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8.1 IntroDuctIon

when the dutch fashion duo spijkers en spijkers cel-
ebrated their ten-year anniversary with the exposition 
‘the mirror has two faces’ at the museum voor mod-
erne kunst in arnhem in may 2011, the event was proof 
of a development the brand had undergone over the 
preceding decade. starting as a small two-women oper-
ation, the firm has gone from strength to strength with 
a mix of market adaptation, idealism, and firm belief in 
the brand’s signature style and relevance. despite the 
fact that the exposition came as a sort of accolade, pay-
ing tribute to the designers’ growing popularity in their 
own country, most of their business and the biggest 
share of revenues comes from sales abroad. in fact, in 
the netherlands the duo has been mostly treated as an 
insider tip until recently, while in the u.k., Japan, and 
the middle east their collections have been thriving on 
positive reviews and successful sales for many years 
(interview ssi; bem 2011: 79; husslage 2011: 3).
 while this is an interesting aspect in itself, it also 
posed a number of challenges for my research. for one 
thing, the brand does not have its own stores, but sells 
its products exclusively through select retailers across 
the globe. for another, the fact that the mainline, 
 Spijkers en Spijkers, is being retailed in only two outlets1 
in the netherlands meant a low consumer frequency, 
which ruled out the possibility to follow an approach 
comparable to those used for the other case studies 
in this research. instead, i had to rely on an in-depth 
interview, knowledge obtained during a 4-day research 
trip with the designers to iasi (romania), which served 
the purpose of exploring new possibilities in manu-
facturing, and an interview with Coming soon’s store 

1 Coming soon, arnhem; margreeth olsthoorn, rotterdam.

manager, Chananja baars. the qualitative data was 
supported by an extensive literature study in the form 
of various articles and interviews in magazines, as well 
as a recently published monograph. while at first it 
seemed like a drawback to work with this approach, the 
fact that i could study the relation between brand and 
consumers from a less consumer-centric perspective 
allowed me to adopt a company-specific perspective 
and develop an understanding for the firm’s implicitly 
consumer-oriented market approach.
 admittedly, spijkers en spijkers is a rather small 
label compared to luxury heavyweights like Prada or 
louis vuitton whose operative set-up is integrated in, 
and backed by, large conglomerates. for my own re-
search this aspect proved remarkably beneficial, as it 
facilitated an intriguing perspective on the largely unex-
plored subject of managing target audiences of small-
scale luxury fashion brands.

8.� the spIjkers en spIjkers sIgnature

effortlessly combining influences from art deco and 
modernism with a daunting use of patterns and graph-
ic elements, the clothes are deceptively simple in ap-
pearance, yet rich in construction and attention to de-
tail (teunissen and van der voet 2011: 12). the spijkers 
en spijkers signature look might be described as a play 
of colour and form that foregrounds the garment and 
instils a subtle sense of sophisticated sensuality in the 
wearer. as the designers claim, there is no specific tar-
get audience in terms of age or social and professional 
background. rather, they try to appeal to a certain spirit 
and mindset – or pronounce it more strongly through 
their work. some authors have argued that their under-
standing of femininity involved the challenging of gen-
der stereotypes, such as eternal youth, sexual objecti-
fication, or the industry’s almost exclusive reliance on 

pIcture 8.1 sPiJkers en sPiJkers • CamPaign autumn/winter 2010-2011
pIcture 8.� sPiJkers en sPiJkers • CamPaign sPring/summer 2009
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reed-thin looks (mumby-Croft 2010: 5). this stance de-
serves some critical attention, though. it might be true 
that in their work notions like empowerment and grace 
surface regularly and take precedence over sexiness or 
an emphasis on women’s sexual characteristics. that, 
however, does not take away the fact that the designers 
are part of the fashion system just like any other firm, 
so that the idea of actual criticism is a somewhat over-
optimistic view.

8.� the DesIgners as entrepreneurs: 
 creatIve FreeDom

traditionally, most small-scale fashion labels operate 
on a small-order basis. this is also true in the case of 
spijkers en spijkers. with average production runs of 
no more than a 100 pieces per design (in some cases 
the limit is even 10 to 20 pieces) the brand consistently 
works with orders of small calibre. this has important 
consequences for the set-up of the company. first, 
substandard order sizes mean that most of the pro-
duction can only be done in specialised factories and/
or workshops. second, small production units lead to 
relatively high manufacturing costs per piece, which in 
turn leads to a rather tight gross margin. unlike many 
competitors, truus and riet spijkers deliberately chose 
against collaboration with an investor since, in their 
view, that would have curtailed their creative freedom 
too severely. as truus recounts:
 ‘We’ve had quite a number of talks with potential 

investors, [but] the people we spoke to asked unright-
eous things. I’m realistic in my thinking and I under-
stand that collaborating with a partner means they 
will ask something in return. What we don’t want is 
someone who thinks: I want to get as much money 
out of this as possible in the shortest amount of time, 
or who wants a majority holding in our company. 
That’s just not interesting for us [since] we have been 
building this [brand] for the past ten years.’

 (truus spijkers cited in husslage 2011: 3; my translation)

by not working with an investor, the designers chose 
to develop the brand independently and free from li-
abilities. over the past decade, they have successfully 
implemented this strategy and managed to strengthen 
their position as a fixture in the international fashion 
scene. with zero overheads, only two permanent em-
ployees, three people on a zero-hour contract basis 
and a handful of interns, the operation is run by an ex-
ceptionally small team considering that the products 
are sold in no less than 12 countries across the world. 
although small in size, by gradually building their busi-
ness the two sisters have turned into entrepreneurs 
themselves. says truus (ibid: 2), ‘we really had to 
get into the whole business side of things ourselves. 
at times that was rather tricky as we did not have any 
training in that regard. at the academy, the focus is 

purely on creativity, not entrepreneurship’. since the 
two sisters have established their brand they have 
stepped up their game not only as successful fashion 
designers, but also as proper entrepreneurs who op-
erate their brand with business acumen and a good 
intuition for interpreting and integrating signals from 
the market into their collections. the following sections 
will provide a more detailed account of their activities 
and how they have built their business.

 8.3.1 building awareness
unlike many competitors, the spijkers en spijkers 
brand does not work with adverts or other explicit 
forms of consumer marketing. according to the design-
ers, the first priority is product development, with the 
majority of resources going into fabrics, pattern-mak-
ing, and manufacturing. from this perspective it might 
seem that a sheer reliance on skilled design and a so-
phisticated product slate could outweigh large-scale 
campaigns with top models and blue-chip photogra-
phers. indeed, their resolutely marketing-averse stance 
is credible to the extent that the spijkers en spijkers 
brand has come a long way during the past ten years 
and keeps being relatively successful. this being said, 
it is equally true that the chosen approach, to some ex-
tent, is an imperative dictated by economic means and 
financial scope. when compared to the large multi-la-
bel corporations that rule a good deal of the high-fash-
ion industry (e.g. Pinault-Printemps-redoute, louis 
vuitton moët hennessy, Prada group, gucci group, 
Compagnie financière richemont) there is a striking 
difference in budget, leverage, and economic reach, 
but also in the determining variables of a collection’s 
success or failure. a company like Prada, for example, 
launches its products with the help of an enormous 
marketing apparatus, including large-scale advertis-
ing in all important magazines, million-dollar budgets 
for fashion shows, costume designs for blockbusters, 
or – as happened in July 2011 – renting five floors of 
Park hyatt shanghai to stage a three-day fashion-show-
cum-exhibition for miumiu’s f/w 2011-2012 collection. 
the spijkers en spijkers imprint, by contrast, has no 
other choice than to rely on a comparatively implicit 
approach.
 to be sure, it does not take million-dollar budgets 
and glamorous advertising campaigns to position a 
fashion brand in the market. still, a substantial finan-
cial backing certainly helps to achieve that goal. truus 
spijkers (interview ssi) sums up the situation the fol-
lowing, rather laconic, way: ‘brands like Prada are our 
direct competitors. and you just can’t compete with 
them. it’s impossible. you see, these are mega teams 
and mega budgets…’. from an early point in their ca-
reer the designers understood that by choosing not to 
work together with an investor, they would require an 
alternative strategy to advance their business and de-
velop the brand: building the brand through creating 

awareness and devising a brand narrative that plays 
with notions like high design, modernist aesthetics, 
and individualism (interview ssi; cf. teunissen and van 
der voet: 58).

Clearly, awareness is what all brands, regardless of size 
and turnover, strive for and profit from. also high-pro-
file advertising, artist sponsorships, or ritzy locations 
for fashion shows are nothing but means to raise 
awareness. in the case of truus and riet spijkers, then, 
the notion mostly pertains to increased visibility, which 
they achieve by exploiting two principal assets of the 
brand proposition: signature style and their status as 
identical twins, which over time has made them am-
bassadors of their brand and product. in a sense the 
sisters are their own best models. all creations are 
made to their own liking; the proportions of garments 
are modelled on their own physique. despite the fact 
that they do not advertise explicitly through spreads 
in magazines, for instance, they do capitalise on the 
presence they have as designers and their increasingly 
iconic status in their home country. as truus remarks, 
 ‘We build publicity ourselves. We are good crowd 

pullers actually and you shouldn’t underestimate 
that. If you consider the enormous amount of atten-
tion we got though the exhibition [at the Museum 
voor Moderne Kunst, Arnhem], it’s quite incredible, 
really’. (interview ssi)

 8.3.2 sister aCt
as a consequence of their growing awareness of mar-
ket demands, a crucial addition to their business port-
folio was made in 2010 with the introduction of the 
diffusion line SIS, which at present counts 11 points of 
sale in the netherlands. originally, the collection made 
its debut at the amsterdam international fashion week 
as an extra precollection with the aim to test the firm’s 
potential in the home market. however, due to the fact 
that it became an instant commercial success with crit-
ics and buyers, the idea quickly turned into a mainstay 
of business operations. as the designers state, sis was 
partly the result of a development during the course 
of which the main line – but also the twins as a brand 
in their own right – had finally started to receive more 
media attention in the netherlands. 
 ‘At the time, we were getting more and more re-

quests for affordable clothing from Dutch retailers. 
With our main collection it was impossible to satisfy 
that demand, so we introduced a “little sister”. Ac-
tually, SIS was developed specifically for the Dutch 
market because we wanted to be able to also sell our 
products in stores close to where we live’. 

 (cited in Elle.nl 2010: 1; my translation) 

from the initial idea to establish sis as an exclusive 
line for the dutch market, it was only a small step to 
extend it to other countries as well, with large parts of 
the production now going to Japan, russia, and the uk 
(teunissen and van der voet: 65).

pIcture 8.� sis • sPring/summer 2011
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 apart from creating a more accessible product for the 
home market, the brand expansion was aimed at ex-
ploring new possibilities and steering the brand into a 
different direction. the financial crisis between 2008 
and 2010 had left a deep mark on the mainline’s sales 
volume, with rather alarming economic discharges in 
the firm’s markets in russia and the ukraine. lower 
purchasing quantities and a changing consumption 
mentality meant a change of direction for the com-
pany in order to prevent floundering and to keep the 
business sustainable (interview ssi; cf. teunissen and 
van der voet: 57-8). Consequently, the introduction of 
sis was as much the result of the designers’ desire to 
develop a new market as it was a means to guarantee 
more reliable sales in their established ones.
 the difference between the main collection and the 
commercially more viable distribution line is basically 
twofold. first, sis is produced in higher quantities and 
retailed at lower prices. second, the label features more 
accessible looks, which makes it attractive for a bigger 
audience. by turning the products into more every-
day items, the designers did quite directly respond to 
a change in the consumption mentality of their audi-
ence. also in their markets abroad bulk purchasers had 
begun to change horses almost at random during the 
crisis, which made a transformation necessary to re-
spond to the changing needs with a different type of 
product. Jacobs (2011b: 121) sums up the problem in 
the following way,

 ‘From the start, their operations have been very in-
ternational. Their first buyers have been Japanese, 
followed by the British, Russians, Chinese, plus buy-
ers from the Gulf States (…). All went extremely well 
for some time. But sales were never stable. On av-
erage, they sell to some twelve countries, but those 
often vary and their shares in overall sales fluctuate 
constantly.’

eventually, the introduction of a diffusion line therefore 
served the double purpose of creating a new market 
in their home country and stabilising the sales volume 
abroad. the fact that the brand was originally devised to 
only target the dutch market makes no difference for the 
final result.

 8.3.3 better together
the introduction of sis is but one example of how the 
designers build and extend their public profile. from a 
different angle they realised that goal through a number 
of collaborations, each of them was meant to connect 
the brand name to popular high-street companies in 
order to gain a wider reach. truus and riet spijkers de-
signed a capsule collection for dutch high-street chain 
Claudia sträter in 2009, featuring 15 pieces in total, 
each available in a number of colour variants. this was 
followed in 2010 by a series of spectacle frames (24 
regular models and 10 sunglasses) for the dutch opti-
cian chain specsavers. the dutch beer brand bavaria 

teamed up with the duo to design a low-budget dress 
(‘victory dress’) for women, which was meant to be 
worn during the european football Championships in 
2012. in each case, the growing popularity of the de-
signers in the netherlands made them interesting can-
didates for the joint ventures. for both parties the effort 
turned out to be a win-win situation. the commission-
ing houses took advantage of the fact that their name 
was connected to a high-ticket fashion label, thereby 
adding fashion cachet to the brand proposition. truus 
and riet spijkers, for their part, capitalised on the me-
dia impact of these large-scale projects, which meant 
free advertising and further financial resources to back 
and develop their own label. in each of these cases the 
designers adopted and developed their brand profile 
in a way that sought to tap into consumer demand by 
making the brand more accessible through offering 
multiple points of connection. the introduction of sis, 
as well as the collaborations with high-street firms are 
good examples of how the company responds to the 
market and, in a rather implicit manner, takes consum-
er needs and their (changing) consumption habits into 
account. for the future the projected goal is to pursue 
similar projects, using their reputation to advance their 
skills in different areas (interview ssi; cf. teunissen and 
van der voet: 61).
 
 8.3.4 Private affairs
another way in which the designers respond to con-
sumer needs is a bespoke service for made-to-measure 
clothes they offer to private clients. translating the indi-
vidual wishes and ideas of consumers into a custom-
made clothing piece, they claim each garment is the 
product of a dialogue between them and their clients. 
during a fitting session, truus and riet seek to chan-
nel their own aesthetics in consultation with the client. 
says riet,
 ‘We work a lot with private clients and there you get 

a first-hand experience of what clothes can do to the 
person who wears them. You see that, of course, only 
when you’re actually one on one with a client.’ 

 (interview ssi)

in a sense, this way of working goes back to the heyday 
of the couturier who dressed socialites in his studio 
rather than designing collections for a wider audience. 
unlike their predecessors, however, for truus and riet 
spijkers a sole reliance on private clients – even if it 
was financially viable – would not be a route worth-
while pursuing. as they claim, it is precisely the polar-
ity between collection-based work for a larger audience 
and individual commissions that adds interest to their 
designs, as it allows them to work in both broad and 
narrow experiential frames (interview ssi).
 here we encounter an interesting balance between 
their regular collections for a more diverse clientele 
and the commissions from individual clients, which 

are dialogue-based and require the ability to adapt. the 
most direct manner to gain insight into their consum-
ers’ desires, and profit from hands-on experiences, is 
of course the immediate interaction in the workroom. 
the direct response forges a personal bond between 
supply and demand, which is not possible to achieve in 
a regular retail setting. despite different points of depar-
ture, both approaches eventually seek to fulfil the same 
goal, since the designers place a strong emphasis on the 
consumers’ emotional response – in other words: what 
clothes do to the wearer; what experiences they facilitate; 
what feelings they evoke or trigger. says riet,
 ‘Actually, the nicest thing is a small-scale presenta-

tion in a showroom like it used to be back in the day. 
Take Chanel, for example… there is Marlene Diet-
rich sitting on the staircase and you have a number 
of models, dressed in the latest collection, walking 
around with number boards in their hands. You 
know, here’s your customer and it’s nice and direct. 
I’d love working like that.’ (interview ssi)

according to the designers, clothes can exert an influ-
ence that reaches beyond modesty towards a sense of 
self-assuredness. while their vision is not entirely free 
from idealism, there might be some kind of truth to 
it, after all. as 34 year-old consumer lisa t. (private 
conversation may 18, 2011) told me, ‘[w]ell, that whole 
notion of empowerment i’m not sure about. still, the 
clothes are certainly powerful. i own quite a few of 
their dresses and when i put them on they certainly do 
something to me.’

8.� oDDItIes oF the luxury market

while the made-to-measure service is more of a side-
line in their business, the biggest share of creative 
output comes from the spijkers en spijkers main col-
lection. with prices of 800 euros for one of their trade-
mark jumpsuits and between 700 and 1200 euros for 
a dress, the brand is clearly situated in the luxury seg-
ment. in section 8.3.2 we saw that the label does actu-
ally grow but fails to establish a loyal customer base in 
one or more of its (foreign) markets. Part of the firm’s 
difficulties can be explained by the actual product prop-
osition, which is fashion-forward and fairly uncompro-
mising when it comes to the designers’ aesthetic vi-
sion.
 although more elusive, the luxury market is neither 
distinguished from the high street and other retail en-
vironments in terms of clothing style nor in terms of 
the principal demands consumers make on products. 
in fact, it is the inherent dynamics that are somewhat 
different. it is a popular fallacy to believe that the big 
luxury houses take the main share of revenues from 
the extravagant fashion pieces that attract most media 
attention. those eye-catchers are primarily integrated 
in the collection to manifest the status of an innovative 
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and cutting-edge player in the global fashion indus-
try. the cash flow, meanwhile, comes from business 
basics, more understated fashion pieces, and leather-
wear (e.g. bags, wallets, belts).2 bigger profits, then, are 
made from clean and immaculately produced business 
wear – or at least a type of clothing that lends itself 
to a professional context. these clothes, too, are surely 
fashionable, but at least they are subtle enough to be 
worn across a wide variety of different social and pro-
fessional contexts. 
 the spijkers en spijkers line, by contrast, relies for 
the most part on a rather outspoken type of product. 
that does not mean they are conspicuous or outré: 
they fall in a product category that is closer to state 
occasions than an everyday context. since much of 
the spijkers en spijkers collection is comprised of real 
‘design pieces’ they do not always encourage everyday 
use.3 as riet spijkers contends,
 ‘After all, it’s quite an expressive product. (…) And I 

think in our case it has to be like that simply because 

2 one of the most potent examples of this dynamic comes 
from Chanel. karl lagerfeld’s collections keep turning heads, 
making the brand one of the most successful luxury enter-
prises of the world. what the brand earns the most money 
with, however, are not the biannual catwalk pieces, but classic 
business costumes for women (complete with fitting acces-
sories, shoes, and bags) as well as cosmetics and perfumes.

3 by the same token, the principal choice of materials (silk, taf-
feta, lace etc.) is rather delicate, so many items of the collec-
tion do not lend themselves to an easy-wear attitude.

we don’t have the marketing apparatus [of the big-
ger brands]. We have to make the cut with our 
products, not by placing nice campaigns in fashion 
magazines.’ (interview ssi)

surely, such an approach greatly fuels the brand’s fash-
ion cachet. at the same time, the spijkers en spijkers 
label takes a somewhat undecided middle position 
between formal wear and catwalk fashion. the clothes 
are outspoken but not flamboyant, wearable but mostly 
unsuited for everyday use. many of the label’s pieces 
are not an obvious choice for business occasions out-
side the creative industries, while rather high retail 
prices make the products accessible to only a niche 
clientele that can afford to collect high-ticket fashion 
next to their regular wardrobe. relating these aspects 
back to the question how the brand deals with differ-
ent (and sometimes unequivocal) consumer demands, 
it appears that truus and riet spijkers have used the 
immediate acclaim of their sis line to great effect. by 
resorting to a distribution line as a means of pursuing 
a more commercial track, they were able to operate 
by an approach similar to those of the industry’s big-
ger names. also here, higher sales in a slightly lower 
segment have enabled the designers to avoid making 
major concessions to commercial demand with their 
main collection.
 the spijkers en spijkers brand represents an inter-
esting case of a niche fashion enterprise that needed 

to find its own way to compete with the industry’s big 
players. for obvious reasons only the fewest small 
high-fashion brands will specialise in business wear, 
simply because it is hard to make a mark and attract 
media attention. in this respect there is no difference 
between big and small enterprises since also the es-
tablished names will feature in magazines with the 
season’s showstoppers rather than with business ba-
sics. the very difference is actually that the established 
brands are mostly integrated in corporate networks 
with strong financial support, which allows them to 
create both extravagant and understated fashion pieces 
without having to choose for either approach.

8.5 Dutch luxury FashIon?

above it was mentioned that the spijkers en spijkers 
label enjoys great, albeit unstable, popularity abroad 
while in the netherlands it could never really catch on. 
sis, by contrast, turned out to be a success in both 
home and foreign markets. this asymmetry requires 
some clarification if we want to understand how the 
company relates to consumers and adapts to different 
markets. also, the difference tells us something about 
the dutch fashion landscape and local consumers’ pre-
dominant consumption mentality.
 one explanation for the difference in interest and 
sales volume is the income distribution across differ-
ent national contexts and, as a result, different buying 
mentalities. Comparing the brand’s key markets in the 
middle east or russia with the european ones, we can 
identify a principal difference in spending activity be-
tween western countries and the (moneyed) nations of 
the middle and far east. according to the international 
monetary fund (accessed on november 9, 2011), the 
netherlands rank number three in the european na-
tions, with the highest purchasing power parity per 
capita (PPP), after luxembourg and norway. so, the 
country’s (relatively) high gross domestic product goes 
together with a fairly democratic income distribution. 
on a global scale, Qatar (1), brunei (3), and the united 
arabian emirates (4) rank at the top four of countries 
with the highest gross domestic product per capita. in 
this case, however, the figures are partly produced by 
the high density of the super-rich rather than a demo-
cratic overall income distribution.
 one effect of the rather high average amount of 
discretionary money in the netherlands is that the 
country has a well-established and economically strong 
middle market. at the same time, the demand for 
luxury products is somewhat lower because the super-
high income groups are fewer as well (Jacobs 2011b: 
122). seen thus, it is probably not altogether surprising 
that the spijkers en spijkers main line fares much bet-
ter in foreign markets. fittingly, truus and riet spijkers 
make a distinction between their markets in countries 
from the middle east and those in europe, stating that 

motivations and consumption behaviour are subject 
to different premises. as they say, in a place like dubai 
people will purchase a product ‘just because they like 
it’, whereas in europe buying behaviour in the luxury 
segment tends to be connected to special occasions. 
in the former case women shop for hedonistic reasons 
while in the (near-)home market purchase behaviour is 
more occasion specific. those differences aside, even 
within europe the spending activity on luxury goods is 
distributed rather unevenly: in italy the annual expendi-
ture on luxury goods was 16.6 billion euros in 2011, 
while in france it was 12.6 billion and in germany 8.0 
billion (altagamma 2011: 5). the dutch luxury sector 
has perhaps grown during the past couple of years. 
nonetheless, it remains a gradual (and rather slow) 
shift that is connected to a changing consumption 
mentality over time.
 in view of these facts it would be wrong to assume 
that local consumers simply disregard the spijkers en 
spijkers products. on the contrary, aesthetically speak-
ing the dutch might be more prone to purchase the 
clothes than probably the german or french. dutch 
consumers, in fact, are anything but averse when it 
comes to flamboyant and outgoing fashion pieces. the 
reason why the label does not run as well as abroad 
(whereas sis, which is not so different in style, actually 
does) is mainly that dutch consumers are not willing 
to spend large amounts of money on a type of cloth-
ing that can only be worn for special occasions and 
requires intensive care. in chapter 5 we learned that 
the local audience puts a premium on comfort and 
easy-maintenance materials – the bicycle factor, as i 
dubbed it. a dress or jumpsuit, entirely made out of 
delicate silk, like they regularly feature in a spijkers en 
spijkers collection is simply at odds with the day-to-
day requirements of the local audience. says Chananja 
baars, store manager of Coming soon, ‘[t]he clothes 
are difficult to sell, actually. here in the netherlands it’s 
not so easy to find consumers for this type of clothing. 
it’s not practical – and expensive. that combination… 
well… doesn’t sit very well with the local audience’ 
(ssii). (to be sure, comfort and easy maintenance 
are not anathema to any western or european coun-
try. even in so-called ‘fashion countries’, like france or 
italy, the average consumer puts a premium on these 
and similar aspects. the difference is rather that in the 
dutch context these attributes are more pronounced.)

8.6 Dutch FashIon: here anD there

in chapter 5 we saw that in the past dutch fashion 
was viewed mainly in conceptualist terms, or as a con-
tinuation of the country’s modernist heritage (teunis-
sen and van Zijl 2000; feitsma 2011a), whereas more 
recent research suggests more than one predominant 
fashion narrative and at least two ‘fashion identities’ 
(feitsma 2011a; Jacobs 2010; Jacobs 2011a). the first 
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type – modernist design with a twist, as i called it – is 
linked to sobriety and aesthetic restraint, with a foot-
hold in the national traditions of art and architecture, 
graphic and industrial design (teunissen and van Zijl 
2000), while the other – wild design – is defined by 
colour, pattern, and playfulness. according to Jacobs 
(2010: 20), the former can be found mostly in the up-
per-middle and high segment, while the latter is mainly 
connected to the more popular ranges of the fashion 
market.
 the work of truus and riet spijkers takes its cues 
from both realms, merges them, and gives a new twist 
to it. many of their products are inspired by modernist 
aesthetics on the one hand, especially when it comes 
to graphic composition, use of patterns and fields of 
colour. on the other hand, the vibrancy and edgy ap-
pearance of the collections are more akin to wild de-
sign and the way the dutch fashion narrative is inflect-
ed by various cultural influences. merging elements of 
both traditions into a new whole, the garments resume 
conceptualist roots in terms of proportion and graphic 
composition, while a predilection for animal prints and 
metallics evidences a playful and upbeat stance. much 
of the clothing is about achieving the right balance 
between two poles: symmetry and asymmetry, colour-
ful and colourless, exposed and hidden, patterns and 
planes.

in a country like italy, for instance, we find a clear op-
position between companies catering to either end 
of the spectrum. at one end there are brands like ar-
mani or Prada, whose aesthetic signature is sleek and 
pared down. at the other end, houses like versace, 
Cavalli, or dolce e gabbana stand for a style that can 
be dubbed ‘dirty chic’, i.e., a classy yet aggressive and 
erotically charged type of fashion. along the general 
lines, the former reflect the kind of understatement 
we also find with many dutch upmarket fashion labels 
like orson+bodil, saskia van drimmelen, or marcha 
hüskes. in the spot of the lascivious panache of the lat-
ter, however, we find designers like bas kosters whose 
work is a smorgasbord of colour, pattern, and frivolous 
exuberance. interestingly, the work of truus and riet 
spijkers occupies a space that combines these two ex-
tremes. the brand is typically dutch in the sense that it 
blurs the boundaries between reprised conceptualism 
and playfulness, graphic composition and edgy looks, 
it juggles with different disciplines and aesthetic reper-
toires and merges them into a new whole.

8.7 conclusIon

spijkers en spijkers had to find their own way to es-
tablish a position in the market. a small enterprise 
without major financial backing to support the brand, 
which allows for greater entrepreneurial freedom, 
the brand is peculiar in the sense that it successfully 

 operates its global business with an exceptionally small 
team. rather than riding the branding wave, truus and 
riet spijkers have made their own face and signature 
style the figurehead of the brand. the brand’s market-
ing approach is rather implicit in the sense that brand 
awareness is created by a number of different strate-
gies that, on the face of it, might seem just remotely 
related to a consumer-centric approach. on closer 
inspection, however, many steps the firm has taken 
since its inception are tacit ways to bring the clothes 
closer to their consumers and integrate their needs 
into the brand proposition. when there was a demand 
for more affordable clothes, sis was created as a more 
accessible alternative in the designers’ trademark style. 
the moment truus and riet spijkers understood that 
their own media profile was a marketing tool in its own 
right, they put themselves more into the limelight and 
started to connect their name to well-known high-street 
brands. the same is true for their fashion designs. on 
the one hand, these are resolutely built around what 
the two sisters call ‘high design’. on the other hand, 
they do consider the products’ wearability (despite 
their sharp looks). spijkers en spijkers are creative with 
an eye to the market; exclusive, but not out of reach; 
conceptual in its way of working, yet playful in appear-
ance. in short, the brand is typically dutch in the sense 
that it is not either… or, but and… and.
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