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when i was young i was considered some sort of odd-
ball, out of place and out of sync with the children at 
kindergarten, prep school, and high school. the prob-
lem was not so much my behaviour (although it prob-
ably contributed to the confusion) but my looks: while 
my friends wore jeans and t-shirts or jumpers i strut-
ted the streets in purple velvet trousers, crisp white 
shirts, and silken vests with colourful flower prints. at 
the time, i did not realise that my style set me apart in 
a certain way – all i wanted was to have it my way and 
dress the way i liked, or so i thought. with time, howev-
er, my experiences taught me that clothing is not only 
a means of self-expression but also a collective signi-
fier, signalling time and place (or a certain zeitgeist, for 
that matter), affiliation with particular groups or social 
classes, common lifestyles (e.g. punk, goth), or profes-
sional environments (e.g. banker, consultant, architect, 
artist). one of fashion’s most fascinating qualities is 
its dialectic nature: it signifies individual and collective 
identity simultaneously.
 ironically perhaps, after i made my peace with the 
fact that i was ‘different’ from my peers, i have never 
desired to actually belong to any but one group: the 
group of people who like to think of themselves as in-
dividuals. what might sound like a silly school boy’s 
wish is actually an almost impossible social condition: 
the truth is that most of the time our clothing choices 
are governed by subtle processes that do not surface in 
any conscious way when we are buying our clothes or 
when we are assembling our wardrobe for the next day. 
that goes for me just like for everyone else. so, even 
though i would like to believe that my fashion picks are 
fairly unique and not in any way related to a specific 
group, that is actually not the case. each of us is part of 
something larger, simply because we all have a history 
and a particular background. whether we choose in fa-
vour or against a popular style – it all ends the same: 
there is no escape from identifying with someone or 
something. at the end of the day we all want to belong, 
somehow.
 identification takes place between individuals and 
groups. in a fashion context, this process also bears a 

relation to clothing brands and their branding strate-
gies. the question is how this relation is defined and 
how entire collectives of idiosyncratic individuals con-
nect to their preferred styles and related brands. what 
values systems govern the relationship and to what ex-
tent do they differ between brands? my research seeks 
to provide answers to these questions in the context of 
the dutch fashion landscape. moreover, next to under-
standing the dynamics between brands and their con-
sumer groups, the goal of this dissertation is to explore 
whether there is something typically dutch about these 
relations.
 
this research would have not been possible without 
the assistance and generosity of a lot of people. first 
and foremost i would like to thank my supervisor dany 
Jacobs from the university of amsterdam, arteZ, and 
han for his sharp advice, relentless support, and 
– most of all – for giving me the chance to actually par-
ticipate in this project in the first place. originally i ap-
plied for another Phd position within the nwo project 
‘dutch fashion identity in a globalised world’. during 
the interview there was this one guy sitting in the com-
mission, all grumpy face and arms folded, who would 
not say a word until the talk was almost finished. at 
long last, he torpedoed me with three poignant ques-
tions and he would not let go until he knew what he 
wanted to know. later i learned that the man with the 
grumpy face was not grumpy at all, but sharp-witted, 
affirmative, and critical to the very last bit. against all 
odds, he entrusted me with a fascinating task and i am 
forever grateful to have been given the chance to work 
together with him on this project.
 academically speaking, i come from a background 
that is alien to empirical research. what dany has 
taught me is to look closely at the world around me, 
and with time i have come to understand that what at 
first glance looks rather banal – i.e., the ordinary life 
surrounding us – is one of the most fascinating areas 
of study. time and again, he has put my feet back on 
the ground when i was lost in fashion lingo (‘hyper’, as 
he used to call it), and he showed me that hard work 

and fun are not binary oppositions but complementary 
parts. in my view, one of his strongest points is his 
openness to debates and i have enjoyed every single 
one of them, primarily so because they were interesting 
and productive and brought me a step further, not only 
in my research but also in my personal development.

i would also like to thank the research group that i have 
been fortunate enough to be part of. José teunissen for 
her helpful suggestions and great support in teaching 
activities, anneke smelik for her critical commentary 
and feedback as well as for steering the nwo project 
in such a flawless manner, and michiel scheffer for his 
extensive knowledge of the textile and fashion indus-
try. furthermore, i am indebted to the group of fellow 
Phds who have been involved in the project. i suppose 
it makes a big difference whether you go through a pe-
riod of four years in solitude or together with a number 
of people who share the same office space, face similar 
problems in their research, and experience a similar 
learning curve. i would like to thank maaike feitsma 
for her insight and support. she made the project fun 
all the way and helped me to stay focused. also, she 
has been of great assistance in all matters concerning 
the organisation of events – admittedly, not one of my 
strongest points. for her kindness and consistently 
interesting point of view i would like to thank danielle 
bruggeman. we have had many discussions and it has 
been a pleasure to learn about her opinion and profit 
from it. i would like to thank anja köppchen for taking 
a critical stance towards my work, which i have greatly 
benefitted from. also, she has helped me out countless 
times when i was once again unable to manage the 
slippery slope down word, excel, or PowerPoint.

i am highly indebted to all the organisations that made 
this project possible in the first place. the netherlands 
organisation for scientific research (nwo) for fund-
ing a large-scale operation concerned with a subject 
that many still consider superficial and unworthy of 
academic scrutiny. i would like to thank the meester 
koetsier foundation, Premsela (the netherlands insti-
tute for design and fashion), and the opleidings- en 
ontwikkelingsfonds voor de Confectie-industrie (edu-
cational fund for the dutch Clothing industry) for the 
financial backing and interest in the project. further, i 
would like to thank the radboud university nijmegen 
where i have had my office and which has always been 
a pleasant working environment. my thanks to arteZ 
for the warm welcome when i started my teaching ac-
tivities as well as for the flawless organisation of the 
group seminars. i would like to thank the university 
of amsterdam and saxion, university of applied sci-
ences enschede, for their support. also, i would like 
to thank the amsterdam fashion institute for their 
generous support to finance the design and printing 
of this book. the result, at least in visual terms, would 

have been a far lesser one, if it was not for the cour-
tesy of souraya bouwmans-sarraf and the artistic skill of 
 marsel stoopen of studio marsel stoopen.

the case studies are an essential part of this disserta-
tion and i would like to express my gratitude to those 
who allowed me to have insight into their business or 
even encouraged my research activities on their com-
panies. the experience with those firms that agreed 
to collaborate became all the more valuable, because 
when i was approaching them to cooperate during my 
first year, it became apparent that certainly not all of 
them were willing to. i would like to thank everybody at 
Corakemperman for their warm welcome and assist-
ance during my research. it was an absolute pleasure 
to work with the entire team. i am indebted to michiel 
hulzebosch of vanilia, who despite initial doubts al-
lowed me to study his brand from all different angles 
and gave permission to conduct field work in the out-
lets. furthermore, i would like to thank truus and riet 
spijkers for their time and energy. they facilitated great 
insight into their work and helped make the trip to iasi 
an unforgettable experience.

lastly, i would like to thank my parents and sister for 
their endless support and tireless commitment. with-
out complaint they have listened to my rantings and 
shameless braggery, supported me in my work and 
progress, and provided emotional and financial back-
ing when needed. love and gratitude go to my wife, 
kiti. she has supported me all the way and put up with 
my sometimes erratic and tiresome behaviour. she 
listened to all my concerns when i was feeling stuck 
or when my research was not moving into the desired 
direction, and she encouraged me to go the extra mile 
when i thought i had reached my limits. also, my 
friends have been a great support for me throughout 
the project: heimo, stephanos, dirk, Paul, and ed. bal-
ancing my writing and field work with countless hours 
filled with conversation and laughter, each of them has 
enriched and enhanced my life greatly.
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