[image: image1.jpg]sbe

Institute for Small Business
& Entrepreneurship



Institute for Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

7-9 November 2007 - Glasgow, Scotland


The call of the catwalk: 
Making sense of start-up experiences in the fashion industry 

Colleen Mills, Senior Lecturer

Department of Management

University of Canterbury

Private bag 4800 

Christchurch, New Zealand  

Tel: 64 33667001  Email: colleen.mills@canterbury.ac.nz 

Type of Paper: Refereed

Objectives: This research examines new-start entrepreneurs’ enterprise development narratives in the fashion industry to establish their motivation, risk and opportunity perceptions and risk management strategies, how they make sense of these and how this sense shapes their entrepreneurial experience and business outcomes. 

Prior work: This study is part of a research programme seeking to identify trans-sector patterns and disjunctions that can inform enterprise development policy and entrepreneurship education. It builds on previous studies presented at ISBE conferences (2005, 2006). The 2006 study found IT new-start entrepreneurs tell four distinctive enterprise development narratives that place identity maintenance rather than risk management at the centre of their thinking and behaviour. The latest study examines new-start narratives in a distinctively different sector, the fashion industry, to test the wider applicability of this finding.

Approach: Enterprise development narratives were collected from new-start business owners who had recent graduated from polytechnic design courses. Data were gathered using semi-structured interviews. Literary and sensemaking analyses were used to determine narrative types, enterprise development behaviour and the sense made of this behaviour. Then findings were compared with the previous study.

Results: The narrative analysis revealed fundamental aspects of entrepreneurs’ thinking and showed how these created a core narrative that shaped business decisions and outcomes. This narrative told of reflective action cycles in the pursuit of creative self- expression and provided further evidence that identity maintenance is generatively linked to new-start entrepreneurs thinking and behaviour. At the same time, the analysis revealed how the unique processes of the fashion industry threaten an entrepreneur’s’ identity. Finally, it suggested that entrepreneurial education and support programmes and policy in fashion the fashion industry needed to be experiential, industry specific and responsive to the emergent tensions created by superimposing a business model on creative enterprise. 

Implications: This study and the wider study of which it is part present policy makers and entrepreneurship educators with a rich source of information that could help them stimulate and support business start-ups in the fashion industry. Like the previous study of IT new starts, the findings are provocative, suggesting we should reconsider the centrality of risk perception and risk propensity in considerations of entrepreneurial behaviour. This reconsideration has major implications for theorists, policy makers and entrepreneurship education. 

Value: This research makes a valuable contribution to the literature on start-up and enterprise development because it captures the lived-in experiences of the nascent entrepreneur in a form that can inform entrepreneurship education and policy development. At the same time, it challenges us to reconsider the sort of data that is used to inform both these activities.
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Introduction
Every morning we reach into our respective wardrobes and select our garments for the day. This is a simple task, unless like me, you seldom seem to have the right lower garment to go with the preferred upper garment. Regardless of the garments we choose, it is highly unlikely we give any thought to the process that creates them. The designer and those they contract to turn designs into garments are invisible. So, too, are the stories of how these people come to be in a position to supply us with the clothes we can rely upon to keep us warm, look professional and appear worthy of being taken seriously in our respective walks of life. This paper takes you behind the scenes and reveals the experiences of those who take good ideas and turned them into those marketable and wearable commodities we call clothes. It does this by analysing the form and content of the start-up narratives of new-start fashion designers. In so doing it is contributing to our understanding of the lived-in realities of business start-up, a dimension that has been largely neglected in the extant entrepreneurship literature.

This study is the third in a series seeking to understand and conceptualise the lived-in realities of nascent entrepreneurs in New Zealand and the sense they make of these realities. Like the previous studies (presented at ISBE 2005 and 2006), the findings are provocative, suggesting identity maintenance and sensemaking style offer more fruitful means for demystifying entrepreneurial behaviour than risk perception and risk propensity. Such findings have the potential to make a significant contribution to entrepreneurial theory, policy and educational practice by turning attention away from dimensions like risk (e.g., finance, resources, traits) made prominent by functionalist approaches to entrepreneurship and redirecting it towards approaches that address the experiential and socially constructed nature of the experience of entrepreneurship.

The paper briefly reviews the literature on business start-up experience and the role of narrative in understanding this experience. It then details the research approach before describing the enterprise development narratives of six fashion designers who are establishing design and, in some cases, associated retail businesses. The form and content of these narratives are examined to establish how each designer makes sense of their entrepreneurial experience and business outcomes. The core narrative that emerges from this analysis is then compared with the enterprise development narratives of nascent IT entrepreneurs. The paper concludes by briefly considering the implications for entrepreneur education and support programmes.

Understanding the start-up experience

The entrepreneurship literature is brimming with empirical studies on innovative new enterprises and descriptions of entrepreneurship education and support initiatives designed to foster enterprise development (See Pittaway & Cope, 2006 for a comprehensive review). While various lenses have been studied to advance our understanding of how enterprises emerge and the factors that explain their longevity and financial success, a disproportionate number of studies have focused on  the financial and economic dimensions of enterprise development (e.g., Amit, MacCrimmon, Zietsma, & Oesch, 2001), the attributes of entrepreneurs (Locke & Baum, 2004) and their orientation to risk (e.g., Forlani & Mullins, 2000; McCarthy, 2000; Petrakis, 2005; Pinfold, 2001). This is despite growing recognition that the culture of enterprise is complex and can be variously encountered and articulated (Cohen & Musson, 2000, p. 32) and that process-based approaches that capture local and contextual aspects of enterprise activity are needed to understand the entrepreneur (Steyaert, 1997). The prominence of these lenses reflects a scholarly predisposition to examine entrepreneurship from a functionalist perspective. In recent times, critiques of this approach have advanced the acceptance of more social constructionist approaches in entrepreneurial enquiry (Chell, 2007, p. 6). This has lead to an expansion in both research paradigms and the conceptual frameworks applied to the study of enterprise development. Most recently notions such as community of practice (e.g., Down & Reveley, 2004), interpersonal and inter-organisational networks (e.g., Hung, 2006),and knowledge-based factors that encourage a sense of self-efficacy (e.g., De Clercq & Arenius, 2006) have been used to examine aspects of new start enterprise activity. 
While the stories of enterprising individuals are being told in new and interesting ways, the literature is remarkably silent about the way new start entrepreneurs make sense of their personal enterprise development stories and how these compare within and across industries. Studies such as Pinfold’s (2001) study of the expectations of new business founders are rare. What is still largely missing is an interpretative focus that reveals the texture of the lived-in personal experience of enterprise development. Cohen and Musson (2000, p. 32) argue that such a micro focus is important because small businesses are the province of people who engage in both managerial and operational activities. In New Zealand these people are likely to be sole operators, unburdened by the complexities and vicissitudes of organisational structures and their associated cultures. This means that we cannot assume that what we know about large enterprises can be used to understand these small ventures (Burrows & Curran, 1991). The lived-in experiences of entrepreneurs in the two settings cannot be compared. Nor can the interpretive frameworks used by entrepreneurs to make sense of their own behaviour in large organisations be assumed to be equivalent to those used by entrepreneurs in sole operator and small enterprises firms. Given the paucity of studies on the lived-in experiences of enterprise development in small to medium enterprises (SMEs), this means the development of enterprise education programmes and policy to support SMEs start-up is largely occurring without the aid of empirically studies of the experience of enterprise development.  

Added to this, there is a paucity of empirical research on enterprise development in certain industry sectors. This is particularly true for the fashion sector in New Zealand. The meagre literature that does exist is largely domiciled in the pages of the popular press and industry magazines. Two exceptions were located. The first was a chapter that examines the fashion cluster in one main centre in New Zealand (Thompson-Fawcett, in press). This chapter takes a macro approach, providing an industry level view of the development and challenges facing fashion-related enterprises in centre. The second is a publication which examines the designer fashion industry from a national perspective (Bloomfield, 2002).

Risk and start up behaviour

Considerations of risk, which can be defined as; “taking the chance of incurring damage or loss of some kind physical, psychological or economic” (Kirkwood, 2004), have generated a huge body of literature. Risk taking as a personality trait (e.g., Brockhaus, 1980; Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999; Gilmore, Carson, & O'Donnell, 2004; Stewart & Roth, 2001) and the influence of an entrepreneur’s perceptions of risk (Forlani & Mullins, 2000; Palich & Bagby, 1995; Simon et al., 1999; Stewart, Watson, Carland & Carland, 1998) are two prominent themes in the entrepreneurship literature. Such is the extent of this literature that risk is almost unquestionably coupled with entrepreneurship. This is despite studies that find this coupling is not necessarily a central feature in the lived-in experiences of some entrepreneurs (e.g., XXX & XXXX, 2005, 2006)  
Narrative and entrepreneurial experience

Over the last two decades the social sciences have experienced a discursive shift as the power of language to shape, replicate and reflect our social structures has been more fully appreciated. Language has increasingly been accepted as a social process, a means of social action, rather than merely as a representational system or social artefact (Bakhtin, 1986). This view implies a dialectical relationship between language in use, particularly in the form described as discourse, and social structure (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 63-64). It is thus of interest to those who seek to understand how action gives way to organising and enterprise development. This interest plus a call for more process-capturing approaches (See Steyaert, 1997) has given rise to language-based research approaches being increasingly applied to the study of entrepreneurship (Johansson, 2004, p. 273). 
Narrative is one category of language-based approach. The approaches that fall into this category attend to stories as a means of studying human experience. Such approaches have been used variously to study transition to self-employment (Mallon & Cohen, 2001), international entrepreneurship (Fletcher, 2002 referred to in Johansson, 2004), succession in family businesses (Hamilton, 2006), entrepreneurial learning (Rae, 2005),the influence of gender and family on entrepreneurial activity in New Zealand (Kirkwood, 2004, 2007) and sensemaking of new start entrepreneurs in the IT industry (XXX & XXXX, 2006).  

Life is storied. We do not merely retell our experiences as stories, we are constantly in the middle of a story which is unfolding (Johansson, 2004, p.274). The past, present and expectations for the future (Gergen, 1994, p. 208) are all organised and present in a narrator’s story. When these stories are told they reveal the teller’s current sense of reality and are central to identity formation and purposeful activity (O’Connor, 2002, p. 36). The narrative approach therefore allows the researcher to capture the way experience is coupled to action in a meaningful way for the entrepreneur. In other words, it allows the lived-in reality of enterprise development to be revealed. XXX & XXXS’s (2006) study revealed that new start entrepreneurs in the IT sector used four distinctive narratives to make sense of their enterprise development activities. These are summarised in table 1.

Table 1: Narrative types (Based on descriptions in XXX & XXXX, 2006)

	Narrative type
	Characteristics

	Epic saga
	This type of narrative is full of trials and tribulations. The narrator tells of encountering obstacles that threatened progress and at times business survival. Business activities were framed as struggles to overcome these obstacles. Other characters are typically characterised as either goodies or baddies (i.e., allies or protagonists) while the narrator is cast as hero-ine, overcoming diversity to ensure business survival. Decisions are often construed as being forced on the hero-ine by outside circumstances, suggesting, at least on the surface, an external locus of control.

	Adventure story
	This type of narrative is laden with acts of discovery and learning and a sense of positive anticipation. Openness to taking risks and failure plus a willingness to take action in the face of uncertainty are key themes. The narrator does not typically have either a strong understanding of business processes or a detailed vision for their enterprise. Significant others in the narrative are often cast as supporters. The narrator casts him/herself as an adventurer, venturing into an unknown where decisions are made as more information comes to light and the adventure unfolds.

	Quest for creative expression
	This type of narrative is constructed around acts designed to give expression to the narrator’s talents and interests. The two primary themes are passion and the quest to express this. As business activities are motivated by a desire to give expression to the narrator’s passion, business conceptions (e.g., business cards) are not given a great deal of consideration. There are few significant others. Those that were approached for advice are seen to have limited insight into the creative dimension of the enterprise. The narrator is cast as a creative/inventive/talented soul seeking to be true to him/herself. Decisions are often represented as compromise points born out of the need to accommodate the inevitabilities or practicalities of business.

	Evolutionary tale
	This type of enterprise development narrative contains a series of logical steps (i.e., plot) with its roots in pre-setup experience. The concepts of inevitability (i.e., no other way forward) and/or natural progression (i.e., logical next step or part of a long term plan) and relatively low or controlled risk explain these steps and the narrator’s willingness to embark on them. Business activities are framed as the integration or extension of existing activities and therefore relatively low risk. The narrator is cast as a fairly cautious traveller following a path with few junctions/decision-points and not many huge risks. Other characters in the narrative were often portrayed as collaborators or nodes in networks. Decisions are largely operational rather than strategic.


Research questions

The study reported here is part of a larger study that seeks to answer the following questions: 

1.
What enterprise development narratives are told in the fashion industry by intending and current new-start entrepreneurs?

2.
How do new-start and intending entrepreneurs in this industry account for their decisions, subsequent activities and experiences?

3.
How is risk approached?

4.
What role do other people play in the entrepreneurs’ enterprise development activities? 

5.
What roles do family play?

6.
How do participants perceive the roles of (fashion) design courses and business incubators in the start-up process? 

7.
How do the experiences of new-start and intending fashion entrepreneurs vary across the country?

The participants

The working definition of entrepreneur in this study was “a business person in the development phase of a new enterprise which they own and manage”. This was chosen because it is aligned with the most commonly employed definition of an entrepreneur, which concentrates on independent ownership and active management (Carland, Hoy, Boulton, & Carland, 1984). The entrepreneurs selected were all owners of SMEs, with a SME being defined in accordance with the Ministry of Economic Development's (2004) definition of a SME as ‘a business that employees fewer than 19 full time employees’. In previous studies the development phase was defined as five years or less. In this study the qualifying period was extended to seven years as some fashion design businesses could still be classified as being in the initial development phase after seven years. 

This paper concentrates on six new-start entrepreneurs from a single provincial centre in New Zealand. All participants were graduates of either the one year certificate or three year fashion design diploma offered by the local polytechnic. This was chosen as a selection criterion as the role of such programmes was the subject of a research question.

Participants were identified with the assistance of the enterprise development officer at the regional development organisation (a wing of the local City Council) who coordinated educational and networking activities for business people in the apparel industry. These six designers represent all those in the apparel industry network supported by this officer who met the above criteria.

The businesses operated by the six participants included two high-end fashion labels, two street-wear labels with one specialising in high end denim garments, a fashion fabric printing business which included a printed fashion hosiery label. Two female participants jointly operated a retail outlet as well as their respective fashion labels and two others, a male and female, shared a single label. Thus the study spanned six new business ventures. 

The four women and two men’s ages ranged from mid-20’s to early-40’s. One participant had enrolled in the three year design diploma straight from school while the others had acquired retail and apparel industry experience prior to enrolling in their respective courses. Only one had chosen to complete the certificate course in preference to the three-year diploma course. All had sewing experience prior to enrolling in their polytechnic course.  

The research approach

Fisher (1987: 24) proposes that people “experience and comprehend life as a series of ongoing narratives, as conflicts, characters, beginnings, middles, and ends”. He considers all forms of discourse, including those generated through interview, “can be considered stories, that is, interpretations of some aspect of the world occurring in time and shaped by history, culture, and character” (Fisher, 1995: 170). Thus, the enterprise development stories collected from these six new-start business owners using semi-structured interviews could be considered to be narratives that revealed the lived-in experience of creating a business enterprise. To this end, the interviews explored the sequence of events that contributed to each enterprise development, the key players in this sequence of events and the factors that were perceived by each entrepreneur to have contributed to the way in which these events had occurred. Participants were also asked to account for the decisions they had made and the actions taken so that the sense they made of their enterprise development activities and its trajectory could be determined.

The data analysis focused on both the form (literary) and content (descriptions and explanations) of the enterprise development narratives. An existing theoretical model (e.g., McAdams, 2001) was not employed to guide this analysis as the study was designed to be exploratory. 

Two types of descriptive content were analysed: 

(1) The descriptive content that revealed the form and extent of the participant’s enterprise development behaviour (i.e., the ‘what’). 

(2)
The explanatory content – concepts, arguments and contributing factors including the significant players that were proposed to have shaped this behaviour (i.e., the ‘why’).  

The explanatory content in participant’s accounts of their behaviour was examined in order to reveal the sense made of enterprise development experience. Attention was paid to accounts of risk and decision-making behaviour, critical incidents and roles played by significant others and interpersonal and industry networks and training programmes. Key concepts, ideas and beliefs were also noted. From this analysis a narrative profile was developed for each participant. These were then compared, firstly with each other and then with those from a previous study previous study of new start entrepreneurs in the Information Technology (IT) sector (XXX & XXXX, 2006).

Fashion statements – Insights from enterprise development narratives

When asked to tell the story of their enterprise development all but one participant began their story in their teens and told of acts of purposeful creative activity during this period. For all but one participant this teenage activity centred on garment creation. The exception did not confine her creative endeavours to just garment making. One reported making hew own clothes as this was the only way she could a good fit. Four talked of creating clothes that allowed them to be distinctive. Still another told of being taught to sew by his father and of creating garments that satisfied his desire to wear clothes like those he could not afford to buy. Not all participants reported having parents who sewed. One described her mother as hating to sew. Denied a role model and guide, this participant taught herself to sew through trial and error.

The participants did not report having detailed visions that drew them toward business start-up. Instead they told of being possessed by a passion or dream and striving to realise this. As one participant noted, “This is my dream, making clothes.” Starting a business was invariably attributed to the desire to engage more seriously in this passion or dream rather than to a desire to make money or become a business person. This is at odds with motivations described in the literature (Cassar, 2007). The most mature participant acknowledged that designing clothes was what she always had wanted to do but coupled this desire with the goal of achieving a secure future for her children:

[I] was on my own with two kids and decided I wanted to retrain and I needed to do something to set up a future for my kids and something for myself as well and so I decided to go along to polytech because it was something I’d wanted to do since I was 18.

Participants did not perceive starting a business as a form of creative expression even though four of the six participants took time to design their entry into the business world. Even in the face of sections in their narratives dedicated to fact-finding and business planning, developing a business was depicted as a means to realise a creative passion, an instrument rather than a creative outcome in itself. The business side of the venture was seen as a constraining influence and portrayed variously as necessary, unpleasant, boring, not fun, and a distraction from the core business of creating designs and turning these into garments. Yet, as the businesses developed, business considerations increasingly were acknowledged as important. Creative ideals gave way to the practicalities of business. This is captured two designers’ comments:

…. something we wanted to do and keep doing, was to keep it very, you know, um only a couple of each size made but, in saying that, to keep things profitable we are probably going to have to look at doing more.

I’d love to be able to create willy nilly[sic] but the reality is that I have to make a living.

Business success offset the constraints and unappealing aspects of business to some extent. For instance, one participant described as “awesome” watching the business grow and reported getting enormous satisfaction from seeing strangers wearing the garments he’d designed.

Participants reported giving progressively greater consideration to developing good business practices as the businesses developed. This corresponded to the way the realities of business unfolded for the participants. That the need for many of these practices was not anticipated initially is consistent with the experiential way participants reported going about learning. It could also be explained, at least in part, by Pinfold’s (2001) finding that New Zealand business founders tend to be overly optimistic and under estimated the risks while at the same time holding high expectations of their ability to handle the hurdles they encounter. It could also be explained by one participant’s explanation for why she did so much “homework” before stopping paid employment and dedicating herself full-time to her business:

Learning to create a business doesn’t come naturally to a creative person.

Just as the process of moving from a design to creating a garment was portrayed in the narratives as a ‘retroductive’ process ( i.e., moving between ideas and applications in an iterative fashion), so the development of a business was presented as a cyclic process of ideation, enactment, reflection and revision. Thus, the story of becoming a designer and the processes of creating a business were presented as experientially-based incremental “unfoldings”. This is captured in the excerpts below:

We didn’t go and buy heaps of fabric and say we’re starting a business. Nothing like that. It just happened. We built up so slowly – like all our machinery and stuff.

When asked about decision-making processes participants reported that these were very situation-specific. Sometimes they made very deliberate decisions, other times they just accepted the inevitability of having to take certain actions and sometimes they assumed they had made a decision but could not recall when or the circumstances surrounding it. Four designers had business plans. Two of these reported creating their plans in order to apply for venture capital grants. Another reported having bits of a plan in her head. Overall the narratives did not depict enterprise development in the fashion industry as a highly strategic process although it became more so as the realities of being in business were realised. This is not to say that the six businesses were established without planning. The designers’ narratives simply revealed a short-term and reactive approach to planning which gave rise to and was in turn driven by the unfolding nature of their businesses.

Feedback was important. The designers revealed this in various ways. For instance, one talked of valuing the polytechnic training because it provided continual feedback. Another explained how having a business partner working alongside ensured she got regular feedback on her designs and business decisions. Still another talked of how repeat orders and unsolicited comments from retailers provided feedback on the appeal of garments. This was fed back into the design process.

The participants identified various motivators for starting a business such as wanting to prove a disparaging teacher wrong, not wanting to be “broke” (i.e., without funds to live on), wanting to create a future for her children and wanting to have the freedom to suit oneself. However, at the heart of each narrative was passion and a consuming desire for turning designs into practical apparel. At first the outcomes of this process only needed to please the designer but as their businesses developed each told of making adjustments to designs to meet the demands of retailers and customers. Thus, as the narratives revealed that over time the separation between creative self-expression and business practice gradually blurred. This was captured by one participant when she said:

We make stuff we wouldn’t wear ourselves now. Now we don’t mind so much.
Such comments introduce a key theme that permeated the narratives. This was the notion of self expression. To significant but varying degrees each participant revealed that their enterprise development was intricately tied to and informed by their sense of who they were and the core values they held. One participant’s comments captured this synergy between self and her enterprise when she noted that “Design is who I am.” Another captured it in a quote from Lucienne Day (date and publication unknown) that she had pinned to her studio wall; “I’m a practical person. I wanted what I was doing to be useful to people.” A third accounted for her decision to leave university despite passing her subjects with high marks by stating “I didn’t feel it was me.” The implication was that what she was doing now “was her”. This theme was also captured by another participant when she described her business situation as giving the “ability to be yourself.” 

Participants all talked about values that had contributed to their desire to be in business and how they conducted their businesses. One explained how she valued honest and saw this as central to how she conducted her business activities. Others talked about valuing positive work environments where people were treated well. They reported actively trying to operate by the principle of treating others as you wished to be treated yourself. One participant explained this by stating:

It’s our ethical code. That’s what works with A and I. We treat people how we want to be treated.

A bad employment experience had reinforced the need to for this value.  This was a common pattern – participants drew on past experience to define how they wouldn’t operate today. They talked about not creating conditions or ways of operating that they had not appreciated themselves. One participant explained why this was; “An environment can completely change who you are.” Rae (2005, p. 328) found that people tend to create business opportunities for themselves in order to move away from negative environments. This was not factor but not a primary motivator for starting a business for the designer in the case, however.

Considerations of risk were not a dominant feature of any of the narratives. The participants did not perceive they were taking huge risks even though they portrayed being in business as a risky business. They were all moving their businesses forward incrementally with a sense they could cope. In the face of relatively few large steps the risks that were taken seemed controlled and manageable.  As one participant noted:

I try not to take huge risks. I ‘ll only take what I know I can handle. You’re always at a risk of failure but it’s not on my mind. Risk thinking could predispose you to failure.

The financial risks were largely mitigated by engaging in other revenue generating activities (e.g., paid teaching roles) and having partners with independent incomes. Most undertook a wide range of activities within the business, and only reported contracting out tasks when they had too much work to cope with these tasks anymore. Thus, a decision to contract work out was typically preceded by raised revenue levels. 

Non-financial risks were also managed or eliminated in similar ways. For instance one participant had her daughter work with her on the weekends so she reduced the risk of not having enough time to spend with the teenager. The belief that being a designer endowed a person with a practically competence that enabled him or her to sort out solutions through being a “do-er” and hands-on person was evident in the narratives. One participant linked this to “The Kiwi attitude. Do as much as you can yourself.”  Another commented, “You know you can do it. I know in here [thumped her chest] I can do it.

Despite this strong belief in being able to manage things themselves, four of the six also assigned prominent roles in their narratives to family members. These roles tended to be ones of encourager (e.g., Parents who said “Just do it and you’ll be great.”), supporter (e.g., A mother who would help out in the retail outlet when the pressure was on to finish designs or collections) and advisor (e.g., Two had partners who were accountants and gave valued financial advice). The people in these roles were attributed with helping to sustain the participant’s sense of confidence and the optimism that permeating the narratives.

The polytechnic courses were considered sources of practical skills with participants reporting valuing the feedback that was an intrinsic part of the skill development process. The programme and staff were treated as both catalysts and resources in the narratives. The industry experience of lecturers was also valued highly yet participants saw this as no substitute for personal industry experience and sought this before venturing into the business world on their own. Personal experience was an expected part of learning.

The polytechnic was not mentioned as a source of business skills. Instead it was the business workshops offered by the regional development organisation that were the valued sources of business insights and skills. The apparel industry network was also cast as a important for support and business links. Other than distributor and supplier networks, this was the only network mentioned in the narratives. Participants reported gaining both suppliers and customers from this network as well as helpful advice from the well-established designers.

Participants were all doing what they loved – expressing their creativity in ways designed to enact their values and sense of self. They openly celebrated the synergy between their sense of self as practical, creative, value-driven designers and their developing business enterprises despite the pressures of being in business and the compromises responding to these pressures often entailed. Each accepted but did not voluntarily use the label of business person even though their narratives revealed that as time went on the creative self-expression was increasingly shaped by the business side of their enterprise. The irony was their businesses, as they unfolded, were generating challenges to their sense that they “could do it all” by making it necessary to contract out certain tasks (e.g., pattern making). For instance, one reported having to “pull back on made-to-measure garments” despite loving doing it because “the reality is I’m losing money as I could be working on stuff over there [her winter collection].” The narratives repeatedly contained evidence that expressing creativity and being in business produced tensions and that success entailed resolving these tensions. Significant others in the industry were valued for their ability to share their experiences of resolving this tension. This ultimately entailed reframing business development as a form of creative expression and adjusting their sense of self from creative person to creative business person. The participants were all at different stages in doing this.

When the narratives were compared they were found to share a common form and central themes. This, the common or core narrative, told of the designers’ quests for self expression.  It contained a general story line comprised of actions designed to create a business that gave expression to the narrator’s creative talents and passion in practical, concrete ways that provided a life style that was consistent with their sense of who they were and how they wanted to live. In each case the business start-up was primarily motivated by the desire for creative expression, not a desire to create a business venture. A business was conceived as a means to an end, not an end in itself. This mirrors the role of business start-up in the “quest for self expression” narrative identified in XXX and XXXX’s study (2006) of new-start IT entrepreneurs. What was slightly different in the core narrative identified in this study of fashion entrepreneur, however, was the number of characters in their quest for self-expression narratives. This suggests the fashion sector was experienced by the participants as a more “peopled’ sector than was the case in the IT study. Certainly, four of the six fashion designers (N=6) had business partners compared to one of the IT entrepreneurs (N=8). They also characterised the manufacture, distribution and retailing dimensions of the fashion industry as requiring them to work closely with others on a regular basis because of the short product cycles (i.e., usually the designers produced two collections a year). The designers’ narratives also revealed a greater concern for the creative process compared to the IT new start entrepreneurs whose focus was more on realising the business potential of their product or service. 

The designers represented many of the business decisions they made as compromise points born out of the need to accommodate the inevitabilities or practicalities of business. This mirrored the quest for self expression narrative in the IT study (XXX & XXXX, 2006). The descriptions of the logic behind these decisions did not reveal a preoccupation with risk, however. Instead cycles of informed reflective action were evident, which were reported as occurring in ways that reinforced the narrator’s identity as a practical, experimental creator of apparel that captured his or her individuality. The progress made through these action cycles was often incremental and required relatively small amounts of finance so developing the business did not require large loans and risking large sums of money. Money tended to be invested in expanding the business after it was earned rather than before-hand. This strategy was consistent with the “being in control”, “money isn’t our main thing at all’, and “I don’t like being broke” views that permeate the narratives. Being a risk taker was not part of any of the designers’ self image. They saw themselves first and foremost as creative, practical and individual. Being distinguished from others was assumed to be one of the primary goals of design. One designer explained this is why he would never get into mass production. There was no individuality, in his view, in mass produced garments. 

Discussion

The narrative analysis revealed that reflective action cycles were fundamental aspects of entrepreneurs’ thinking, driving both the design process and business development. The designers were motivated by the pursuit of creative self- expression. The enterprise development activities undertaken to achieve this motive were thus inextricably linked to identity maintenance. Paradoxically, the analysis also revealed that the processes of enterprise development in the fashion industry presented a constant threat to an entrepreneur’s’ identity. 

This industry revolves around seasonal cycles. In creating each new season’s collection the designers recreated themselves each time, their identities becoming increasingly a collaborative construction as progressively more market and industry feedback was woven into the process of creation. Overall, the analysis suggested that the enterprise development process the six entrepreneurs experienced mirrored the key elements of the experiential learning cycle proposed by Kolb (1984) which involves a progression from concrete experience (i.e., direct experience), reflective observation (i.e., reflection upon this experience), abstract conceptualisation (i.e., creating meaning from these reflections and planning future actions) and active experimentation (i.e., testing this plan through active implementation). However, the findings suggest one significant addition to this model; the insertion of feedback at every stage in the cycle. For the six designers this feedback provided the vehicle through which significant others contributed to the process of product and enterprise development. This is consistent with insights gained `from Taylor and Thorpe’s (2004) study of an entrepreneur’s social relations which suggested social networks had a significant influence on his business development process. The designers’ narratives suggest that they took particular note of feedback gained from their associates at every stage in their reflective action cycles.

Implications for education and policy

The study revealed designers’ preference for experiential, industry specific education and support programmes that were responsive to the tensions created by superimposing a business model on creative enterprise. This findings suggests that entrepreneur educational programmes that provide decontextualised training may not be the most fruitful way to support and encourage enterprise development in the fashion sector. This is consistent with the primary conclusion which Rae (2005) suggests can be drawn from the extensive entrepreneurship literature; that “the “art” of entrepreneurial practice is learned experientially in business rather than in the educational environment. The analysis also suggested that education and support programmes need to be sympathetic to the reflective action cycles at the heart of the entrepreneurs’ design and business development processes. In addition, the finding that successful enterprise development seems to require a transition from a creative person identity to creative business identity suggests there is an opportunity for educational programmes to find ways to present business skills as part of a creative process in order to facilitate this transition. 

Conclusion

Starting any new enterprise is risky yet, like those new entrepreneurs in Pinfold’s (2001) study, the participants’ narratives in this study revealed that risk was not in the forefront of their decision making. Instead, the  narrative analysis provided further compelling evidence that identity maintenance is generatively linked to people’s thinking and behaviour (See also Backman, 1988; XXX & XXXX, 2005, 2006:Schlenker, 1985; Swann, 1987) when establishing a business. It showed that the designers used their enterprise development narratives to sustain their creative identities yet the business demands of the fashion industry increasingly challenged these identities because their businesses developed through cycles of reflective action that progressively incorporated more industry feedback into the enterprise development process. In order to assist new start entrepreneurs navigate the challenge of maintaining their identities in the face of the practicalities of their industry, the findings suggest the design and delivery of entrepreneurship education and support for fashion designers could benefit from being more aligned with the creative process and fashion entrepreneurs’ quest for creative expression. This is an important given that the relationships between training, support, intent and the choice to start a business are under-researched (Nabi, Holden, & Walmsley, 2006) particularly in the fashion industry and especially in New Zealand.  What was clear was that business development and the call of the catwalk were only seductive for nascent entrepreneurs in so far as they resonated with their desire to enact their passion for creating and sustain their sense of who they are through making fashion apparel. 

This research makes a valuable contribution to the literature on start-up and enterprise development because it captures the lived-in experiences of the nascent entrepreneur in a form that can inform entrepreneurship education and policy development. At the same time, it challenges us to reconsider the sort of data that is used to inform both these activities.
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