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1.1 IntroDuctIon

we all like to think we are unique and creative person-
alities. Playing on this theme, the amsterdam fashion 
institute even created the somewhat paradoxical brand 
name ‘individuals’ for the in-house collection of its de-
sign students. on the streets we certainly see quite a 
few people who dress very much in their own way – but 
how many are truly individuals in relation to the total-
ity? even in fashion schools, supposedly a hub of crea-
tivity, it is remarkable to what extent most students can 
be subsumed under only a few categories of possible 
style groups: some follow the minimalist black, white 
and grey theme à la maison margiela; others are more 
expressive, resembling the look of vivienne westwood 
or John richmond; and yet another group is comprised 
of long-haired blondes with a chic but fairly non-de-
script stylistic repertoire.
 the question is how unique we actually are in our 
clothing choices and to what extent we not only try to 
express our own identities but also that we belong to 
certain groups. my dissertation studies the relation-
ship between ‘individuals’ and their clothing choices, 
exploring the different facets people wish to express 
through their clothes and the ways these are connected 
to specific brands and the value systems that govern 
the brand-consumer relationship. more specifically, 
my study looks into those aspects in the context of the 
dutch fashion industry and raises the question whether 
we can actually speak of something like a dutch fash-
ion identity and whether this is reflected in a country-
specific consumption attitude.

1.� a reneweD Interest In FashIon

by accident, i recently came across a review of gilles 
lipovetsky’s ‘L’empire de l’éphémère: La mode et son 
destin dans les sociétés modernes’ (1987), a classic in the 
field of fashion research that looks into the phenom-
enon from a sociological perspective by sketching the 
historical progression from the beginning of the 20th 
century through to postmodernity. french philoso-
pher luc ferry (whose critique, originally published in 
l’express, was cited as an endorsement on the book’s 
back cover) wrote about the book: ‘Like all books that 
really count, Lipovetsky’s possesses the virtue of break-
ing the commonplace consensus... [It is a] savory analysis 
of the infinite detail of the meanderings in the ephem-
eral.’ ferry touches upon a sensitive point: the ephem-
eral and frivolous nature of the subject that has earned 
fashion a somewhat dubious reputation. it is certainly 
true that in recent years the phenomenon has received 
a little more attention in the academic world. still, the 
fact remains that in academia (and outside of it) it is 
not uncommon to look at fashion as something per-
functory and slightly bland (brydon and niessen 1998; 
kawamura 2005, 2011; lipovetsky 1994; mcneil 2010; 

mcrobbie 1998; Palmer 1997; tseëlon 2001a, 2001b). 
that is not necessarily a bad thing. in fact, there is no 
denying that it is a flippant phenomenon in many ways. 
in my eyes, however, this rather adds to the fascina-
tion instead of detracting from it, mostly so because its 
sheer presence and malleable nature provide ample op-
portunity for academic analysis.
 while the historical roots cannot be clearly pin-
pointed, social-scientific fashion research started 
to gain more momentum at the end of the 19th cen-
tury with thorstein veblen’s ‘the theory of the leisure 
Class’ (1899) that in bits touches on the phenomenon. 
shortly after, georg simmel published his essay ‘fash-
ion’ (1904). in 1930, J. C. fluegel’s ‘the Psychology of 
Clothes’ was published, followed by richardson and 
kroeber’s ‘three Centuries of women’s dress fash-
ions’ (1940) and later on, for instance, roland barthes’ 
famous ‘the fashion system’ (1967). during the past 
decades the subject has become increasingly accepted 
in academic discourse, with more and more studies 
being published. lipovetsky’s book, which i introduced 
at the beginning of this section, is a sociohistorical 
analysis of modern fashion, starting with the early days 
when global trends were largely determined by the rul-
ing styles emerging from Paris as the world’s fashion 
capital, through to what he calls fashion’s ‘democrat-
ic revolution’ (1987: 88) when anti-fashions started to 
gain momentum and the masses began to define their 
own style. others followed. to name but a few: eliza-
beth wilson’s ‘adorned in dreams’ (1985) sketches the 
complex history of fashion in relation to modernity, 
anne hollander’s ‘seeing through Clothes’ (1993) is an 
examination of the representation of the human body 
and clothing in western art, Caroline evans’ ‘fashion 
at the edge’ (2003) scrutinises the bleak fashion of the 
1990s, and solomon and rabolt’s ‘Consumer behav-
iour in fashion’ (2004) takes a multicultural perspec-
tive on consumption patterns. 
 while the above publications merely present an 
overview of topical research, it is surprising that when 
we look at the larger body of academic work, only very 
few studies1 are concerned with the fashion of a spe-
cific country. some publications analyse national styles 
of dress but hardly any scholars approach the subject 
of fashion, defined as seasonally changing clothing 
styles, in the context of a particular national context. 
the project ‘dutch fashion identity in a globalised 
world’, of which this study is the first major publica-
tion, is the first larger scale study that explores national 
fashion from different points of view. adding to the 
existing body of knowledge, our ambition is to look 
into the different aspects that define the local fashion 

1 worth mentioning in this regard are: breward, C. (ed.) (2002). 
the englishness of english dress; goodrum, a. (2005). the 
national fabric: fashion, britishness, globalization; Palmer, 
a. (2004). fashion: a Canadian Perspective; and teunissen, J. 
(2006). mode in nederland.
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industry by exploring to what extent there is something 
like a dutch fashion identity and by trying to identify in 
what ways it possibly becomes manifest.

1.� Dutch FashIon IDentIty

arguably, every nation has its own rites and rituals, its 
own cultural history, its own traditions, and its own way 
of living. some of these factors are intangible and have 
to do with the people’s mentality or a country’s political 
situation; others are straightforward like, for instance, 
local weather conditions or the topographical situa-
tion. the question is to what extent those factors have 
an impact on the way people dress in one country or, 
more precisely, whether there actually is something like 
a local fashion identity and in what ways it shows.
 in its capacity to equip wearers with a f lexible 
vocabulary to illustrate different facets of their iden-
tity, fashion needs to be interpreted as both a cultural 
artefact and a tool for negotiating identity (lipovetsky 
2002: 146). kellner (1994: 160-161) extends that argu-
ment, stating that ‘fashion is an important constituent 
of one’s identity, helping to determine how one is per-
ceived and accepted. fashion offers choices of clothes, 
style, and image through which one could produce an 
individual identity’. the symbolic function of clothes 
hence facilitates a sort of cultural vehicle or ‘a short-
hand way of signalling place and identity as well as a 
way of performing social intercourse’ (Craik 1994: 9).
 solomon and rabolt (2004: 6) define fashion as ‘a 
style that is accepted by a large group at a given time’. 
however, style can also refer to a specific way of ex-
pressing oneself. it can be individual and personal or 
connected to larger collective entities. in certain cases 
groups can be identified by a specific dress code that 
is either part of the national authorities (e.g. police, 
fire brigade, judges in court, church) or specific move-
ments like goth culture or the ‘lolita’ phenomenon 
in Japan. evidently, both elements are interconnected. 
as FIg 1.1 shows, style refers to a level of consistency, 
an element that lasts and changes only gradually over 
time, while fashion is amplitudinal and by definition 
connected to change.

the question about a dutch fashion identity oscillates 
between these two poles. on the one hand, there may 
be a stylistic code, a tacit element of national culture2, 
which is enmeshed with local traditions and climate 
as well as the country’s day-to-day reality (rubinstein 
2001: 14-15). on the other hand, there is a fashion busi-
ness (national and international), that responds to 
the demands of local audiences and changes with the 
season. it is an interplay of tradition and innovation; it 
is about assimilating current international trends and 
their adaptation to the underlying stylistic repertoire 
that guides the way dutch people dress, their con-
sumption attitude, and even the way they carry them-
selves.
 Countries like italy or france have long been recog-
nised as ‘fashion countries’. in the netherlands, how-
ever, it has only been since a few decades that people 
have started to develop an interest in local fashion 
(teunissen and van Zijl 2000). the main hypothesis 
so far has been that dutch fashion is intimately con-
nected to the country’s modernist tradition (e.g. de 
stijl, willem m. dudok, de haagse school, de amster-
damse school), which derived its rationale from clean 
and sober aesthetics and a graphic approach to design 
and art. it is the ambition of this project to advance 
the existing body of knowledge towards a broader and 
more comprehensive perspective. my own study is 
concerned with the purchase behaviour of dutch con-
sumers in relation to group and brand identities. my 
goal is, on the one hand, to understand the different 
value systems that connect select audience groups 
to their preferred brands and, on the other hand, to 
explore to what extent these values can be related to 
dutch culture at large.

1.� Dutch consumptIon mentalIty: 
 poInts oF Departure 

we all choose a certain type of clothing because (we be-
lieve) it reflects who we are or, at least, the person we 
would like to be. we respond to our workplace, families 
and peer groups, specific dress codes or the way celeb-
rities dress (woodward 2005). undeniably it is a tired 
cliché that architects and designers all dress in black or 
that people who work in the creative industries are par-
tial to an ‘artistic’ and somewhat unconventional look. 
like with most stereotypes, however, there is a grain of 
truth to it. while we wish to express uniqueness and 
signal to our environment that we are ‘one of a kind’, 
only the smallest minority of us is prepared to be indi-
vidualistic to the point that they can do without some 
kind of reference group.
 

2 based on arguments by elias and bourdieu, kuipers (2012) in 
this respect talks about ‘national habitus’, i.e., implicit cultural 
elements that distinguish one culture from another.

one of fashion’s paradoxes is precisely the reciproc-
ity between individuality and belonging: a unique ex-
pression of personal identity and its integration into 
a collective context (simmel 1904). what applies to 
the dynamics between individuals and groups at the 
micro level may possibly be extended to the national 
level as well. Consciously or not, people identify with 
a country’s implicit style or dress code, which in turn 
has an impact on the predominant style of dress. it is 
this nexus of individual, collective, and national identity 
that formed the point of departure for my research.
 above i already pointed to the dynamics between 
individualisation and group identity, and fashion’s 
capacity to reflect their connection in a collective con-
text. in their quest for defining identity people nowa-
days find inspiration in, for instance, virtual commu-
nities that in my research are understood as loose 
communities that are inspired by similarities in style. 
based on michel maffesoli’s concept of ‘neo-tribes’ my 
study set out to study the audience groups of a select 
number of dutch fashion brands. while maffesoli’s 
approach is very much based on the idea of fluid and 
temporary formations of people ‘that favour appear-
ance and “form”’ (1996: 98), i have adapted his idea 
to a fashion context with a strong emphasis on style 
preference, purchase behaviour, brand preference, and 
the life-worlds of consumers. ‘style groups’, as i call 
them, are loose groups of people whose mentality is 
expressed through similar lifestyles and stylistic pref-
erences. the basic idea is that style groups are formed 
by a part of consumers and a number of brands that 
are situated in a similar segment and exhibit common 
features. the underlying questions are whether it is 
possible to extrapolate from similarities in the way peo-
ple dress to:
a. the value systems that govern the relationship 
 between brands and consumers;
b. the relation between individual and collective 
 identity and their impact on purchase behaviour;
c. the nature of the relationship between brands 
 and their main audience groups.

taking a multidisciplinary approach, my research inte-
grates the supply perspective as well and it looks at the 
different ways dutch fashion firms try to create or re-
flect a specific identity. focusing on the mechanisms 
through which fashion brands seek to distinguish 
themselves, my study explores the interactive relays be-
tween supply and demand and tries to identify the ex-
tent to which dutch fashion firms co-evolve with their 
audiences.
 the relation between supply and demand is always 
defined by a certain degree of reciprocity. firms need 
to warrant stable sales levels, so, in most cases, their 
products are directed at a specific target market. the 
effort traditionally involves the value proposition: the 
way products are branded and marketed or compare to 

competitors in the same segment, the service provided 
inside the shops and the extent to which a company is 
exclusive. at the same time, there is an implicit dress 
culture in most countries that local fashion firms need 
to account for in some way. the dutch, for instance, 
are not exactly known for scintillating, elegant looks or 
great panache when it comes to their clothing choices. 
at the same time, they are certainly not fashion averse 
either. the co-evolution between brands and consum-
ers, then, materialises in a rather subtle way: it is an 
approximation to, and accounting for, the specific de-
mands in the country.
 directing the scope of analysis to the dutch na-
tional level, my research seeks to unravel the type of 
relationship between dutch fashion firms and their 
consumers and tries to identify whether there are char-
acteristics that are typically dutch.
• how do dutch fashion firms relate to 
 their audiences?
• by what aspects is the connection 
 between brands and consumers defined?
• is it possible to identify aspects in the value 
 or brand proposition that respond to country-
 specific demands?

for the demand perspective similar questions apply. 
here, i am asking the question about similarities in the 
consumption patterns of different audiences.
• do dutch consumers relate to their preferred 

brands based on similar value connections?
• is it possible to single out certain characteristics 

that distinguish the dutch fashion landscape from 
other countries?

• is there something like a dutch fashion identity 
and, if so, how can we define it?

my goal with this dissertation is not so much to find 
definitive answers to these questions but to point out 
tendencies which may possibly distinguish the dutch 
fashion industry from other countries. Just like in every 
other country, the national narrative is defined by the 
interplay of cultural heritage and the present social sit-
uation. i set out along these lines to explore how dutch 
identity can be interpreted in a clothing-consumption 
context and to what extent certain facets of local cul-
ture are reflected in the local fashion landscape.

1.5 structure

to reveal some of my conclusions: this study will show 
that the relation between dutch fashion brands and 
their main audience groups is diverse and based on 
different points of connection. Contrary to the com-
mon perception that the dutch are unfashionable 
and somewhat dowdy, my study will show that many 
of them have a pronounced interest in clothing prod-
ucts and purchase a comparatively large amount of 
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 products at a time. from a demand perspective, my re-
sults will demonstrate that, across the firms i studied, 
the relation between consumers and brands is defined 
by similar value connections. from a supply perspec-
tive, the study is going to show that none of the com-
panies i researched incorporates their dutch national 
background as a marketing ploy or retention fix. in-
stead, dutchness shows in the way the brands respond 
to the ruling demands and fashion mentality or the way 
tribute is being paid to the dutch lifestyle.
 working with a joint approach of quantitative and 
qualitative research methods, each of the case stud-
ies will start with a description of the companies and 
how they are positioned. the type of product and the 
organisational set-up are described in greater detail as 
are the marketing and retention strategies. this will be 
followed by an analysis of the results of the consumer 
research. i will compare the views and opinions of 
designers, marketers, and shop assistants with the 
in-depth interviews i conducted with patrons of the re-
spective firms. those findings will be complemented 
by a quantitative analysis of questionnaires that i com-
pleted with consumers over a period of three to four 
months inside the outlets of the different brands.

the structure of the book is as follows: chapter � 
will introduce different terms and conceptions of iden-
tity. in an effort to come to terms with the question 
how to define (an assumed) dutch fashion identity the 
chapter discusses this subject from different points of 
view. first, different aspects of personal identity are go-
ing to be explored, with a focus on the process of iden-
tity construction and how the relations between indi-
vidual cultural agents and larger collective entities are 
defined. furthermore, benedict anderson’s concept of 
‘imagined communities’ (1983) will be explained in or-
der to show that collective identities are not necessar-
ily based on face to face interaction but can also take 
shape as an imaginary concept. introducing a number 
of basic assumptions, the chapter will also discuss the 
hypothesis of a national fashion identity in relation to 
the question in what way fashion can constitute a car-
rier of individual and collective identities. lastly, brand 
identity will be introduced as a concept illustrating the 
relation between dutch fashion brands and their con-
sumers.

chapter � will discuss different models of sociali-
sation and will show how in the previous century we 
have progressed from rather narrow to more open and 
diverse social structures. the aim of the chapter is to 
develop a sound theoretical framework and facilitate 
an understanding of the different variables at play in 
the context of my study. with a focus on the connec-
tion between individual and group identity and their 
relation to a consumption context, i will introduce the 
term self-concept in order to show by what processes 

purchase behaviour is motivated. in the same context, 
consumer involvement will be defined as a measure 
for the different types of relations that consumers es-
tablish and maintain with brands. furthermore, the 
chapter will define ‘style groups’ as a model to account 
for the dynamics between individuals and groups in a 
fashion context. based on an assumed link between 
clothing style and identity construction, the ‘style 
group’ concept is a theoretical tool to analyse con-
sumer collectives and their purchase behaviour in a 
fashion context. as a last point, the concept of co-crea-
tion will be discussed to provide a marketing approach 
that embraces market knowledge as a means to build 
long-term relations. the theories fleshed out in this 
chapter provide analytical tools that help us come to 
terms with the question how different brands and their 
audience groups relate to one another.

chapter � will introduce the methodology that was 
used across the case studies and will explain the differ-
ent concerns that were taken into consideration to de-
fine the set-up of the research. in an effort to respond 
to the questions i raised in the previous section and 
to explore the relation between brands and consumers, 
my research is based on a complementary perspective. 
working with an explorative approach, my research is 
built around a mixed-methods research strategy. the 
consumer perspective was examined by using a combi-
nation of questionnaires and in-depth interviews in or-
der to facilitate an understanding of the general value 
connections at play and provide insight into the con-
sumers’ experiences. those insights were compared 
with interviews i conducted with people in different 
functions at each of the firms i researched, in order to 
develop an understanding of the organisational struc-
ture and marketing strategies.

chapter 5 addresses the question of a dutch fash-
ion mentality head-on in the form of an expert panel 
i conducted together with my supervisor, Prof. dany 
Jacobs. Jointly, we approached several experts in the 
field of dutch fashion with the request to list ten cloth-
ing brands that (in their opinion) reflect the dutch 
fashion landscape and to provide a short explanation 
for their choice. the goal behind this effort was to distil 
a set of defining characteristics and develop an under-
standing of what dutch fashion is actually about. the 
results produced four images that reflect the local fash-
ion industry and provide both perspective and context 
for the research as a whole: ‘modernist design with a 
twist’, ‘sophisticated Casual’, ‘wild design’, and ‘styl-
ish mid-market’. informing the choice of case studies 
throughout my dissertation, each of the firms i studied 
reflects one of the four categories outlined above and 
is supposed to facilitate an understanding of the rul-
ing demands in the respective segment. individually, 
the case studies are meant to reflect different aspects 

of the dutch fashion world, while the sum of findings 
 presented at the end of this book will point out a num-
ber of common themes connecting the firms, irrespec-
tive of segment and audience.

chapter 6 through chapter 9 will present the 
findings of my research on a number of dutch fash-
ion brands. chapter 6 will discuss the relation be-
tween Corakemperman, an example of ‘wild design’, 
and its main audience group. chapter 7 will present 
the findings of my research on vanilia, an example of 
what i called ‘stylish mid-market’. chapter 8 will ana-
lyse the development of spijkers en spijkers, a case of 
‘modernist design with a twist’, while chapter 9 is 
going to reveal how the relation between g-star, an ex-
ample of ‘sophisticated Casual’, and its consumers is 
defined.

chapter 10 will present the conclusions of this re-
search with respect to a number of theoretical con-
cerns. showcasing a synthesis of how the different 
fashion brands i researched co-evolve and forge ties 
with their audiences, this chapter responds to the main 
questions of the study and highlights basic elements 
of the dutch fashion identity in the confines of my own 
field of research.

this dissertation belongs with the larger research 
project ‘dutch fashion identity in a globalised world’, 
which was part of the nwo (the netherlands organi-
zation for scientific research) programme ‘Cultural 
dynamics’. the four senior researchers involved in this 
venture were: project leader anneke smelik, professor 
of visual Culture at the radboud university nijmegen; 
dany Jacobs, professor of industrial dynamics and in-
novation Policies at the university of amsterdam and 
professor of art, Culture & economy at the universities 
of applied science arteZ & han in arnhem; michiel 
scheffer, professor of fashion and material design at 
saxion university of applied sciences in enschede; and 
José teunissen, professor of fashion, design and the-
ory at arteZ institute of the arts in arnhem and visiting 
professor at the london College of fashion.
 the radboud university nijmegen hosted four 
Ph.d. students for this programme. my fellow Ph.d. 
students were: daniëlle bruggeman, whose disserta-
tion is entitled ‘The Performance of Identity through 
Fashion’; maaike feitsma, with a dissertation in dutch 
‘Nederlandse mode? Een verkenning van mythevorm-
ing en betekenissen’ (‘dutch fashion? an exploration 
of myths and meanings’); and anja köppchen who 
wrote ‘Dutch Fashion Industry in a Globalised Market’. 
together with the book Dutch Fashion in a Globalised 
World, edited by anneke smelik, these publications are 
the result of the research project ‘dutch fashion iden-
tity in a globalised world’ that was performed between 
2008 and 2013.
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