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Preface

The Start Your Own Clothing Store and More book is written for the fashion-conscious individual with an acute sense of business. Although anyone can open a clothing retail store—especially after reading this book—it is not for the faint of heart. It requires dedication, long hours, experience in the fashion industry—and some cash. Whether a fashion-savvy entrepreneur wants to build a clothing empire or settle comfortably in a small boutique, this book will lay the groundwork from beginning to end.

Readers will learn how to spot new trends and forecast upcoming styles, while analyzing their competition and getting the jump on them. Although doing homework is generally not fun, entrepreneurs will enjoy sizing up the market while studying demographics and locating the right site. They will also learn the mechanics of setting up their store to its best advantage and creatively displaying their wares. In addition to exhibiting the apparel, entrepreneurs will also learn how to effectively find, track, stock, and store their inventory.

Once readers know what to sell and where to sell it, they will then learn how to sell it using a myriad of marketing strategies. Also, hired help is usually a must and there is an art to successfully hiring, firing, and training employees, which will be discussed in detail.

Most importantly, finding a niche or specialty is the key to success, and this book will discuss several different concepts including how to cater to women, men, or children, developing their own brand, reselling vintage and consignment wear, or opening a specialty boutique.

Readers will also learn the importance of social networking and maintaining an online presence. A website is your online brochure and it can work for you 24 hours a day, seven days a week. In addition to credibility, a professional-looking website gives you a variety of marketing opportunities which will be covered in this book.

One of the neat things about owning your own business is that you are the boss (aka head honcho, top dog, big cheese). The good news is that you get to sign the checks. The bad news is that you have to sign the checks. You also can’t call in sick or defer to someone to a higher authority. But it’s all good because we’re going to help you get on top of your game with sage advice from successful entrepreneurs, worksheets to help estimate expenses and operating costs, nitty-gritty details about the clothing industry, and much more.

So relax, start reading, and explore all of the options that will soon get you on the fast track to success. The fashion industry is always going to be in vogue, and with courage, talent, and resources, a clothing store entrepreneur can be well on their way to success!






Introduction The Apparel Entrepreneur

“Shop ’til you drop.” It’s arguably one of America’s favorite mantras, whether we’re stocking up on Nikes, spandex, or low-rise jeans.

 

Whether you’re a Prada poseur or a Dockers devotee, chances are you know all about fashion obsessions such as how the styles of Gossip Girl have supplanted those of Sex and the City, and can drop names like Halston or Hermès at the drop of a feather boa. And if you’re interested in opening your own apparel store, chances are you may not own a feather boa, but you’re probably aware of the kind of money that savvy apparel  entrepreneurs can make if they know their market. What do you think of when you hear mention of the Gap or Gymboree?

During the 1990s, the apparel industry experienced a bit of a slowdown as consumers turned their attention away from clothes toward electronics. However, that trend re-shifted after electronics and computer-related equipment suffered a sharp decline in 2005. According to MarketResearch.com, that is the year the apparel retail industry generated total revenues of $827 billion worldwide. Forecasts predict that performance sales in this industry will increase in the United States by a compound annual growth rate of 10.9 percent for the period of 2009 through 2014. While spending will continue to increase in all retail categories, apparel and electronic purchases will maintain their status as retail leaders of the pack.




It’s Not a Fad, Fad, Fad, Fad World 

One of the keys to your success as an apparel entrepreneur will be your discerning taste. Having an eye for trends takes more than watching the Style Network or the Academy Awards. The apparel business can be risky—ask the flamboyant Isaac Mizrahi, whose ready-to-wear label went bankrupt in 2004—so if you think you might want to open a women’s boutique in a middle-income neighborhood, you’d better be sure you stock more than sequined bustiers and stiletto heels. The point is you are not going to want to stock the same merchandise in suburban Cleveland as you would in lower Manhattan.

Whether you decide to open a store in suburban Cleveland, at the Mall of America, or above a coffee shop in lower Manhattan, you’ll have to do your homework. What are people buying in your neck of the woods?

As you will learn in this business guide, the secret to success in the apparel business is location, knowing the tastes of your market, and money—and as you’ll also learn, not necessarily in that order. These are the basic ingredients of a profitable store.

This recipe includes other factors as well. How ambitious are you? How adept are you at managing people, many of whom will be working for not much more than minimum wage? Are you willing to work long hours every day and give up your weekends? Do you have strong financial backing or know where to get it? Do you know cotton from chenille, Dolce from Dockers, or Calvin Klein from Charter Club?

Another important factor is having a certain amount of experience in the apparel business. Just because you were smart enough to keep—or too lazy to throw away—your bell bottoms (which just happened to come back in the ’90s), that doesn’t mean  you’re a shoe-in in the apparel business. And if you think the “softer side of Sears” advertising campaign has something to do with the Diehard battery, you may be opening the wrong kind of store.

Most important, as you’ll learn again and again throughout this business guide, Fashion = Financial Backing. You cannot run a successful apparel store without savings, a bank loan, or a trust fund. Period.




The Fashion Cycle 

Talk about discerning taste. When you think about today’s apparel customer, think “champagne taste on a beer budget,” because even if your customers can afford to splurge on Cristal, chances are they will go for the bubbly before they’ll buy a Chanel suit—at least at boutique prices.

According to a Global Lifestyle Monitor survey, consumers worldwide browse specific retail stores for selection (45 percent), prices (36 percent), style (22 percent), quality of clothing (22 percent), and ease of shopping (21 percent). However, 77 percent of surveyed shoppers from the United States indicated that price was the top consideration when purchasing clothing. The average consumer today is confident about his or her purchasing power and has every right to be. Apparel industry publications refer to the “new” consumer as prosperous yet frugal, able to afford full price yet waiting for markdowns. If you have ever shopped at an apparel outlet mall, you know what we are talking about. Today’s consumers are savvy. The overabundance of retail space and merchandise has taught them well: They don’t have to buy it today, they don’t have to buy it at full price, and they definitely don’t have to buy it where they don’t want to.

As indicated above, today’s consumer wants value, selection, quality, and convenience. Selection means that you have what consumers want when they want it. Value is the perception, or delusion, of quality for the right price—such as an Armani suit for $500 (dream on big spender). Convenience says that finding the right outfit at the right price will not take more than one short trip, and the parking lot won’t be full. And that’s where you, the independent apparel store owner, come in.

Fickleness, frugality, trends, selection, value, and convenience are all things that today’s apparel entrepreneur must keep in mind when opening a store. That, of course, and always keeping one eye on the competition. And there’s plenty of it today, from mega apparel retailers like Old Navy and The Limited to popular catalogs like J. Crew and Victoria’s Secret to the thousands of outlet malls cropping up across the country. Outlet shopping, in fact, has become so popular that shopping locations are becoming tourist destinations in many American guidebooks. Rome has the Trevi Fountain, and Palm Springs has the Cabazon Outlet Mall. Who says we don’t have culture in America?




Stepping Out in Style 

Fashion is fun! Maybe not for everyone, but for those of us who get goose bumps when we find that perfect pair of shoes on the fourth markdown, leaf through the fat fall issue of Vogue, or splurge on a cozy cashmere sweater.

Maybe you’ve worked at one of the big retail chains selling handbags for a year; maybe you spent summers working in your family’s clothing store; maybe you’ve even been lucky enough to inherit the family store. Whatever the reason, we’ll get you on your way.

In this business guide, we’ll tell you everything you ever wanted to know about the apparel business; by the end, you’ll confidently be throwing around terms like “open to buy” and “sell through.” We’ll also help you determine what you’re best suited to be selling—men’s, women’s, or children’s clothing—so that you can carve a niche that works and is profitable.

And believe us, you can find a niche in this business—a business in which looking good never goes out of style.
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Apparel from (A)scots to (Z)ebra Prints

Maybe the idea of starting an apparel store dawned on you one day as you shopped unsuccessfully for some functional lingerie—well, that may be an oxymoron—or a stylish business suit in a plus size. You went home and groused to your spouse or a friend, who said, “You know, you’ve always had an eye for clothing and good business sense; you  should open your own store,” or “You’ve always spent so much money on clothes. Maybe you should just open your own store and get them for free.”

You laughed (hopefully), but you were flattered and remembered those fashion merchandising classes that you took back in college before your parents talked you out of a career in clothes and suggested that you pursue a more serious or safe career. On the other hand, maybe you’re heir to your family’s apparel business and debating whether to be a rebel and go to law school or give in and take it over.

Whatever your circumstances may be, we can say this about all you apparel store owner wanna-bes: You’re highly motivated and hard-working, and you derive great satisfaction from taking risks; maybe you even fancy yourself a famous clothing entrepreneur like Donald Fisher, who started The Gap (along with his wife, Doris) because he couldn’t find a decent pair of jeans. Either way, we’re not talking about a side gig that you can do at your kitchen table after the kids are in bed or when you have some spare time on the weekend. You’re opening an apparel store, and that means hard work and long hours on your feet.

We repeat: Opening an apparel store is serious business. For some, it may mean giving up the safety of your corporate job with its steady income, paid holidays, vacations, and opportunity for advancement. All this, and guaranteed 12- to 14-hour days. On the bright side, you’ll be your own boss, make six figures a year, and even see your movie star customers talk to Ryan Seacrest and viewers of E! Entertainment Television about the clothes they bought at your store. (Well, we can all dream.)

But you can’t bet on either the six figures or the moneyed clients. What you can bet on is this: “Running an apparel store is more than a full-time job,” stresses Dr. Nancy Stanforth, associate professor at Kent State University’s School of Fashion. “Running an apparel store is something you do all day, every day.”




Always Room for More 

Fortunately, there is always room for the right kind of apparel store. Although you might not guess it by the number of malls and outlet centers cropping up, we are a nation of mostly small, independent merchants. In fact, most retail stores, and that includes apparel stores, are small, both in size and in sales volume, compared with a Gap or a Charlotte Russe store. The typical apparel store is a small operation, usually run by the owner alone or by a husband-and-wife team.

While small stores lack the resources, purchasing skill, and sophistication of big apparel retailers, such as Banana Republic, studies show that small stores demonstrate surprising resiliency in the face of competition (for a multitude of reasons we’ll go into throughout this business guide). At their most successful, they offer consumers convenient locations, more personalized service, a warmer atmosphere  and often, a broader selection of merchandise in their particular lines than the larger chain stores. And if you do your homework—and follow the suggestions and expert advice provided by this business guide—there’s a chance the store you launch today may become the next Express. Now if that gets your adrenaline pumping, you’re shopping in the right department.

[image: 002]

Smart Tip The keys to success in the apparel business are enough financial backing, the right location, and knowledge of your market.






The Answer Is Absolutely Apparel 

We’ll presume that your desire to open an apparel store is not because you want to prove to your ex that you’re actually hip and happening, or because you are so confident of your style that you need to share that good taste with the community—or even because you have all those fashion merchandising classes under your belt. We’ll instead presume that you have an acute business sense, a sincere interest in the clothing business, and more than a little cash in the bank.

According to BizStats.com, clothing and accessories retail stores have approximately a 41 percent chance of failing during the first year. Aside from the obvious factors—lousy location or inadequate financial backing—apparel store owners often have a romanticized notion of their business. They might think if they are a sharp dresser, they should open a clothing store. Then they discover their taste levels don’t match their business acumen and in the end, they make better consumers than retailers.

[image: 003]

Beware!

In recent years consumers have moved away from anything associated with traffic and unsecured parking. Shopping/ entertainment malls will likely still exist, as consumers are increasingly attracted to safe, secure environments that offer a variety of entertaining options. The bottom line is that leading apparel retailers are doing more to give consumers easy access to a wider range of custom apparel at affordable prices. They are your competition.



Let’s not forget that a big part of opening an apparel store is hiring and managing a group of employees, often a young and transient group still in high school or college just looking for part-time work to pay for their prom or pledge formal dresses. We’ll delve into this more deeply in Chapter 9, but for now, we just want to play devil’s advocate and make sure you know what you’re getting into. We’ve even come up with a handy set of questions that will help you determine whether fashion is indeed your forte.


Experience Desired 

OK, this might seem like an obvious question, but you’d be surprised at the number of people out there who think that because they have, well, owned their own tax preparation business, they can open a teen-oriented surf boutique when they have a midlife crisis. Now, we don’t mean to pick on tax preparers, and it’s certainly been proven that anything is possible—John Glenn went back into space, didn’t he?—but when it comes to clothes, you need to know the “right stuff.”

[image: 004]

Stat Fact

According to a study in the book, Small Business for Dummies, by Eric Tyson and Jim Schell, 60 percent of successful business owners have gravitated toward industries with which they were previously familiar.



We are not saying that you need a business card laden with a lot of impressive acronyms or a Ph.D. or master’s degree—though a master’s in business can’t hurt an entrepreneurial endeavor. Maybe you’ve taken those merchandising classes; maybe you’ve watched your father, mother, or grandparents run a business; maybe you spent a summer selling makeup over the counter at Macy’s. In any case, your experience and business sense are as important as your interest in clothes.

How you get the experience is up to you. You may want to take some classes, read books or tap the expertise of a friend or mentor in the business. “The seven years I worked as a buyer for another local clothing store gave me invaluable direction,” says Robert Loeb, an apparel store owner in Meridian, Mississippi. “It was the best thing I could have done to ensure the success of my own store.”


Risky Business 

This is not meant to scare you; we’re only trying to present a balanced picture. If you’re serious about opening an apparel store, you need to know that the apparel business is risky. You may pour your life savings into a business that goes bust within a year.
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Stat Fact

According to a Consumer Expenditure Survey conducted by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Americans spend an average of $1,886 on clothing a year (per household). This is less than 3 percent of their disposable incomes, which is considerably less than the estimated 9 percent Americans spent on clothing and accessories back in 1950.



“Nothing is sure-fire, and there are risks attached to starting any kind of business,” says Fred Derring, principal of D.L.S. Outfitters, a New York City-based apparel marketing and consulting company. “But you’ve really got to love the clothing business because you can make more money doing almost anything else.  Even in the restaurant business—if you’re successful—you can make more money in five years than you can in 15 years in the apparel business.”

In fact, let’s just lay all the negatives out on the table, so to speak, and get them out of the way. Apparel retailing offers:• the chance to gamble with your savings—and maybe with borrowed capital, too—with the odds really stacked against you;
• hard work and long hours, often including nights and Saturdays (the busiest day of the week for many apparel store owners);
• profits measured in pennies on the dollar—when they finally come in; that means eating more dinners at McDonald’s than Spago;
• months and months without even a minimum salary, in the majority of cases;
• lots of busywork, like checking off deliveries, putting stock away, housekeeping, ordering merchandise, waiting on customers, lugging cartons, and changing interior and window displays;
• concern over the possibility of shoplifters ripping you off and worry about burglaries.



If your adrenaline is still pumping, good for you.


Clap Your Hands If You Believe 

We’ll again reference Question No. 1. If you’re a CPA who has also been a lifelong surfer, we say go ahead and open that surf boutique. You know the lingo better than any Harvard MBA, and you probably have just the right head for this business. But as we said, if you are opening that leather shop only because during the divorce hearing your wife told the court you were dull and boring, maybe you’d better sit down and figure out if this is the best mode of revenge.
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Smart Tip

Staying flexible is a biggie, as some veteran apparel companies have come to realize. The Wall Street Journal reported that Abercrombe & Fitch was slow to react during the economic downturn and turned away (or off) teen consumers who decided the exhorbitant A&F brand was too steep for their wallets. This created openings for lower-priced competitors such as Aeropostale and American Eagle Outfitters, who turned out to be cool and trendy alternatives to the unofficial school uniform.



On a serious note, you really need to think about why you’ve decided to open an apparel store vs. a homeopathic pharmacy or an organic grocery store. You may be able to pontificate on the textural qualities of chenille and cashmere.  You may notice and appreciate the stylistic differences among Giorgio Armani, Donna Karan, and Big Dog. You may know the exact date the new DKNY lines come in to your local Bloomingdale’s. Most important, however, you know that a “buy through” is not an open-air garage that sells clothing.

Whatever your passion, it has to be enough to carry you through the yearly holiday rushes as well as the slow summer lulls. It’s like marriage. When times get tough, you need to remember why you took those vows in the first place.


Standing Out in the Crowd 

It doesn’t take a Ph.D. to see that the apparel industry is crowded. All you need to do is save all those catalogs stuffed in your mailbox or visit your local mall on the weekend. But there always seems to be room for more, particularly if you’re offering consumers something they feel they’re lacking.

And regardless of how successful the Gap, Banana Republic, and Pacific Sun are today, consumers not only mix and match their clothes, they also mix and match their favorite apparel stores, according to K. Cohlmia, owner of a unisex apparel store in Stillwater, Oklahoma. “These days, the look is a lot more eclectic,” Cohlmia says. “For example, you might see a man come in wearing a Barney’s New York jacket with an Old Navy T-shirt and Levi’s. People really mix fashion up these days, which is great news for the independent store owner.”


What’s Your Specialty? 

When opening an apparel store, you need to have the corner on something someone else in your professional community doesn’t. Maybe its beachwear; maybe its chic plus-size fashions; maybe its leather and jewelry imported from Turkey.

More and more, women are looking to specialty retailers in their quest to find cutting-edge apparel that is suitable for different body types, lifestyles, and ages. Growth areas include specialty athletic apparel, maternity wear, footwear, and clothing for over-40s, as well as petite and plus sizes. The NPD Group, a Port Washington, New York, retail research company, reported that loyal customers of upscale retailers buy more than 25 percent of their apparel at high-end stores and spend an average of $95 per shopping trip. Consider the following tips when planning your own specialty clothing store:• Be realistic about startup costs—what you have and what you can get; then proceed from there.
• Define your market, whether it’s plus-size women or novelty swimwear.
• Sharpen your sales techniques so that your business will be known as the ultimate in customer service. Getting Government Goods

You can place your trust—yes, we said trust—in the following government organizations:• The Small Business Answer Desk. This is a free service of the SBA. You can call (800) 827-5722 to speak with a living, breathing SBA employee who will provide you with a thorough list of government resources and referrals, along with all kinds of advice. E-mails can be sent to: answerdesk@sba.gov. For more information, visit the website at: sba.gov/contactus/index.html 
• Service Corps of Retired Executives (SCORE). Federally funded, SCORE consists of more than 12,000 nationwide volunteers who provide free counseling and advice to prospective or existing businesses. Know that the majority of SCORE’s volunteers are ex-Fortune 500 employees and may not be the best small-business resources. If you happen to be assigned to the right volunteer, however, SCORE can be the best deal in town—occasionally even providing you with a much-needed mentor. Call (800) 634-0425 for the SCORE office near you, or visit its website at score.org.
• Office of Business Liaison. Associated with the Department of Commerce, this agency helps small-business owners locate the federal agency best able to serve their particular needs. Call (202) 482-1360 or visit their website at osec.doc.gov/obl.






• Take it to the web by opening an online store to compliment your brick-andmortar one.
• Be a problem solver. If a customer has a dilemma help them work it out—even if it means sending them to a competitor.



As you’ll learn in later chapters, specializing, or finding your niche, is crucial to your success in this business. And in many cases, all it takes is a little common sense. As one apparel buyer from New York City, says, “No apparel store should be stocking twill khaki shorts if there’s a Gap within ten miles.”


Analyzing the Competition 

In a word, this is called “marketing,” which we’ll cover in detail in Chapter 12. For now, hear this collective quote culled from every apparel entrepreneur interviewed for this business guide: “Today the competition isn’t two doors down the block; it’s at the  local mall. People can get everything we sell at their local mall, so we have to set ourselves apart other ways. Pay attention to the demographics in your area, to the location and available foot traffic, to television and movies, and to what people are wearing on the street.”




Trend-Spotting: Know the Buzz 

If you want to profit rather than merely break even in the apparel business (and who doesn’t?), soak up information like a sponge and read all the Cliff’s Notes you can. We know this might be hard, but take time to watch television. Now you actually have a good excuse to watch reruns of Gossip Girl and Desperate Housewives. Read apparel magazines and industry trade publications, such as Apparel magazine. Visit clothing marts to spot trends. Read Chapter 11, “Getting the Goods.”




Mentoring Matters 

If this is a brand-new venture, we strongly advise you to find a mentor—preferably a veteran apparel store owner who will let you pick his or her brain for the price of an occasional lunch or dinner. If you don’t know anyone personally, ask your banker, accountant, lawyer, and any other peers who might be wired into the apparel community for names of friendly apparel business store owners. Join the Chamber of Commerce and other networking organizations to meet others who have “been there and done that.” There are also mentoring programs available through the internet for just about any type of business.

Keep in mind this is a relationship; you want to make sure that you and your mentor are compatible. Unless you are enlisting an actual friend in the apparel business, the best way to contact your prospective mentor is to write him or her a letter introducing yourself and your business and the reason for your interest. Don’t forget to flatter this person. “I’ve always admired your taste,” is a good ice-breaker. Or try, “I’ve noticed the most fashionable people in town shop in your store.” Then follow up the letter with a phone call.

Assure him or her that you are not after any financial backing, money or, for that matter, his or her cell phone number for emergencies. Instead, acknowledge that their time is valuable, and promise not to waste one nanosecond of it. Provide a list of questions ahead of time—and then find out their favorite local eatery!

Understand that mentoring is a personal experience, not a business one. If the chemistry is right, the relationship will work well. If the chemistry doesn’t work, the relationship won’t work either.

Chic or Chick?

Think you’ve got fashion sense? Just for fun, see you if you can come up with the correct fashion designer names to match the following initials:

[image: 007]
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Be honest and straightforward about the problems you face in starting your store, whether you’re talking about money or tacky fixtures. And don’t be afraid to have your ideas shot down. Most mentors prefer to deal with longer-term strategic issues as opposed to the day-to-day (my sales associate leaves early every day to pick up her babysitter). By the same token, don’t blindly follow someone else’s advice without doing a little research on your own.

[image: 009]

Smart Tip

Let your mentor know how much you value his or her help by sending a thank-you note, gift basket, or other token of your appreciation.






The Bare Threads 

One last, but certainly not least, important issue: You don’t have to own a feather boa or a leather bustier (we promise to come up with some different examples), and we don’t expect that you’ll be sitting next to fashion icons such as Anna Wintour or Victoria Beckham at the spring and fall shows. But for crying out loud, you can’t expect to open an apparel store and impress your customers if you a) dress like a computer geek, b) think Calvin Klein is one of our ex-presidents, and c) have never set foot in an Old Navy store! Forget fashion—this is simply un-American.

But more important than your own fashion sense will be your handle on fashionspeak, so to speak. As they say, if you’re going to walk the walk, you’d better talk the talk. So whether you decide to open a women’s, men’s, or children’s apparel store, you’ll need to dress up your vocabulary with the words listed in the Glossary at the end of this book.






2

The Fickle Female

Women’s Apparel Store

 

 

 

 

There are no ifs, ands, or buts about it: You gotta love clothes. This particularly applies to the women’s apparel store owner. Obviously, if you are a female entrepreneur, you already know that we (yes, we) are a fickle gender when it comes to fashion. It makes absolutely no difference that last year we purchased an entirely new wardrobe; it goes without  saying that this season we still have nothing to wear. It doesn’t matter if we have five little black dresses (LBDs) hanging in our closet that were collectively worn five times. We simply must have a new LBD for this year’s Christmas party, because you never know which person from the office may have seen us at that family wedding (really lame excuse). And it doesn’t matter if we have ten pairs of jeans (we really have more). There is always a new pair to buy—and that pair won’t fit, either.
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Stat Fact

In a USA Women’s Wear Market Research Report provided by Informat.com, women’s wear comprises almost 60 percent of the apparel market, with the remaining percentage divided between men’s and children’s markets. Outsize apparel (petite, tall, and plus sizes) had less than a 5 percent share of the women’s wear market in 1980, but rose 20 percent in 2008, and is predicted to increase 40 percent by 2014.



Now, if you are a man, or a male apparel store owner, you may not inherently understand this way of thinking. But if you have a spouse, girlfriend, and/or teenage daughters, you are no doubt nodding your head in agreement, if not with slight annoyance! Either way, it’s a fairly simple learning curve. As females, we may like an article of clothing today, but we are entitled to change our minds about it tomorrow.

What does this schizophrenia mean for the owner of a women’s apparel store? What it means is that to be successful, you need to constantly keep in mind the fickle female psyche—even if you are a man. Men may be from Mars and women from Venus, but when it comes to clothes, we’re all better off on the same planet.

“The women’s apparel business is exciting because women are more amenable to change and like to try new things,” says K. Cohlmia, who owns the Wooden Nickel in Stillwater, Oklahoma. At the same time, most women aren’t trendsetters who’d starve themselves or their families to pay for a Dolce & Gabbana sweater set with a faux fur collar. Most, in fact, wouldn’t know Dolce & Gabbana from Donny and Marie.

Knowing that, “you don’t want to try to be all things to all women and cover everything,” says Dr. Nancy Stanforth, associate professor at Kent State University’s School of Fashion. “You’ve got to really focus on your target female customer.”




Degrees of Separation 

To help you keep focused, let’s begin with some more fashion vocabulary specific to the women’s market. Styles of women’s clothes vary, but essentially you’ll be “in the know” if you know the following. There’s the traditional look, or preppy style, which features 100 percent natural fabrics like cotton, linen, silk, and wool and often comes in  untrendy colors such as yellow and lime green. Traditional apparel usually sells well—much better than, say, sweaters with fur collars—particularly now that dressed-down corporate America is as much a reality for women as it is for men.

Basics, which can also be preppy if they’re made of natural fibers, are clothes designed more for casual wear and usually contain a good percentage of polyester or synthetic fibers. Basics are popular with a wide cross section of customers because the designs, such as sweaters, sweatshirts, and pants with drawstrings or elastic bands, camouflage figure problems. Unless we’re lucky enough to be built like Megan Fox, we probably all own a few basics.

Fashion items, such as must-have “jeggings,” reflect new trends but are generally the kind of looks that last more than one or two seasons. Updated fashion is trendier and often represents fads like faux fur animal prints, vintage cowboy boots, and low-rise jeans.

Finally, there’s designer apparel. All garments with the same designer name have a recognizable look particular to that creator’s tastes. American designers like Calvin Klein and Donna Karan, for example, are known for their clean lines and subtle tones, while Tommy Hilfiger’s signature bright colors and traditional fabrics might be considered more on the preppy side.

By knowing your target customer (we’ll talk more about in Chapter 12) you’ll know which styles to stock. For now, let’s just state what might seem like common sense to many of you. In general, lower-income customers will be interested in the basic necessities or trendy fashions that have been deeply discounted; whereas higherincome customers will go for updated designer fashions and more sophisticated styles.
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Stat Fact

According to MarketResearch .com, plus-size clothing is a major segment of the women’s apparel business. As a $47 billion industry it accounts for 40 percent of all women’s and girls’ clothing, and 27 percent of clothing sales overall.






Cautiously Current 

According to experts, this is not an oxymoron in the women’s apparel business. One experienced retailer-turned-professional-buyer warns that trying to provide too much variety in style and price can give you a “chop suey” effect, which leaves customers with no fashion direction—not to mention a bank account that is probably equally stirred up. Customers are often disappointed with trends and, in the end, return to safer, more conservative styles. (Remember, we are talking about the “fickle” female.) An apparel retailer’s best bet is to offer “newness” more in the form of different colors and fabrics.

Esther Burton, owner of Esti’s in Brooklyn, New York, caters to both a very modern, young, fashion-forward woman, as well as a more conservative (usually religious) client, so she looks for lines that address both needs. “By getting fabrics from designers to modify the styles where needed, and with an expert tailoring department, we are able to cater to a woman who otherwise would have no access to wearing top-designer clothes without violating her religious principles,” Burton says.
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Fun Fact

More than half of all women purchase at least one high-fashion item each year to liven up their wardrobes.



In one example, the Vera Wang bridal gown worn by Ivanka Trump was ordered for a young woman who could not wear a sheer-bodiced gown and needed longer sleeves, so Burton had the bodice lined and extended the sleeves by adding lace. In another example, Burton points out that sometimes dresses are way too short for a religious or older woman so they add interesting borders to hemlines. “I have one customer who loves Pucci’s dresses but wears her clothes ankle length,” she says. “We cut off the bottom of the dress, pick a predominant color of the dress, and add a wide border (whatever width she needs to get the desired length). Then we end with the piece of the dress we cut off so it doesn’t look like an add-on.” Burton’s client has since told her that she’s been stopped on Fifth Avenue, as well as abroad, and asked where she gets her Pucci’s because they’re never seen quite that way.




Women’s Wear Watcher 

Prior to starting your store, you can minimize both your financial and fashion risks by following our six-step program in Chapter 1 as well as our passive apparel exercise program of watching TV. Along with that and finding a mentor, you’d be wise to read every book and trade magazine you can find on the specifics of the apparel business—and then watch a little more TV.

Over the years, prime time has played a prime role in women’s fashions. Twentyplus years ago when Dynasty was popular, everyone wore gold chokers and football pads on their shoulders. Jump forward 20 years and the new rage was the beaded necklaces inspired by Courteney Cox and Jennifer Aniston of Friends. A few years ago, Carrie Bradshaw (played by Sarah Jessica Parker) on Sex and the City, had women across the country salivating over her extensive shoe collection. Now it’s all about the glamorous little dresses and outfits worn by the Gossip Girl stars. So it’s important to pay attention to what women are wearing on TV because those are folks your female consumers want to emulate.

Besides keeping up with changing styles, you should also regularly read magazines and market newsletters to keep up with the values of the clothing and accessories you sell, which we’ll discuss more in Chapter 11. As you move on throughout this business guide, you’ll see that all of this information will give you ammunition in your discussions with sales reps of the various clothing lines, with whom you’ll be doing much negotiating on price and discounts. More important, you will develop an air of authority and an expertise that is important to your professional identity within the industry, and as your business grows, you’ll find yourself having to rely less on others’ advice.
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Smart Tip

It’s a smart move to subscribe to Women’s Wear Daily and/or The New York Times to keep current on fashion. Also study magazines like Vogue, Elle, and Glamour. Read the trades not just for style tips but also for tips on pricing, discounting, and handling and promoting merchandise, which every store manager will be dealing with on a daily basis—and which we’ll discuss throughout this business guide.



A Woman’s Wish List

In her book, What Mother Never Told Ya About Retail (Retail Resources Publications), author T.J. Reid surveyed 2,000 women, ages 21 to 50, in the $30,000 income bracket range, who were asked to rank their shopping desires in order of priority. They were also asked to indicate if they would be willing to pay higher prices if a store provided the extras they wanted. Here are the top “wants”:

	Wish List 	Want 	Would Pay Extra for 
	Restrooms	93%	46%
	Places to sit	62%	40%
	Delivery	57%	37%
	Phone shopping	50%	37%
	Coffee/soft drinks	45%	22%
	Valet parking	15%	13%









Sincere Sales Techniques 

Everything we’ve mentioned so far is important; however, the main emphasis of your daily operations as an apparel store owner should be on transforming potential customers into paying customers. This isn’t brain surgery; all it takes is common sense and a little sincere encouragement.

Selling involves a “do unto others” mentality, especially where female shoppers are concerned. After all, you know how you don’t like to be treated when you are the customer. You don’t want to be preyed upon by a hungry stalker. Similarly, as a store owner/salesperson, you want to give each customer sufficient time to browse, after which she may come to you or one of your salespeople with specific questions. Instead of making them feel hunted, make your customers feel at home. Make light conversation. Be attentive and use subtle compliments where appropriate. The longer a customer spends in your store, the more likely you are to make a sale.

Let’s take a minute to review the T.O. The term “T.O.” stands for “takeover” or “turnover,” a psychological technique used to clinch a sale. T.O. works best in a marginal situation. For example, if a customer is lukewarm toward a piece of clothing she doesn’t really need but wants, such as platform sneakers decorated with bling. You don’t want to use high-pressure tactics, like taking her car keys until she uses her credit card, but if the customer is undecided, it’s the perfect opportunity to flip her credit card in your favor.

Let’s say the customer doesn’t respond to the fact that your shoes are tres chic and there’s only one pair left in her size. The first thing you need to do, after saying “hello,” of course, is to learn what objections the customer has, such as “I’m not sure if the style is flattering” or “I’m not sure whether I’ll be able to walk down the street without breaking my neck.” Then you or the manager is called in to “take over.”

Mind you, this is not a hostile takeover. This is merely a logical sales step for you because you are the fashion authority. You’re the owner of this stylish store because you know apparel, right? Use your expertise for all it’s worth. Before attempting to counter any objections, begin by subtly and honestly complimenting the customer on her appearance. There need be nothing deceptive about this, unless you ask a woman with gray hair whether she just celebrated her 30th birthday. Honesty is always the best sales technique. Besides, compliments are a kind of support system and most of us use some form of flattery. When it comes to a woman and her clothes, you are simply telling somebody else what she needs to hear.

Recently, Nicole Keesler, owner of Creative Elegance Weddings, had a bride in the store trying on different gowns. Keesler’s four-year-old daughter was in the store at the time; she enjoys coming out to say hi to the customers and look at the dresses they are modeling. “She was watching the bride try on dresses and she  speaks up to suggest the bride “look at the necklaces Mommy has to go with her gown,” Keesler relates. “After I brought over a necklace for the bride to see, my daughter then proceeds to tell her about the shoes I also have that would match.” Keesler is thinking about promoting her daughter to sales manager in the near future.
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Dollar Stretcher

In the beginning, when money is tight and you might not have a good handle on your customers, use caution with trendy, fad merchandise that may lose its popularity overnight. It’s better to accessorize with low-volume accessories like hosiery, lingerie, and inexpensive costume jewelry.






Get Wise and Accessorize 

To accessorize or not to accessorize? It’s a viable question when thinking about opening a clothing store and one that, when answered in the affirmative, many seasoned women’s apparel store owners say has increased their sales over the years. The thing to remember about accessories is that they require little selling space and create more dollars per square foot than anything else you can offer. Handbags can be hung over garments. Scarves can be tied around collars, and pins displayed on garments.

The trick is also to know what to accessorize with in terms of your market. Keesler carries veils, shoes, jewelry, and wedding accessories such as toasting flutes, ring pillows, baskets, and cake toppers. “I try to include things that the bride will need for the wedding so that when they come in they feel they can get a lot of what they need in one place,” she says.

Or like Alternative Outfitters, a vegan boutique located in Pasadena, California, you could sell primarily shoes and accessories to a specific clientele. “Everything we sell is vegan,” says co-owner, Jackie Horrick. “That means that no animal materials are used in making our shoes, bags, wallets, belts, and other accessories. We also sell wool-free coats and winter wear and faux-leather jackets. We offer eco-friendly items that are made using sustainable, organic, and recycled materials, as well.”
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Smart Tip

Not only is it smart to carry accessories in your store to provide customers with more selections, but they also help to increase your profit margin. On average, the markup for accessories can easily run from 100 to 300 percent, so make sure you have the most sought-after accessories in stock for your market. The bigger the brand, the bigger the bonus.



The NPD Group, a Port Washington, New York, retail research company, reports that handbags are still the most popular accessory purchased by women. “Collecting handbags has become even more important for women today, especially with the new burst of color in fashion,” says Marshal Cohen, The NPD Group’s chief industry analyst. “Don’t be surprised when you hear how many women need to make room in their closet not only for their footwear fetish collection, but their handbag collection as well.”

Sexy Sports Apparel

This may not seem like the most appropriate chapter to be covering sports apparel, but believe it or not, women dominate the sports market. You might want to include it in your merchandising mix.

According to government data, the Consumer Price Index (CPI) is rising along with retail sales and industrial production, indicating economic recovery in the United Staes is continuing to strengthen. The Sporting Goods Manufacturers Association (SGMA) supports this assessment by predicting the upcoming year “will be a year of solid, single-digit growth for the sports, fitness, and recreation industry in the United States.” To take advantage of this improving trend, apparel retailers should stay on top of their game by considering the following:• Females dominate the decision-making process regarding purchases of sports apparel. Heavy spenders on sports apparel are one-third of all wearers who spend more than 80 percent of all dollars. Guess who the big spenders are: women.
• According to the Sporting Goods Manufacturers Association (SGMA), women’s share of active sports apparel (41.1 percent of dollars spent) is almost equal to men’s 42.5 percent share.
• The SGMA also reports that only 30 percent of all sports apparel actually gets a workout. With multi-function sports clothing expanding its usefulness, the remainder is purchased for casual comfort and leisure wear.



The International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA) reports that 45.3 million Americans currently hold health club memberships. So it’s no small wonder that major sportswear designers focus on both fashion and function in their products for both genders.

In addition, the fitness industry predicts the Baby Boomer generation (ages 45-63), credited with “inventing” the fitness movement, will have a big impact on retail sales of sports apparel for a long time.



The most popular handbag styles are:1. Shoulder bag
2. Hobo bag
3. Duffle
4. Barrel bag
5. Messenger Bag
6. Tote
7. Baguette
8. Clutch or Wristlet
9. Field (or flap) bag
10. Satchel
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Bright Idea

One or two jewelry cases need to be located within the selling areas, but no definite accessory area should be created. Accessories are impulse items, best merchandised close to the dressing rooms and checkout counters.






It Pays to Play 

When designing your women’s apparel store, know that women are as apt to change their minds about where they shop as about the kinds of clothes they buy.

Knowing that, you can have some fun. Remember, women come to your store to buy a unique outfit they can’t find elsewhere, and their shopping experience should be just as unique.

Depending on your intended customer, whom we’ll discuss more in Chapter 12, you have creative license to make your store everything from practical to playful. Whatever you do, keep it feminine. Paint your walls an off-white or pastel, play soft music (if you decide you must have background noise), make sure you have plenty of clothing and accessory displays that change weekly or biweekly, and also offer plenty of comfortable seating. Many women view shopping as a social activity and will often come in with friends or a spouse. Last but not least, keep your store lighting natural or muted.
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Smart Tip

Fashion trend watchers report that in light of previous economic instability, heavily branded logo apparel does not have the same appeal that it once did. This may be because consumers believe that an affluent look is now considered gauche in the world of fashion. However, trends change overnight and the resurgence of more opulent styles could be right around the corner.



If you’ve got something really playful in mind and are worried about cost, take a tip from  an apparel store owner who actually arranged to have his store designed by students at a local art school as a class project. By working directly with the instructor, this store owner got his “inside job” done for only the cost of materials.

After reading this chapter we don’t expect that you’ll be able to read the minds of female shoppers (if you can, be sure to let us know). But a fickle fashion sense can only mean one thing: Women will never stop shopping. And it might as well be at your store.






End of sample
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Wish List want Would Pay Extra for

Restrooms 93% 26%
Places tosit 62% 10%
Delivery 57% 37%
Phone shopping s0% 37%
Coffee/soft drinks 5% 2%

Valet parking 5% %
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Marketing Your Merchandise
Choose three unique angles that describe your store’s niche:
.

2,

3

Clients for Your Clothing
Clarify the group(s) that would be interested in your clothing:
Q Friends

0 SUV-driving moms

Q Teenage girls

Q Yuppie men

2 Blue-haired matrons.

2 Surf dudes

Qsilicon Valley geeks

2 Other

Your Competitive Edge
One or more of the following should be on your list
Q2 Safe, well-lit parking
Q Evening hours
Q Spacious in-store layout
Q Superior customer service
Q Special ordering
Q Other

Double-Checking Demographics
Find out everything you can about the neighborhood and town in which
you wish to open your store.

Q Get on the internet.

Q Read local papers.

Q Talk to your peers

Q Watch the local news

(Q Check with the human resources departments of large local employers.
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Expenses Low High

Rent (security deposit and first month) $2500 | $15000
Initial inventory $15000 | $50000
Equipment/fixtures $5620 | $13,900
Leasehold improvements (§10 to $15 per square foot) | $nooo | $30000
Licenses/tax deposits $50 175
Grand opening advertising $1350 | $10000
Utilities/phone deposits $150 $300
Accounting/legal $550 $1750
Owner/operator salary $1500 | §3,600
Payroll $2,000 $500
Supplies $500 | $1500
Insurance (first quarter) $750 $2,500
Miscellaneous $300 $750
Total Startup Costs sa270 | $129,975
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. Can she make effortless small talk to put customers at ease?

Does she try tofind out the customer's needs before trying
tomake a sale?

Does she establish professionalism and expertise without
sounding like a know-it-all fashion maven?

Does she demonstrate warmth that shows she truly cares
about the customer and how he or she looks?

. Does she show customers that your store guarantees and

stands behind the garments it sells?

Does she always make sure customers are aware of credit,
exchange, and other store policies to avoid misunderstandings?

Does she demonstrate that your merchandise and prices
are the best available for the customer’s selection in the area?

s she willing to take no for an answer and leave customers
alone if they can't make up their minds?

Can she show customers, without emotion, why they should
make their purchase at your store?

Do your customers refer others to your store?

Yes
a

Q

a

oo

oo
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