a partner who could deal with the accountants and the lawyers as I didn’t have a background in business. I was fortunate enough to meet Joel Horowitz, who at the time was connected to Mohan Murjani. And then we met a gentleman by the name of Silas Chou, who owned factories in China. And then we met his partner Lawrence Stroll in Europe. I shared my ownership so I could have an all-star team.

KD

Again, that’s an amazing lesson to build your team with the best of the best. And in order to do that, sometimes you incentivize that, let’s say with a percentage of the company. And that’s a very smart move.

TH

One of the lessons I learned was that if you make mistakes along the way, correct them immediately. Don’t let them linger. For example, we opened a beautiful Beverly Hills store, but it was too big, it was on the wrong side of the street, there wasn’t enough traffic, and the rent was incredibly high for the space. We ended up closing the store. It was a big embarrassment at the time, but we did the right thing. Sometimes you must take a step backwards to go forwards.
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KD

I would like to ask you what have been the three key success points in your life as an entrepreneur. More from a personal standpoint – they may not be material successes – but things that you really feel super proud of.

TH

Starting People’s Place when I was 18 years old, then starting Tommy Hilfiger in 1985. And I’m also very proud to be a brand that is inclusive and prioritizes giving back. We are proud supporters of organizations like Next for Autism, Race to Erase MS, Save the Children and WWF.

KD

Finally, what are the top three key pieces of advice you would give to entrepreneurs as they consider launching a business?

TH

Never give up. Continue the journey, regardless of the obstacles, because obstacles are opportunities. And don’t fall into the trap of analysis paralysis. If you feel something in your gut, go for it.
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