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Whiz kids of fashion schools: Designing your own future
By Wang Yiming

What was once the glamorous stage for independent fashion designers is now a
thing of the past, but that’s not stopping young aspiring wannabes from flocking to
fashion design schools for their shot at the industry. However, what happens after
they graduate? How do they match their skills with reality and do they have what it
takes to survive in the fashion jungle? Lianhe Zaobao speaks to three “whiz kids”
who graduated from fashion design programmes this year and asked them to
“design” their future.

Photo: Yong De Han’s menswear shines with Southeast Asian elements, a modern
touch on local style.

People used to say: “If you want to be broke, go open a book store.”

But given the bleak shopping scene today, you could almost say: “If you want to be
broke, go be a fashion designer.”

This begets the question: Do young people still dream of becoming fashion designers
these days?

The prolonged fashion retail slump has taken a toll on independent fashion designers
and labels. With fast fashion taking a lion’s share of the market with their cheap,
eclectic, high-volume and endless supply of fresh clothes, even high-end and mid-
range labels are finding it tough to face the battle, let alone the minority independent
designers.

What was once the glamorous stage for independent fashion designers in Singapore
is now a thing of the past. Today, there are no more than 20 designers and labels
that are still functioning, launching new collections regularly and still making money.
There is no lack of young aspiring wannabes flocking to fashion design schools every
year. What are their concerns and passions?

After they graduate, how will they apply what they learn? How do they match their
skills with reality and do they have what it takes to survive in the fashion jungle?

Lianhe Zaobao’s fashion correspondent speaks to three fashion design graduates
who topped their cohorts and asks them to “design” their future.

Taking the plunge: Fashion is an expression

Don’t be fooled by his baby face. Chen Shiming, who graduated early last month
from NAFA'’s fashion studies programme with a bachelor’s degree, is 44 years old
this year.

Chen works at NAFA'’s technical department and obtained a specialist diploma from
the same school in 2004. Not one to lag behind the times, he got a degree more than
10 years after that, which he called a “system upgrade”.

After getting his diploma, Chen recounted that he spent eight years working for three
local fashion labels just for the sake of making money. He was not satisfied.
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“I did feel like | was being led by the nose. | felt that | was not doing what | wanted to
do and my designs were devoid of character,” said Chen.

He admitted that when he was working at NAFA, he was influenced by the young
students and learnt a lot from them. The experience reignited his passion for the
business.

“The next time | design again, | will show more attitude and boldness,” said Chen.

To Fu Han, a 24-year-old typical post-millennial, fashion design is about expressing
the views of a designer and blending those views into his work to show the masses.
Fu, an MDIS top graduate this year, said that most fashion design students did not
join this course for the sake of making big money.

Some students, he noted plainly, were not passionate about fashion and when they
felt that the industry was too tough or realized that they would not get rich in this
business, they quit the programme.

“You can say that | won’t be able to live if | leave fashion. | shape every day of my
life with fashion concepts.”

“Like writers who emphasise inner beauty, we are a group of people who also have
ideas but aren’t able to express them in words, so we choose to express ourselves
outwardly,” he laughed.

“There should be a way of expressing oneself in life.”

In the words of LASALLE College of the Arts fashion design graduate Yong De Han,
learning design is all about family sentiments and the sparks that the skills ignite.

“My grandmother was a tailor. Although | never learnt sewing from her, | used to play
among piles of fabrics, so I’'m no stranger to clothes making and fabrics,” said the 24-
year-old.

He recalled having a hard time studying during his days in junior college to maintain
his excellent scores. His father, who could not bear to see him struggling in “boring
subjects”, allowed him to switch to fashion design.

“l used to think that fashion design is about looking at something and making a copy
of it,” said Yong.

But once he stepped into the world of fashion, he discovered that the fashion
discipline is about sensuality, science, skills and theory.

“None of this appears out of thin air. A work of fashion is not born randomly. The
sequence is complex and the process is rigorous.”

All the three top students agree that outsiders have the wrong impression that
fashion designers are all about being foppish and fail to see the hard work behind the
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scenes. But to these designers, once they have chosen this path, there will be no
turning back.

Worrying outlook: No consumer support
Independent designers are in a tight spot today, falling victim to the changing retail
landscape.

“In the 1980s, local consumers were rather supportive of independent designs. That
didn’t change much even during the 1990s financial crisis. The PARCO next NEXT
project organised by the Textile and Fashion Federation (TaFf) in 2010 could have
been the last wave of local design. After that, the situation has been gloomy even up
till today,” said Chen, who went through the good and bad times of local design and
said a big question mark overhangs the industry today.

Given the economic downturn and “unhealthy” consumption culture in Singapore,
Yong is uncertain if he will be able to stand on his own feet if he enters the industry
as an independent designer now.

“My attitude may be a little negative. When | was working as an intern for some
designers here, | withessed how their works did not sell well. The key point is local
consumers are not buying independent designs.”

Yong pointed out that independent designs are priced much higher than fast fashion,
but the designers are unable to lower their prices because their costs are high. But
consumers do not see this and will rather spend the same amount of money, or even
more, on foreign labels, as they are not willing to pay for clothes made by “unknown”
local designers.

Fu further explained why independent designs are expensive: The designer would
oversee the entire process of clothes making, from seeking inspiration to picking the
materials and producing the clothes. On top of that, independent design labels are
private operations as it is difficult to find sponsors and funding. They also face
problems in drawing collaborators even in the name of “crossover”, as the gains are
very limited. These are the many struggles of independent designers, said Fu.

“Especially in Singapore where it’'s summer all year round, clothes replacement rate
is high. Consumers want more designs and more choices, so independent designers
have to shorten their delivery cycle... these are tricky problems,” Fu added.

“However from the consumers’ point of view, these are not their consideration.
Consumers would always be concerned about getting the best at the lowest prices.
I’m also considering how to maintain the quality of my designs and personal style,
while giving the best prices to consumers. Must independent designs be expensive?
I must really spend some time to think about this issue.”

There’s still a way: Don'’t give up
Yong admitted: “I will observe a while longer. If there is no more room for survival
here, | may consider advancing my career abroad.”

The works of Yong, who specialises in menswear, are profuse in Asian elements,
especially the bright and diverse elements and details of Southeast Asia, so he
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believes he will be able to attract Malaysian and Thai male buyers. The independent
design markets in Asia, such as Malaysia and Thailand, are thriving, thanks to strong
support from the government and consumers; whereas in Singapore, after the
PARCO next NEXT, designers who once benefited under this fashion incubator
project have dispersed and are now on their own.

Fu, who hails from China, hopes to persist with his dream in Singapore. He is nhow
looking for a job and wants to work for a fashion label to accumulate more
experience in design and sales before introducing his own women’s wear label. His
style is about elegance and dark hues with limited bright colours for embellishment,
which caters to the taste of most fashionistas in Singapore who go for a low-key and
stylish look.

He thinks that there are ways for independent designers to survive, including
diversifying and cost-cutting.

“One of the strategies is not to open a physical store. This will help to save a lot of
money and most modern-day consumers have accepted online shopping as a norm.
Besides this, going into department stores, select stores or multi-brand boutiques is
also another way. We can serve some of the traditional consumers or those who
care about the experience of shopping on the streets. But no matter which sales
strategy we use, design will always be the key. A good design rules.”

Chen agreed that selling through multi-brand boutiques is feasible. Previously he
owned a small-scale mature-styled label Ribbonz whose limited pieces sold well at
lifestyle concept boutique Egg3. But sales at the store took a hit when online shops
emerged. Although selling clothes online is not yet a mainstream trend, it is worth
exploring by independent designers.

“l discovered there is still a group of consumers who support local designs. They may
be small in numbers, but they have a unique taste and are willing to invest in fine
design.”

Calling all millennials: A business opportunity

In recent years, many international labels and manufacturers conducted surveys and
found that the millennials, or Generation Y, have the biggest potential as consumers.
This group of people is increasingly leading international trends, social pulse and
corporate transformations, and once designers are able to win their hearts,
opportunities and money will start to roll in.

Chen said his thinking was affected dramatically by his Generation Y classmates.

“My previous designs were more mature and pretty much overlooked the needs of
the younger people. | will try to make more deconstructed and reconstructed clothes
for men and women. The quantity will be even more limited, with perhaps one or two
pieces to more directly and specifically target a niche market. By reducing my
production quantity, | will also have lesser cost pressure.”

Yong and Fu are typical post-millennials who understand themselves and the

potential buyers well. Yong said that even if they come from the same generation, he
cannot group everyone together as their tastes are different. But he concluded that
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millennials overall pursue basic style and clean design as well as interesting small
details.

“Millennials are more true to themselves, more daring to satisfy themselves and
express themselves,” said Fu.

The wind has changed for fashion, so designers should also adjust their sails.
Changing consumer behaviour and the rising wave of millennial consumers do not
affect only the fashion industry, but all of us. Whenever we step out of the house to

face the world, what we wear should best convey our individualities and sell
ourselves — no matter which generation you come from.
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