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RESEARCH ARTICLE

The role of networks in supporting micro- and small-sized sustainable
fashion businesses

Claudia Eckerta , Philippa Crommentuijn-Marsha and Sandy Blackb

aSchool of Engineering and Innovation, The Open University, Keynes, UK; bCentre for Sustainable Fashion, London College of
Fashion, University of the Arts London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Micro- and small-sized sustainable fashion businesses benefit greatly from their formal and
informal networks which provide a wide variety of support and services. This exploratory
study reports on the findings of a UK-based research project that investigated 27 firms in
this category. We focus on four case studies comprising two designers running their own
labels and two product developers who support other designers. Our analysis maps the net-
works of these micro- and small-sized sustainable fashion businesses. Taking an approach
informed by actor-network theory (ANT), we describe human, organizational, and social
media actors in formal and informal networks. We show how networks are formed and
extended through supply-chain relationships, professional networks, and the serendipity of
personal and online contacts. Focusing on informal networks, the article also discusses the
models of working and the role that geographical (or physical) and cognitive proximity
plays. The networks of sustainable businesses particularly depend on trust and shared values
and help designers to understand and increase their sustainable practices.
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Introduction

While the fashion industry overall is still dominated
by large corporations, there are many micro- and
small-sized designer-led businesses that espouse a
more sustainable way of creating and using fashion
and clothing. Establishing any business involves
challenges such as finding finance, premises, and
suitable suppliers, and many small businesses fail
within the first few years. Running a business with a
focus on sustainability can be even harder, as mater-
ial costs are often higher and tracing supply chains
and engaging with suppliers and customers about
sustainability takes time. In many cases, such busi-
nesses are run by an individual designer or a very
small team who rely on support networks to thrive.
This article is informed by an actor-network theory
(ANT) approach and analyzes such formal and
informal networks. We focus on four case studies of
UK-based designer-led fashion enterprises out of the
27 sustainable businesses that we studied as part of
a larger project “Rethinking Fashion Design
Entrepreneurship: Fostering Sustainable Practices
(FSP).” We investigated the following questions: (1)
How are these informal networks created and

maintained? (2) What is shared within the network?
(3) What is particular to sustainable businesses?

The UK’s designer-fashion sector, with an esti-
mated £32.3 billion gross value added (GVA) before
the pandemic, is largely made up of micro- and
small-sized enterprises (MSEs) which are widely
acknowledged for their creative influence (BFC
2018). This article highlights particularly micro-fash-
ion enterprises with 0–9 employees, including
innovative startup businesses and sole traders, where
much creativity is found. Many designer-led MSEs
pioneer alternative visions of prosperity in business
and can provide a key focus for the sector’s transi-
tion to sustainability. The research project informing
this article interpreted sustainability holistically
across four key dimensions: environmental, social,
cultural, and economic. We focused on MSE design-
ers and founders who aimed to reconcile all of the
sustainability dimensions while maintaining a viable
business. This is a journey of constant learning and
improvement. It often started with material choices
and minimizing waste but extends across all aspects
of running a business including interactions with
employees, suppliers, clients, and customers.
Sustainable fashion businesses seek to transform
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current practices of fashion, encourage sufficiency,
and create long-lasting products, while creatively
educating their customers and clients about sustain-
ability values and behavior.1

As explained in the following sections, networks
play a hugely important role in the success of busi-
nesses and this is well recognized in the fashion
industry. We then outline the FSP project and its
methodology in the next section. In the following
section, we discuss four case studies – two designers
with their own labels and two designers supporting
other design businesses – to illustrate patterns of
behavior observed across the FSP project. The pres-
entation of the results starts with a section on net-
works of designers. This discussion features a map
of the formal and informal networks that the
designers in the FSP project were part of and
describes the fluidity of membership and dynamic
changes in category membership of the actors. The
subsequent section discusses how networks are
formed or enlarged and highlights the serendipity of
collaboration and then moves on to outline the
modes of working in the networks, the role that
geographical (or physical) and cognitive proximity
play in the working of the networks, and their role
of proximity in enabling businesses to be sustain-
able. The penultimate section brings out insights
into the conflation of human and non-human actors
(in fashion), before we draw several conclusions in
the final section of this article.

Networks of fashion businesses

Networks have been studied from multiple theoret-
ical positions and practical questions. Rather than
comprehensively review this literature, we select
here several aspects that are relevant to our analysis
of the networks of sustainable micro- and small-
sized businesses. In particular, see Garc�ıa-Lillo et al.
(2018) for a comprehensive overview of the litera-
ture on clusters and industrial districts.

Collaboration in networks

Collaborations among all agents in a network, such
as suppliers, distributors, customers (often involved
in co-creation initiatives), and even competitors, can
be drivers of innovative and sustainable business
models in fashion. More specifically, collaboration
allows the creation of a supporting ecosystem
(Todeschini et al. 2017). Collaborative design is a
knowledge-sharing and knowledge-integration pro-
cess (Kleinsmann, Buijs, and Valkenburg 2010) and
it occurs in conversational turns in which everyone
contributes their own expertise (McDonnell 2009).
Collaborations across the supply-chain benefit from

an alignment of business priorities (Macchion et al.
2015) and can contribute positively to income
(Wenting, Atzema, and Frenken 2011), for example,
through co-branding (Oeppen and Jamal 2014).

An important element of many networks is prox-
imity, which has two dimensions: cognitive proxim-
ity and geographical (or physical) proximity
(Balland, Belso-Mart�ınez, and Morrison 2016). The
notion of cognitive proximity indicates “that people
sharing the same knowledge base and expertise may
learn from each other” (Boschma and Ter Wal
2007). Knowledge is transferred between businesses
in a highly dynamic process according to a study of
Italian industrial districts by Camuffo and
Grandinetti (2011, 820):

1. The facilitation of inter-organizational and
interpersonal relations.

2. The observation, aimed at imitation, of the arti-
facts and actions of other firms in
the district.

3. The mobility of human resources from an exist-
ing firm to another existing firm.

4. The creation of new ventures through spin-offs
(i.e., the mobility of human resources from one
existing firm to a newly born firm.

Industrial districts foster mutual and reciprocal
cooperation which increases trust, constitutes a
form of collective capital (Dei Ottati 1994, 531), and
creates a balance between competition and collabor-
ation. Relations between actors are socially
embedded when they involve trust based on friend-
ship, kinship, and proximity (Boschma and Ter Wal
2007). Co-working occurs in localized spaces where
independent professionals share resources and are
open to imparting their knowledge to the commu-
nity. Under such circumstances, small businesses
can get involved in collective innovation processes
(Capdevila 2019).

Historically, networks were often based on geo-
graphical (or physical) proximity. Piore and Sabel’s
(1984) seminal work proposed that industrial dis-
tricts with flexible specializations could take advan-
tage of the latest technological advances and provide
an alternative to mass production by being more
adaptable in responding to demand for a variety of
customized items. Their analysis focused on indus-
trial districts with many examples drawn from the
garment industry where flexibility and specialization
have long been based on strong community ties and
cooperation through networks of small- and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). A critique of
Piore and Sabel’s (1984) research found that flexible
specializations within these industrial districts have
been disrupted by globalization and affected by the
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destabilization of institutions (Marangoni and Solari
2006). Many businesses have thrived in the context
of globalization because cognitive proximity enables
businesses to become agents of change combining
global and local knowledge (Camuffo and
Grandinetti 2011). In addition, Guercini and
Ranfagni (2016) argue that conviviality both forms
and maintains entrepreneurial communities. It pre-
serves individual identities, creates social capital,
and promotes greater knowledge and trust.
Interactions with other firms can lead to the imple-
mentation of innovative strategies such as the devel-
opment of new products or the development of
better-performing business models (Guercini and
Runfola 2012).

Collaborative networks furthermore provide for
flexibility and cooperation and allowing SMEs to
compete in niche markets for high-value, high-qual-
ity fashion products (Courault and Doeringer 2007).
For the creation of new value, actors need to both
learn and interact with others in their local commu-
nity and to benefit from investment aimed at build-
ing communication channels beyond the local
context (Bathelt, Malmberg, and Maskell 2004).
Training and organizational support can be more
fruitful if enterprise development is treated as a col-
lective activity (Mills 2011).

Much of the literature on industrial districts and
clusters has focused on textiles centers in Italy.
While a detailed analysis of the cultural differences
between Italian and UK assemblages is beyond the
scope of this article, it merits noting that London
has long been recognized as a creative cluster with
rich ecosystems of knowledge and resources (Rieple
et al. 2018). Innovation in the British capital is
enabled by scale, diversity of demand, and cultural
dynamics. The city also offers urban markets, good
transport systems, and supporting institutions
(Athey et al. 2008). London is the home of multiple
national and regional fashion organizations (Virani
and Banks 2014) and supports numerous networks
that include funding bodies and universities that
foster design collaboration through philanthropy,
education, and consultancy (Azuma and Fernie
2003; Ashton 2006). It further is home to the
recently created East London Fashion Cluster.2

These formal networks can help SMEs grow in
terms of their net assets and net value (Schoonjans,
Van Cauwenberge, and Vander Bauwhede 2013).

Collaboration in networks of sustainable
fashion businesses

Sustainable clothing businesses face multiple chal-
lenges: maintaining product value, quality, and
esthetics; meeting the needs of suppliers; and coping

with higher material and labor costs (Curwen, Park,
and Sarkar 2013). Personal (informal) and formal
industry networks and professional connections play
key roles in helping startups meet the challenges
they face (Mills 2018; Aakko and Niinim€aki 2018)
as SMEs often lack sufficient resources and know-
ledge for business operations (Schoonjans, Van
Cauwenberge, and Vander Bauwhede 2013). In par-
ticular, building relationships with manufacturers is
important (Malem 2008). Many designers use net-
works of friends to source staff and produce small
production runs (Athey et al. 2008) as the domin-
ance of global supply chains requiring large
throughput is not suitable to their needs and values
(Ashton 2006).

Ashton (2006) proposes that we think of net-
works as based on social relationships and common
values in which knowledge and products are shared
among a wide range of participants. The businesses
sit in a range of nested or overlapping networks
which may be clustered geographically, with access
to immediate networks as well as to conduits to
other networks of suppliers, customers, and collabo-
rators – sometimes with a global reach (Athey et al.
2008; Ashton 2006). The uncertainty associated with
creative businesses leads to designers developing
bonds based on personality, style, or shared back-
ground rather than economic reciprocity (Gu 2014).
Accordingly, personal relationships and shared cul-
tural understanding play an important role.

Methodology

This article draws on actor network theory (ANT)
to analyze the findings of the subsequent case stud-
ies that were carried out as part of the project
“Rethinking Fashion Design Entrepreneurship:
Fostering Sustainable Practices (FSP).”

Actor network theory as an approach to analyze
design processes

We utilized an ANT framework to support our ana-
lysis as “it does not limit itself to human individual
actors but extends the word actor – or actant – to
non-human, nonindividual entities” (Latour 1996)
and does not have preconceptions about the dis-
tance between actors, the direction of their influ-
ence, or the size of the network. This makes ANT a
valuable framework for the empirical analysis of
organizations (Whittle and Spicer 2008) as it
assumes that if any actor – human, technological, or
organizational – is added to or removed from the
network the network will change (Doolin and Lowe
2002). This is an important aspect of ANT for
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understanding the dynamic nature of the design-
ers’ networks.

Actor-network accounts of design tend to focus
on the role of the designed object. “Expanding the
project of ANT to the field of design requires mobiliz-
ing this method’s persistent ambition to account for
and understand (not to replace) the objects of design,
its institutions and different cultures” (Yaneva 2009,
280). ANT accounts also enrich the discussion of co-
design, because they highlight that in a collaborative
process not only the invited participant, but also unin-
tentionally included or unexpected actors, can play an
important role (Andersen et al. 2015). Studies of
emergency situations have shown how different actors
– human and technical – come together to share crit-
ical information (Potts 2009). “Participants in such
systems engage in networked communication; they
forage for information and then assemble that infor-
mation in an ad-hoc, but still coordinated, manner”
(Potts 2013, 48) moving flexibly through different
media to obtain information as required.

Entwistle (2016) advocates that ANT is a useful
tool to examine the everyday routines and practices
of fashion – how people do fashion. It entails
“following the actors” (human and non-human)
through observation (ethnomethodology) of the
rules, practices, habits, and routines of daily life. She
observed models and fashion shows, the role of the
photograph, and the fashion cycle (fashion weeks,
fashion buyers, and merchandizing in Selfridges
department store). ANT gives equal agency to
humans and devices, tools or objects, where the
non-human actors support the human ones, for
example websites facilitating sales.

The research project

As noted above, the research reported in this article
was part of a UK-based project entitled “Rethinking
Fashion Design Entrepreneurship: Fostering
Sustainable Practices (FSP)” (see Figure 1). Our aim
was to investigate creative and business practices in
design-led fashion MSEs to evidence their potential
to exemplify transformation toward a more sustain-
able fashion industry. The research team examined
the fashion-design entrepreneurs’ visions, values and
capabilities, designs and operations, business mod-
els, working practices, and networks. While many of
the fashion companies were centered in and around
London, the authors also studied designers in the
Midlands to diversify the sample outside of the cap-
ital area and to extend the project to an important
region in the UK fashion (manufacturing) industry.

Micro- and small-sized fashion-designer firms are
heterogenous with different attitudes toward their
markets, peers, and use of external resources (Rieple
et al. 2018). To capture this rich diversity, the pro-
ject went through several phases of data gathering,
as illustrated in Figure 1. After an initial survey of
the networks of several key support organizations
(including the British Fashion Council, Center for
Fashion Enterprise, and UK Fashion and Textiles
Association (UKFT)), we selected 48 fashion MSEs
(predominantly in London, with a few in the South
East, South West, and East Midlands) for first-stage
interviews between September 2019 and March
2020. Each interview was conducted by two of the
researchers from the project to provide a cross-dis-
ciplinary perspective of different businesses.

Figure 1. Timeline and methodological steps of the FSB project.
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The project interviewed a total of 27 fashion
businesses a second time 9–12months later, four of
which were selected for this article to compare busi-
nesses in the East Midland (that did not have the
support of fashion organizations) with businesses in
London. The interview period overlapped with the
COVID-19 outbreak. While the original intentions
of the research could not anticipate the pandemic,
inevitably all businesses were affected in some way
by the crisis, such as a loss of clients or needing to
pivot to online retailing. The authors interviewed
each of the designers in the four selected case-study
companies at least three times. In addition, for the
case study of Love White Rabbit (LWR), in
February 2021 we interviewed collaborator Claire
Shell from Pin Curls Vintage (PCV), and two man-
agers of Maker’s Yard, the Leicester design hub
where PCV and LWR are located.

We transcribed all interviews and manually carried
out a thematic analysis that focused on networks. The
qualitative data analysis followed the three flows of
actions identified by Miles and Huberman (1994): data
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. For
this article, we also analyzed the data from an ANT
perspective. The interviews are referenced in the dis-
cussion below by the initials of the designer and the
number of the interview.

The case-study companies

This article focuses on four case studies: one firm
based in London and three others in the Midlands
representing typical categories of MSEs encountered
in the project at varying scales – designer/founders
managing their own production and service busi-
nesses supporting designers (see Figure 2).

Designer-led businesses do not always support
their own brands but may also work for other

designer-led businesses as service providers. As
Figure 2 illustrates, there also is a middle ground
where some designers produce both their own
designs and work for others as a sample maker,
product developer, or producer of small runs. All
four case-study companies (bold, large font in
Figure 2) are led by trained fashion designers who
have positioned themselves differently in the market.
The following case studies showcase the spectrum of
business activities. We selected for each scenario a
larger business with multiple employees and a sole
trader. Each is trying to be sustainable in its own
way. The article also refers to the companies shown
in bold, (smaller font), to show the range of differ-
ent firms and to illustrate salient points that did not
come from the four case studies alone.

The designers

The two designers who have set up their own fash-
ion labels oversee the entire process from design to
production. Throughout the article, we will refer to
the case study by the name of the business or the
person, depending on whether we are making a
point about the respective firm or the individual

The designer brand
Sabinna Rachimova (Sabinna) came from Vienna to
London to study fashion and worked for fashion
labels in Paris and London before setting up her
own label in London. Sabinna is a lifestyle brand
that offers sustainable products and services beyond
garments. The brand has a workspace and shop in
London where the firm makes and sells some of its
clothing. The garments are produced in small
batches from natural fibers and designs aim to make
use of deadstock. Packaging is compostable as far as
possible. The brand is committed to fair wages

Figure 2. Positioning of case studies (bold, larger font) in the context of other examples in the FSP project. Note: Companies
in smaller bold font are mentioned in the article to illustrate additional points
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across the supply chain and offers a free repair ser-
vice for its garments. Rachimova has a close rela-
tionship with her customers through her studio/
shop, pop-up shows and, increasingly, communica-
tion through her website and social media. The
business is situated close to other small garment
brands and creative businesses in East London’s
Fashion District development,3 creating an informal
network of co-location in an East London cluster.
She is also part of several formal design networks in
the city.

The FSP project also interviewed a number of
other businesses that are in geographical proximity,
located across East London, an area with a long his-
tory of garment manufacturing and now being rede-
veloped as the Fashion District (some are shown in
Figure 2). These include Black Horse Lane Atelier
that produces a denim-jeans range that can be tail-
ored to customer measurements and manufactures
for other fashion brands such as Raeburn. Phoebe
English is a womenswear brand showing at London
Fashion Week that has been instrumental in build-
ing a local London network of designers to share
knowledge and resources.

The lone designer
Ismay Mummery is the founder and owner of Boy
Wonder (BW). As a former designer for High-Street
brands, she spotted a gap in the market for boys’
ethical clothing that is colorful and does not use
stereotypical boys wear motifs. The brand was set
up to follow environmental best practice in all
aspects of the business. Following circular principles,

her business model includes a buy-back scheme for
outgrown clothes. The garments are made of
organic materials using environmentally friendly
dyes and are ultimately recyclable. Patterned fabric
is digitally printed to easily adjust production vol-
umes. BW is based in a small town in the Midlands
with very little textile industry so there is no local
network of companies with which to collaborate. As
a result, Mummery has largely relied on online con-
nections. She is committed to local production but
has experienced difficulties finding suitable suppliers
in nearby Leicester that are willing to supply small-
order volumes reliably at reasonable cost. She has
set up a widely read blog about sustainability and
the fashion industry. Unable to access funding, she
crowdfunded her 2019 collection and has continued
trading and initiating and running online sustain-
able fashion events and workshops.

Designers supporting other businesses

These two designers offer services to other busi-
nesses starting with ideas or developed designs and
facilitate product development and production.

Product developer
Fazane Fox trained as a fashion designer and
worked as a senior account manager for an estab-
lished fashion brand for several years. When setting
up her business in rural Derbyshire, she was advised
by her business mentor to establish a clothing devel-
opment and production company instead of setting
up her own clothing label. Starting with design

Figure 3. The networks of designers in the FSP research project exemplified by the four case studies.
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briefs or rough ideas from clients, who often have
no background in fashion, she oversees the entire
process from the original designs to product com-
pletion. Fox has built up a network of suppliers that
she works with on behalf of her clients. She largely
collaborates with a network of manufacturers in
Portugal because the Portuguese government enfor-
ces ethical work practices. Sustainability is becoming
increasingly important to her business and her cli-
ents ask for more sustainable products. She has
strong ethical principles about the treatment of peo-
ple and works hard on being a responsible and flex-
ible employer by providing secure employment for
both her part-time and full-time employees. Fox
comes from a family of entrepreneurs and various
relatives provide business advice and office space, as
well as childcare.

Sample maker
Florie Struthers from LWR took a Contour Fashion
BA at De Montfort University and set up a business
offering pattern-cutting, small production runs,
apparel sampling, and conceptual and bespoke
designs. Prior to the pandemic, Struthers worked
mainly for two small swimwear businesses and other
small designer firms that she had met online. She
had also planned to take on an apprentice with
investment by her family, but she experienced a dra-
matic fall in orders during the COVID-19 crisis.
During this period, she become involved in making
scrubs for the National Health Service (NHS) in the
UK. LWR is based in Makers Yard in Leicester, a
historic factory building run by the Leicester City
Council for creative businesses but there is little
support tailored to fashion businesses.

The networks of designers

All of the respondents are part of numerous networks
where they receive support and contribute to the sup-
port of peers. The following discussion focuses on net-
works that support designers over long periods of
time rather than actant networks that are formed
around a specific issue. The map in Figure 3 origi-
nated from summaries of the networks of the case-
study designers and we supplemented it with the prac-
tices of other designers who were part of the FSP pro-
ject. Not all areas are necessarily applicable in every
case. For example, none of the case-study firms in this
article sell through wholesale buyers which has until
relatively recently been the norm in the designer-fash-
ion sector. Most of the case-study companies excel at
developing personal relationships with the people that
they interact professionally. This situation makes it dif-
ficult to discern a clear distinction between personal
and professional networks as a friend can become a

collaborator or business services can be bartered with
friends. Client and customer relationships are on the
informal side of the map (indirect sales are covered
under formal relationships with retail buyers) because
several designers have built up personal relationships
with their clients. For example, before COVID-19,
Rachimova brought clothes from London to Vienna to
sell to groups of regular clients in informal get-togeth-
ers (where she also received immediate feedback).
Rachimova also encourages online clients to provide
comments on her designs and thereby influence her
design and color direction.

Fluid classes of actors in networks

Figure 3 illustrates that the designers’ networks con-
tain a combination of human actors, institutions,
and media. As the distinction between the categories
can become blurred, several boxes are marked to
indicate multiple classifications. For example, the
interviewees reported on getting grants from a bank
as institutions but also spoke of bank managers as
people. Some had individuals as backers, for
example family friends. There is also a degree of
overlap between media and people. For example, in
the case of the fashion-support organization Make it
British, the participants conflated the person run-
ning the organization, its website, and network into
one actor rather than three. We nonetheless classify
Make it British as an institution in the mapping in
Figure 3. In particular, during the COVID-19 crisis
the designers interacted with colleagues in their
informal networks through social media. For
example, Fazane Fox joined a network of entrepre-
neurs in her region through a WhatsApp group and
talked of them as the “WhatsApp group” as she had
not yet met any of them in person. There is also, as
noted above, a lot of overlap between personal and
professional networks. In formal networks the
designers act within the boundaries of contractual
arrangements or become the recipients of other
actors’ formal offerings or services, such as receiving
a grant or business support from a regional council.
In informal networks the actors have casual, but
often long-term, relationships.

Formal networks

All four designers are part of formal business
arrangements where contractual relationships deter-
mine the level of support that is provided. Both
Rachimova and Fox have permanent staff who work
for them as well as freelancers that they bring in for
specific tasks or to ease the workload. Both have
commented that their team is their greatest support
but also a huge responsibility. As the quote below
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from Fazane Fox illustrates, this is particularly an
issue for sustainable businesses that are committed
to ethical treatment of staff.

If I want to grow my business, I’m going to have to
take staff on which is scary… [It is] very important
to me…making sure people are happy at work,
well supported and paid properly… [also in] all the
factories. Because the human cost is… sometimes
worse than the environmental cost. A lot of time
people forget that. (F1)

Struthers from LWR and Mummery from BW
work on their own and commented that the step of
taking on a permanent employee or an apprentice is
a big one. All of the case-study businesses draw on
business services, such as accounting or website
development, either as a one-off service or on
retainers, as well as banks. Many designers see their
manufacturers or suppliers as very important actors
in their networks. The suppliers understand the
products and support the development process of
specific garments. They also introduce designers to
other suppliers if they do not have the capacity or
experience to help. The fashion businesses also
depend on general business support that they
describe as either personal or institutional in nature.

Most of the businesses in our project have joined
formal institutional networks and these networks
exist in various parts of the UK. Makers Yard,
where LWR is based, is a space for creative indus-
tries set up by the Leicester City Council. Fashion
designers also have access to local and regional busi-
ness support, which is funded through job-creation
initiatives with the aim that the resident businesses
will grow over time. However, as several of our
respondents commented, they did not always find
these services to be especially helpful as they did not
want to expand but rather wanted to maintain their
businesses in a steady state. For example, Struthers
of LWR enjoys making clothes herself and does not
wish to manage others doing the sewing.

In London, several design spaces and designers’
networks dedicated to fashion designers exist. For
example, Rachimova is part of several networks
including the Lone Design Club (sales support), the
Trampery (studio spaces), and the Fashion
Innovation Agency at London College of Fashion
(special projects). These networks are also a means
of accessing business support as well as for meeting
other designers. Several national networks, like
UKFT and Make it British have been set up in the
UK and operate both online and through face-to-
face events; they also lobby on behalf of the overall
fashion sector. These networks are led by committed
individuals who customarily built up a personal
relationship with the members but proved very agile
in offering their services online. In particular,

during the pandemic, the designers interacted with
their websites and spoke of these fashion-support
organizations as websites.

Informal networks

Informal networks are often, but not exclusively, based
on personal relationships. For many designers, their
customers and clients are an important part of their
network. Customers can provide feedback, encourage-
ment, and inspiration. This assistance is particularly
important for sustainable businesses that are usually
committed to reducing waste and increasing longevity
of garments. They want their customers to wear their
clothing for a long time, but also to come back and
buy new ones. Consequently, Sabinna, for example,
has set up a repair service for her clothing. Both
Sabinna and Black Horse Lane Atelier (mentioned
above) run making workshops to get to know custom-
ers personally. Small businesses encounter their cus-
tomers directly either online or physically if they run
their own shops. Pop-up shops can be very successful,
as customers often look online but like to buy in
stores where they can see and feel the physical object.
These retail facilities can also be a way to get quick
feedback on specific garments, as customers comment
on what they like and what alternatives they would
have preferred, in particular around colors. Mummery
writes, as mentioned above, a well-read blog but found
that while she receives encouragement and press
coverage through the online site, this network of read-
ers did not translate into a significant number of
orders. However, Mummery did use the blog to suc-
cessfully crowdfund her collection in 2019.

For small fashion businesses, friends and particu-
larly family members are an important part of their
support network. Some of this assistance was highly
practical, such as looking after children, while other
relatives supported businesses financially, as the case
of Fazane Fox illustrates. While BW, had recruited
funders through the blog, an old friend of
Mummery’s also become her lead customer.

In summary, these four fashion designers have
built their own informal networks of designers and
contacts throughout their careers including former
university classmates, previous work associates, col-
leagues sharing workspaces, or people they meet
through others. We discuss the significance of these
relationships in further detail in the follow-
ing section.

The dynamic formation of networks

While the categories of actors persist, the actual
membership of the network is highly dynamic.
Designers are constantly searching for and finding
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new collaborators and becoming part of other
actors’ networks. As this section explains in more
detail, actors help each other find other actors.

The supply chain as an enabler of networks

While the supply chain can become a very import-
ant network for designers, this can involve many
false starts. Prospective clients frequently contacted
both LWR and Fazane Fox about developing sam-
ples for them. Many of these contacts lead nowhere,
as many potential clients do not think through what
it means to set up a fashion business and the costs
and expertise involved in doing so. Both respond-
ents invested time in explaining basic business
aspects and nurturing their clients by formulating
an understanding and specifying what they want to
achieve. Consequently, both Struthers and Fox have
developed detailed explanations for different types
of requests that they send out before engaging in a
personal dialogue. Nevertheless, they have developed
long-standing collaborations with client companies.
Equally, finding suitable suppliers or manufacturers
can be challenging for small sustainable fashion
businesses, as the example of BW illustrates.
However, once Mummery found her organic fabric
supplier he was instrumental in introducing her to a
local garment manufacturer.

Product developers like Fazane Fox find factories
for their clients and Fox has many manufacturers
on her books. She works with companies in
Portugal that are well connected among themselves,
and they pass work on to businesses they know if
they do not have the technical knowhow, capability,
or capacity to do the work themselves. Due to the
effort involved in researching sustainable credentials,
all sustainable businesses included in this project
have a fairly stable manufacturing base and value
relationships built up with suppliers. Sabinna has
developed a small range of suppliers that pay fair
wages to all of their staff including interns and pro-
duce locally (in Austria and the UK). In addition,
she has hired seamstresses who sew directly for her.
Small sustainable businesses also work for each
other to help each other out.

The peer group of designers

University friends and former colleagues often pro-
vide practical support for designers. For example,
Struthers stayed in touch with a former tutor who
gave her access to production machines that he per-
sonally owned. Old friends also act as sounding
boards and advisors. Rachimova is still in touch
with many of her university colleagues in London
and has also become a part-time lecturer which has

enabled her to build up connections with other full-
time and temporary staff. She brings them in for
specific tasks as collaborators on one-off projects. In
particular, the physical proximity to the peer group
of other designers plays a crucial role in fostering
collaboration for the designer brands. Fox also
teaches on a part-time basis at Derby University
and has benefited from both the personal connec-
tions and the professional acknowledgement associ-
ated with this role. Giving recommendations and
making introductions to businesses services, staff,
manufacturers, or suppliers is also an important
function of these informal networks.

Unfortunately, these collaborations can take a
long time to set up. Rachimova, who is considering
working with a business located next door, com-
mented in February 2021:

With collaborations you need to be a way ahead.
So, we definitely have it planned out I think until
almost August now and we are now starting to
contact people for Christmas collaborations. (S3)

Time is required for ideas to develop as well as
to negotiate the commercial aspects of a collabor-
ation. This situation illustrates that many networks
grow organically over time and are based on shared
values. The relationship is markedly different when
designers like Rachimova are hired as consultants by
other brands. These potentially very lucrative
arrangements, where the designer is in the role of a
service provider, have clear deliverables.

The serendipity of collaboration

Many business arrangements are dynamic, informal,
and serendipitous and networks tend to form
through personal contacts. The resulting connec-
tions are a response to fluid opportunities and
needs. LWR shares an office space with several lone
designers, including Claire Shell from Pin Curls
Vintage (PCV), who offer a range of vintage-
inspired activities, including selling mid-twentieth
century clothing. During the COVID-19 crisis, both
Struthers and Shell struggled to maintain their busi-
nesses. When Struthers’ business was further hit by
import and export complications from Brexit, she
changed her business model and commissioned
LWR to make replica-1940s garments using period
fabric and haberdashery. Struthers’ pattern-cutting
and sampling skills enabled her to adapt historic
styles to larger contemporary bodies; she and Shell
viewed the use of historic fabric and well-fitting
clothes as a pathway to sustainability. Shell had a
business background and saw the advantage of
Struthers’ complementary expertise but also wanted
to provide employment to her friend. She intro-
duced LWR to a previous client who sells burlesque
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equipment. Physical proximity played an important
role in developing their ideas as well as
their businesses.

I mean we’re all really good… between us we have
like a little fashion community going… I mean
what we really push towards is sort of the quality
of the design and the outcome. So, we have the
same aesthetics in that group, so we find it very
easy to tell each other what to do in their
businesses and how to deal with customers and
clients. (LWR1)

LWR, PCV, and a milliner are located in the
same space and this proximity enables them to
advise and support each other with ideas and prac-
tical suggestions. They also exchange services.
Rather than having a formal contractual arrange-
ment, they swap small services. For example, Shell
did make-up for the milliner’s photoshoot and
received a hat in exchange. Figure 4 illustrates the
network that supported Struthers and LWR during
the pandemic. This network is based on friendship,
trust, and complementary expertise and it has
enabled them to open up to each other and to
bounce ideas around. Acquaintances or friends-of-
friends can become collaborators when opportunity
arises, and necessity demands it.

The case of BW made apparent how difficult it
can be to set up collaboration without personal net-
works. The business is geographically isolated and
for personal reasons Mummery could not easily join
non-local networks. While she contacted similar
businesses online for advice, she did not have the
opportunity to develop the personal relationships
and to gestate shared ideas. Especially for designers,
serendipity is important for finding new projects
and business opportunities. The situation is quite
different for product developers like Fazane Fox

who are often sought out by clients on the basis of
personal recommendations.

Working in informal networks

Formal contractual relationships define specific
interactions or create a framework for various types
of services which are set up indefinitely until the
aligned business run into problems, stop trading, or
change their values or policies. Informal networks
with often stable long-term relationships give rise to
different modes of support between the members.
While much of the assistance provided by informal
networks can take place remotely, physical co-loca-
tion plays an important part in how easily some of
these relationships work.

Modes of working

Informal personal networks operate on different lev-
els of engagement and commitment ranging from
simple encouragement and advice to working
together or working for each other, as discussed
below, and illustrated across the four case studies.

Encouragement
For fashion designers, success and failure are very
personal and this unavoidable feature makes direct
encouragement very important. BW’s collection
proved challenging to sell even though it had
received very positive media coverage. The situation
was emotionally challenging for the designer as she
lives far from other designers, and this limits her
ability to be in close contact with a wider commu-
nity. In contrast, in a shared workspace like Maker’s
Yard designers can support each other and consult
on small-scale design decisions such as color

Figure 4. LWR’s Collaborators.
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combinations. Others act as sounding boards and
proxies for customers. For example, Struthers of
LWR and Shell of PCV realized that they were onto
a good thing when they sold all their palazzo trou-
sers to work colleagues before listing them in PCV’s
online Etsy store. Conversely, if designers are not
complimented on their creations, they can take this
silence as a signal that the item may need improve-
ment. This informal support takes very little time or
commitment by any of the actors but it serves an
important purpose in reinforcing relationships.

Recommendations
Designers who have trusted networks give each
other recommendations, for example, for suitable
suppliers, manufacturers, or service providers.
Designers often gain business through these per-
sonal referrals and may also share information
regarding poor experiences such as with particular
wholesale customers.

Swapping services
As many relationships in the design field are based
on personal friendships, designers try to help each
other out. For example, when deadlines are looming,
they might assist each other with packing.
Rachimova commented on designers aiding each
other with the customs declarations required since
Brexit and Phoebe English initiated the pooling of
surplus fabrics among a group of London designers.
There is moreover a degree of expectation of mutu-
ality. In some cases, there is a direct bartering of
services or products, which gives designers access to
high-quality products and services that they could
not otherwise afford. This also applies to business-
support services. For example, LWR commented
that within her shared workspace she offered web
design to other businesses while another business
helped her with social media.

Working for other designers
Designers often have rather fluid working relation-
ship with each other. This can start with a favor or
informal hourly assignment and then turn into a
contractual relationship, as illustrated in the section
above on the serendipity of collaboration.

Collaborations
Designers also engage in joint projects with their
counterparts where they operate as equal partners.
For example, Rachimova was at the time of our
interview engaging in a collaboration with a jewelry
designer. This relationship enabled both parties to
increase their exposure, to try out new ideas, and to
be inspired by others. These can be one-off partner-
ships or long-term arrangements. For example, via

the Fashion Innovation Agency at the London
College of Fashion, Rachimova collaborated with
digital designers RYOT studio on a project that
interpreted her design concepts for an immersive
digital presentation as a virtual event that was part
of London Fashion Week during the pandemic.4

A significant instance of designer collaboration
took place in 2020 during the COVID-19 crisis
using networks for a wider purpose. Three London-
based fashion designers (Holly Fulton, Phoebe
English, and Bethany Williams) formed the
Emergency Designer Network to create and deliver
personal protective equipment – coveralls known as
“scrubs” – for NHS hospitals. Using their own
trusted networks, they put together teams and raised
funds through crowdsourcing and donations to pro-
vide materials and to pay workers. With the assist-
ance of industry-support organizations, both makers
and factories went into production of scrubs locally
and across the UK.

The importance of physical proximity

The pandemic has highlighted the importance of
physical proximity. For example, the collaboration
described in Figure 4, has come out of a shared
space, in particular a coffee area where people meet
and chat. Capdevila (2019) describes three different
types of co-working spaces: (1) sharing a space and
assets to reduce costs for individual businesses with-
out collaboration, (2) limited and focused collabor-
ation, and (3) the emergence of a highly innovative
community that engages in collaborative practices to
create new knowledge and gain new resources.
During the lockdown, the designers particularly
missed the shared access to machinery as well as the
ability to come up with new ideas together and to
bounce ideas off each other. The second point –
limited and focused collaboration – was easier to
achieve. While designers can be successful in work-
ing remotely and moving their consumer interac-
tions online, the tactile nature of fashion makes
some activities (such as assessing fabric properties
or fit), difficult to do remotely.

Support organizations facilitate the networking of
designers. Local agencies can encourage access to
new networks and mobility of labor, thus having
interchanges to transfer knowledge (Ashton 2006).
Some of these associations also provide the physical
space to collaborate. The case studies illustrate a
stark difference between, on one hand, the highly
active and well-supported shared workspaces and
networks in London (where Sabinna and most of
our respondents in the FSP project are based) and,
on the other hand, the Midlands (where the other
three case-study companies are located). London is
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recognized as a creative cluster with resources,
knowledge, and strong local networks (Rieple et al.
2018, Azuma and Fernie 2003; Ashton 2006). For
Rachimova, her local networks have been a hugely
useful opportunity to meet other designers and to
gain visibility herself, for example, to become part
of the research project reported in this article. Her
London networks really understand the needs of
sustainable fashion designers and have been able to
offer her specific support. Her studio/shop is also
physically located next to those of other sustainable
fashion businesses and near others in the
neighborhood.

By contrast, the Midlands companies had to rely
on more general networks. Maker’s Yard is a cre-
ative industry space but does not seem to offer the
level of support experienced by other case studies in
London. The City of Leicester, where Maker’s Yard
is located, has been an industrial district for fashion
production since the early decades of the nineteenth
century, but more recently it has become known for
fast fashion and exploitative work practices. LWR
and her network deliberately distanced themselves
from these practices and had to actively fight the
reputation of Leicester.

Fazane Fox received general regional business
support and managed to find a network of local
young entrepreneurs with whom she talked about
general business challenges. BW largely relied on
national online resources. Physical proximity also
played a part during the pandemic-induced lock-
down when both Fazane Fox and Sabinna
Rachimova obtained assistance from their staff while
Ismay Mummery of BW became further isolated.

None of the case-study designers utilized or
attended traditional business-networking events
intended to introduce businesspeople to each other
and to exchange experiences. Instead, they tend to
receive business advice through digital networks as
the following quote by Fazane Fox illustrates:

I’m not a massive fan of networking in its
traditional sense where you go to all these events. I
used to do that a lot with my brand and hated it
but that was necessary because I needed to meet
the businesswomen that were going to wear my
clothes. I don’t do any of that anymore. We get
business and meet contacts through the website,
social media, so Instagram and Facebook. (F1)

As Gu (2014) also identified in his study of cre-
ative entrepreneurs, the four case studies discussed
here formed their business networks based on bonds
of trust and social relationships rather than the
more traditional approach based on business advan-
tage. For our respondent companies, shared values
were an important selection factor for any actors in

their networks. Regarding some activities, such as
collaboration, they prioritized cognitive proximity
over physical proximity. However, they also enjoyed
the benefits of personal interactions and belonging
to a community that comes from phys-
ical proximity.

Networks enabling sustainability

The sustainable fashion businesses in the FSP pro-
ject were driven by strong moral values. All were
extremely disillusioned with the fashion industry in
general and wanted to earn a living in a more eth-
ical manner. Ethical working was particularly
important to these sustainable businesses and the
owners strived to be good employers themselves and
did not want to be associated with suppliers that
exploited their workers. They discussed ways of
being sustainable within their informal networks
and learned from each other how to increase the
sustainability of their performance.

The categories of network actors in Figure 3
cover all of the small fashion businesses studied in
the FSP project and exemplified by the four case-
study businesses. However, the number and relative
importance of the actors under each category are
strongly influenced by the sustainable values of the
business owners. All of our respondent businesses
are highly committed to sustainability across the
entire supply chain and the life cycle of the product.

� Supply chain: The designers wanted transparency
across their supply chain and to be able to trace
their production processes and materials as far
back as possible. All worked with a small set of
carefully selected suppliers which had been able
to provide information to demonstrate their eth-
ical credentials. For example, the designers
wanted to ensure that their suppliers paid fair
wages or used organic materials, if possible. They
also wanted to source locally, or in the case of
Fazane Fox, to purchase from one location to
minimize transportation. Their suppliers typically
were also small businesses committed to sustain-
ability and this led to strong and persistent per-
sonal relationships. Often, they spoke directly to
the owner of their supplier company and
received business advice from them.

� Personal interaction with customers: The four
cases and others in the FSP project looked to
personal contact with their customers or clients
to understand what customers wanted and how
they used the garments. Based on this feedback
the businesses took active steps to prolong the

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 555



life of their garments by offering repair services
or resale options.

The case-study designers were passionate about
their businesses and business success was very per-
sonal for them. This combination of enthusiasm and
vulnerability also drew in a lot of personal support
from friends and family. All the parents of the case-
study designers seemed highly committed to sup-
porting their daughters through emotional, practical,
or financial help.

Perhaps not inevitably, but often, striving for sus-
tainability pushes up the cost of products, but work-
ing together by sharing knowledge and resources
and/or exchanging services enabled the businesses
to stay competitive. Using up each other’s spare
resources also minimizes waste. Bartering services
was another important way of making sustainable
fashion affordable for more customers. Forming net-
works and collaborating also generates opportunities
for small sustainable fashion MSEs businesses, for
example, by running joint pop-up shops
or workshops.

Conflation of human and nonhuman actors

ANT gives equal agency to human and non-human
actors, such as websites, institutions, and garments.
These non-human actors promote and enable activ-
ities by human actors and facilitate the creation of
networks. However, distinguishing between, on one
hand, human actors and, on the other hand, busi-
ness and institutions can be ambiguous in the case
of the networks of small sustainable fashion busi-
nesses. For example, institutions, such as Make it
British are run by a person, who also runs an online
platform, to help fashion businesses to find human
suppliers. In pre-pandemic times the individual
small businesses would also connect physically in
face-to-face events and trade fairs and talk to the
online platform’s owner directly. The distinction
between person and online platform can thus
become blurred and the two can be conflated.

The case-study companies also referred to the
members of their networks both as the businesses
and as the people. For example, the customers and
suppliers of Fazane Fox interacted with the business
– Fox and her employees – while some had only
personal relationships with Fox. In talking about
other businesses, the interviewees switched between
the name of people and the name of businesses
(e.g., Struthers talked about working for “Claire” or
for Pin Curl Vintage depending on the context).
This conflation of business and person is highly
prevalent in the designer-fashion sector where the

business and brand name are very often the per-
sonal name of the designer. The merging also masks
the contribution of design and production teams
behind the culture of the “genius designer.” In con-
trast, within the case-study businesses, both Fox and
Rachimova were deeply concerned about the well-
being of their employees, especially during the pan-
demic and listed them among their most important
network members.

Conflation between the person and the role is an
important element of relationships within formal
networks both in employer-employee relationships
and in collaborations. The blurring between the per-
sonal and the professional was also evident in the
bartering of services, as illustrated by PCV receiving
a hat as payment. It was not clear whether this was
a friend helping out and receiving a gift or an in-
kind business exchange.

The businesses constructed strong personal rela-
tionships with their suppliers which tended to blur
the boundary between the person and the organiza-
tion. For most of the designers that we studied in
the FSB project, it was important to trace the supply
chain of their materials back to their sources to
ensure that they had been produced sustainability.
Some designers depended on the word of their
immediate supplier while others traced the materials
further back, but all had to take some assertions on
trust. This trust was built through knowing the sup-
pliers personally, even though not all were local,
and enabled the case-study businesses to establish a
small base of trusted suppliers. To cope with the
ebbs and flows of business, the companies also
depended on their employees and suppliers to work
overtime, if necessary.

Conclusion

This article describes the networks of micro- and
small-sized businesses in the fashion-design indus-
try. While the map in Figure 3 is based on the 27
companies that we studied in the FSB project, most
of our insights are drawn from four main case-study
companies. However, many of the observations
could apply to fashion micro- and small-sized busi-
nesses in general. The high standards for sustain-
ability added a burden that increased the need for
support from the designers’ networks. Taking an
ANT-informed approach, we analyzed support by
other designers, businesses, and organizations, but
also websites and social media, which were offered
by the businesses as part of their support networks.
We show how even small businesses depend on
large and heterogenous networks. While some of
these relationships are formal, many of them are
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between network partners and are deeply personal
to the extent that the person and the business or
organization of which they are part
become conflated.

Physical proximity is important for the designers
to get to know each other and to gestate ideas over
time. Co-location in shared studio spaces and phys-
ical neighborhoods is an important enabler of col-
laboration. This particularly applies in London
which has a high concentration of creative clusters
centered around universities and their fashion
alumni as well as specialized support organizations
that understand the needs of fashion businesses and
can advise and publicize the designers. In the
absence of connections provided by a local fashion
cluster, the designers in the Midlands tend to
depend on personal informal networks or contacts
they make online. Regardless of specific geographic
location, networks provide important sources of
both emotional and practical support.

The dynamic nature of networks is an important
enabler of success and resilience for the designers.
The people the case-study designers chose to inter-
act with were those they aligned with cognitively
and with whom they shared an outlook and values.
In times of change or difficulty, such as during the
pandemic, new collaborations could thrive based on
recent physical proximity and pre-existing personal
networks, irrespective of size. Regardless of the cir-
cumstances, networks, formal and informal, provide
vital support for micro- and small-sized business
without which few businesses could thrive. In par-
ticular knowledge about sustainability and ways to
operate sustainably are shared through
such networks.

Notes

1. See case studies at Fostering Sustainable Practices
(http://www.sustainable-fashion.com).

2. See https://www.fashion-district.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2018/09/East-London-Fashion-Cluster-Draft-
and-Strategy-Plan.pdf.

3. This initiative was founded in 2017 to support the
regeneration of the creative fashion industry in East
London and supported by the London College of
Fashion (University of the Arts London) and five
London boroughs. See https://www.fashion-district.
co.uk.

4. See https://www.sabinna.com/ryot-studio-x-fia-
x-sabinna.
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