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Abstract

The concept of mediatization concerns the role and influence of the media in both society and the
fields of cultural production. Fashion has witnessed several processes of mediatization, exemplified by
the rise of fashion bloggers and influencers and the emergence of several online activities — e.g., broad-
casting fashion shows — alongside or in place of those that previously took the form of face-to-face
interaction. Such a mediatization has then accelerated rhythms of fashion communication imposed
by the new digital environment. Moreover, thanks to the role of legacy and digital media, fashion
as a cultural industry has been increasingly able to fuel global social imaginaries. This article briefly
reviews the state of the art of studies on mediatization in the field of fashion, with a focus on the role
of fashion brands. The essay also considers the Covid-19 pandemic as an accelerator of digitization
processes, and proposes a number of valuable questions to investigate the future of mediatization in
fashion. First, how do fashion brands, whether mass-market or high-end, interface with their audi-
ence, advertise their products, reach their targets, finalize the sale, and retain consumers? Second,
how has digital technology changed the format and meaning of fashion shows and catwalks? Thirdly,
how do fashion brands cooperate with, defend themselves against or exploit new digital intermedi-
aries such as bloggers, influencers and content creators? Finally, how do brands pursue the quest for
authenticity, as a value and a rhetoric construction, through digital channels? The contributions of
this special issue provide, through the study of empirical cases, elements to answer these questions.

Keywords: Mediatization; Fashion Brands; Digitization; Authenticity; Fashion Communication.

* ¥ mariachiara.colucci@unibo.it

** % marcoluca.pedroni@unife.it

Copyright © 2021 Mariachiara Colucci, Marco Pedroni n
The text of this work is licensed under the Creative Commons BY License.
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2611-0563/13118
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Mediatized Fashion: State of the art and beyond ZMJ.Vol.11 n.1 (2021)

In this digital age, we live through our screens, documenting the moment. We no longer look:
we film. We no longer listen: we tape. And we no longer talk: we post.

(Alber Elbaz)

Mediatization and digitization in the field of fashion

Over the last two decades, the process of digitization has profoundly reshaped the dynamics of the field
of fashion. Scholarly debate has framed the overall societal changes in this regard under the category of
mediatization,” understood as a meta-process of cultural and social transformation influenced by the
media.> The relevance of media has been recognized “in the social construction of everyday life, society,
and culture as a whole,”® with understood as mediatization a process “grounded in the modification
of communication as the basic practice of how people construct the social and cultural world.”* The
mediatization of society functions as a process “whereby society to an increasing degree is submitted to,
or becomes dependent on, the media and their logic.”s

Fashion is no exception to this reasoning. Its relationship with the media has been a close one ever since
it turned to the press as a means of circulating information regarding clothing and trends. With the
development of photography and the inclusion of advertising, fashion magazines as we know them were
born.® The business model of the contemporary magazines only established itself in the 1890s, with
Vogue US launching its first issue in 1892: high print runs, sale of the magazine at a price below the cost
of production, and profits generated by advertisements. The editorial system consolidated during the
20" century has been disrupted during the last two decades by the advent of digital media. In 2000, the
Style.com website was launched, while between 2002 and 2003 the first fashion blogs appeared.” Their
relevance in the field of fashion became evident towards the middle of the next decade, when platforms
such as Instagram imposed themselves as new channels of communication, consecrating the figure of the
digital influencer.® Concurrently, online fashion magazines multiplied, both the digital versions of the
main paper magazines such as the authoritative Vogue, Marie Claire, Elle, Harper’s Bazaar, and pure
online magazines, such as Hint and Net-a-Porter. In the long history of the fashion editorial system,
digital media, with their power to shape the structure of the industry and the relationships between
brands, investors, journalists and the public, seem to be much more than simple tools.

The concept of mediatization concerns the role and influence of the media in society and the fields of
cultural production. Fashion, a cultural field itself, has witnessed four processes of mediatization, all

made possible by the media:®
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(a) Media extend communication skills across time and space (e.g. fashion blogs and social media
profiles have created a 24-hour discussion arena accessible anywhere, even by people previously
excluded from fashion information);

(b) The media replace some social activities that previously took the form of face-to-face interaction
(e.g. social media create a space for online comparison and discussion between fashion consumers;
the online broadcasting of fashion shows during the Covid pandemic);

(c) The media create a mixture of online and face-to-face activities, infiltrating our daily lives (e.g. fash-
ion influencers displaying online their private and offline lives; hybrid forms of communication

and hybrid events taking place under the label of “phygital”);

(d) Social agents have to adapt their behaviour to fit the assessments, formats, routines imposed by the
media (e.g. social media have changed the rhythms of fashion communication, imposing continu-
ous updating and forcing the traditional fashion press to evolve towards the digital environment).

Furthermore, mediatization is linked to the processes of globalization in at least two ways. On the one
hand, globalization is technically made possible by the existence of means of communication (the me-
dia) that connect remote points on the planet, reducing time and distance to zero, whereas on the other
hand, globalization amplifies the process of mediatization by institutionalizing forms of mediated com-
munication in numerous new contexts. Fashion is exemplary of these processes not only because of
its nature of global industry (e.g., production delocalization, market globalization, the birth of transna-
tional fashion conglomerates), but also because of its power to create a globalized fashion imaginary. As
has been noted, fashion creates a “stock of images, values, practices and rules that dominate the west-
ern fashion industry and that its participants take for granted in their relationship with fashion.”"® An
imaginary is “carried out in images, stories, legends which are shared by large groups of people”" and

the media play a key role in shaping it.

Fashion is one of our most powerful global social imaginaries'* thanks to the circulation of several and
increasingly sophisticated media objects.”* From fashion films to makeover TV shows and documen-
taries,'+ and early fashion blogs to Instagram and TikTok profiles of mega-influencers, fashion is more
than clothing. It has become a key cultural industry’s able to function as a source of meaning and iden-
titarian values. Accordingly,

fashion has a pivotal role in the creative media industry as a provider of material fundamen-
tal for the formation of imaginary worlds. Fashion tells stories ... Moreover, as a creative
industry and medium of entertainment, fashion shares with media ... the exhibition of its
spectacular products to large-scale audiences.™®

Despite the natural intertwining of fashion and media, fashion had for a long time a problematic re-
lationship with the digital media in particular. The industry reacted erratically to the rise of fashion
bloggers and influencers, who set the foundations of a new way of conceiving marketing known as in-
fluencer marketing.'” As Bradford points out, “fashion bloggers are part of the landscape now, but
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when they first emerged in the mid-2000s they were met with bafflement and some derision.”*® The in-
stitutionalization of fashion influencers — a now well-established process'® — took place through (and
despite) fierce press attacks and stances against the new digital actors.>® The post of the former director
of Vogue Italia Franca Sozzani is worth mentioning in this regard. Sozzani,*" at the beginning of the
2010s, stated that they “don’t hold a real importance in the business”. Even harsher was the invitation
from Vogue.com’s editors to “bloggers who change head-to-toe, paid-to-wear outfits every hour. Please
stop. Find another business. You are heralding the death of style”** (Singer et al. 2016). Despite being
later in exploiting the advantages of digitization than other cultural industries, fashion was inevitably in-
volved in this “mediatization of everything.” It is subject to mediatization in a variety of ways** which
affect the processes of designing, producing, distributing, promoting and consuming clothes,

the adoption of digital media by fashion producers and consumers is concurrent with the
adoption of new ways of producing and consuming fashion, from the production of fash-
ion shows and garments to the retailing of clothes and the fashioning of the self; from the
exclusive world of the fashion producer to ordinary practices of the self.>s

Mediatization and digitization in the domain of fashion occur in two main contexts. First, the mediati-
zation of fashion is particularly visible where the display of fashion takes place, such as the both physical
and digital spaces of fashion events.

The rise of live streaming fashion events is an excellent example. The runway shows were tradition-
ally fashion events for the previewing of the brand collections which excluded the viewing public and
reserved to fashion professionals such as buyers and journalists. Recently, many fashion houses have
decided to broadcast their catwalks via live streaming. The first to adopt this strategy were Victoria’s
Secret in the United States and Krizia in Europe. The latter live streamed their Spring-Summer 2000
collection in Milan and included scenes of backstage activity. Japanese buyers were permitted to placer
orders without being physically present in Milan. The live streaming of runways has since become a
mainstream practice in less than 10 years. Among the luxury and haute couture brands, Gucci and Ar-
mani should be mentioned. They began to live stream respectively in 2006 and 2007, followed quickly
by Michael Kors (2008) and Z Zegna (2009). In February 2010, the London Fashion Digital Week was
first launched. Burberry must be cited here as a leading experience among other examples. The brand
created an enriched digital strategy, the “Runway to Reality”, where the live streamed runway, broad-
cast in 3D, is accompanied by offline events, diffused via mobile device and linked to the possibility of
purchasing. According to this concept, the online and the offline worlds are not, erroneously, viewed as
being opposed, but integrated. Far from being a mere technological shift, the rise of the live streaming
runways shows a change in the way the fashion world conceives both the web — no longer a threat,
but a resource — and the final consumers, who are permitted to receive information at the same time as
fashion professionals. The overall meaning of the catwalks has changed through a process of disinterme-
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diation which opens up the secrecy of the runway shows and exposes them to a worldwide and real-time
view. The very setting of the fashion shows should be reconsidered in light of the impact of digital social
media, for example, in how the scenography has become more functional to the influencers’ needs to
capture fashion images for their followers.*® As Rocamora summarizes,

digital platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat ... have become legitimate
spaces of diffusion of the collections. In this context the shows are increasingly designed
with social media in mind; they have become mediatized events — that is, events produced
and staged with a view to being consumed online, on a digital screen.*”

Mediatization and digitization also affect the spaces of communication, selling, and consumption. Fash-
ion has today been transferred from its traditional spaces, stores and printed magazines, to the digital
environment where it is presented in fashion blogs and Instagram profiles.*® The lines between the ed-
itorial and the commercial are now blurred and the new media have reshaped fashion spaces. Online
media and the blogs have contributed to the modification of magazines, making them more visual and
interactive than ever, the screens of computers and tablets as instruments of information about fashion
and for the creation of fashion content, and led to stores with digital mirrors and their integration with
websites and apps.*® The Covid-19 pandemic, in this context, has accelerated or exasperated processes
of mediatization already underway. E-commerce has represented the only source of revenues for almost
all companies, and those who were hesitant to invest in e-retailing have been forced to overcome their
resistance. Retailers with a heavier concentration of in-store sales have faced increased pressure to drive
consumers online and rapidly scale e-commerce operations. Meeting the demands of an increasingly
online audience requires retailers to be agile in embracing the omnichannel experience. This may mean
permanent shifts in consumer shopping behaviour, pushing more traffic and categories online.?° Fash-
ion weeks and fashion shows have taken place digitally and have been broadcast,?" creating a renewed
demand in fashion for digitization, virtual and augmented reality, and artificial intelligence.>> However,
the change brought about by the pandemic is not just technological. The change is above all cultural,
and has to do partly with the need to rethink the relationship between brands and consumers, and partly
with how the fashion industry itself works. In this regard, the words of Giorgio Armani aroused great
interest when, in April 2020, he sent an open letter to WIWD

“The decline of the fashion system as we know it began when the luxury segment adopted
the operating methods of fast fashion, mimicking the latter’s endless delivery cycle in the
hope of selling more, yet forgetting that luxury takes time, to be achieved and to be appre-
ciated.”33
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In praising a slower fashion movement and proposing to use the pandemic crisis as “an opportunity to
slow down”, the Italian fashion designer forgot to say that the frenzied pace of the fashion industry is not
only an effect of the advent of fast fashion but also of its mediatization. But what effect has Covid-19
had on the processes of digitization of fashion. We have seen how communication and marketing activ-
ities have moved further to an online presence. The crisis of the influencers, deprived of their mobility
and physical settings during the lockdown, lasted only a few months. Social media practitioners soon re-
organized themselves by producing new content at home and exploiting their local contexts, increasing
the authenticity effect of their channels.

However, other activities, mainly manufacturing, cannot be virtualized or managed remotely, and the
impact of Covid-19 has been negative. Fashion brands have cancelled orders, negatively impacting gar-
ment workers. As Bridges and Hanlon explain, “the crisis has reinforced existing structural inequalities
within the industry, with workers disproportionately impacted across multi-mediated global produc-
tion networks.”** At the same time, the crisis has shown how fundamental digital media are in the
material and symbolic infrastructure of contemporary fashion.

Fashion brands in the era of digital media

Mediatization and digitization are affecting the field of fashion, and the role of fashion brands in par-
ticular. Nowadays, fashion brands, whether mass-market or established mazsons, interface with their
audience, advertise their products, reach their targets, finalize the sale and retain the customers in an ir-
reversibly digital world where the customer’s journey moves on the web through e-commerce and social
networks. Physical retail selling has been profoundly transformed by digital means, whether in-store or
out-store, a contamination that moves on the thread of omni-channel retailing and of concepts such as
“phygital”, the physical + digital, creating a smooth flow between the real and the virtual worlds. As men-
tioned above, digital technology has also changed the fashion shows — the format of the show has gone
beyond the boundaries of the traditional catwalks, building scenography that offers creative directors
such as Karl Lagerfeld and Alessandro Michele almost unlimited opportunities to express their genius
and to make the brand’s aesthetic available to a wider audience. Furthermore, the spread of connectivity
facilitated by digital media has promoted the development of new business models that allow — benefit
from — a combination of skills for the creation of new products and the connection between supply
and demand. Even more fluid and compelling, thanks to the increasing use of social networks, the re-
lationship between fashion brands and their audience has become ever more direct. Consumers have
the means to affect the reputation of the brand without intermediation by expressing their opinions
through reviews and online tutorials.

Social media is regarded as a global phenomenon, culturally as well as economically relevant. “Social me-
dia is used by billions of people around the world and has fast become one of the defining technologies
of our time,”?5 creating a potential massive audience connected on various platforms for many hours
a day. In this context, exploiting social media as a new type of digital marketing channel has opened
up a whole new era for fashion companies and brands, encouraging them to identify innovative rela-
tionships with consumers. To face such new challenges, an understanding of the drivers of brand cred-
ibility, brand image, and the effects of social media activity on consumers behavior is of paramount
importance for companies.3® Company-centric traditional brand communication and messages appear
to be less effective than before, as the Internet has considerably changed the sources of information on
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which consumers rely on.3” Social media platforms have become the primary source of information for
consumers and one of the most powerful marketing tools for fashion companies. Instagram has for ex-
ample been recognized as the currently most influential source for fashion insight.?® Given the power —
and the economic returns — of creating content and gaining consumer attention on social media, fash-
ion companies begun to regard digital communication as more valuable and authentic than traditional
advertising.?®

The tremendous growth of user-generated content*® has led to a considerable power shift in brand strate-
gies, driven by consumer demand for more authenticity from brands. Consumer-centric tools are in-
creasingly embraced by companies to build meaningful relationships with audiences and to help them
feel involved in a brand’s authentic communication strategy. Research indicates that consumers trust
peer consumers more than they trust companies, and are likely to use information provided by fellow
consumers to evaluate products and services before making a purchase decision.#' In particular, con-
sumers appear to trust the apparently genuine personal recommendations from credible and influential
digital gatekeepers who help identify and set trends in the fashion markets.**

Authenticity, indeed, appears to be the new keyword in the relationship between fashion brands and so-
cial media. Authenticity — what is “real”, or “genuine” or “true” or “original” — is in high demand in
the markets.** Similarly, the public debates “about who and what should be called ‘real’ versus ‘fake’ 7++
have increased. Authenticity is also used as a rhetorical strategy*s by both fashion companies and digital
influencers to justify their practices of product placement, product seeding and, more generally, brand
promotion. Through digital influencers, brands seek to deliver messages that are perceived as genuine
and authentic.#® In the fashion market, it seems that the “realness” of “next-door” influencers is de-
signed to maintain the audience’s perception of non-biased information, or to reinforce the trust in the
brand. The Guardian has eftectively explained that in fashion today “realness is prized” and that the dig-
ital “influencer industry is going authentic.”# Finally, an increasing number of academic works focus
on the concept of authenticity, which has informed numerous topics in management and sociological
research, initiating with the seminal work by Peterson*® on fabricating authenticity in the music indus-
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46.  Mariachiara Colucci, and Marco Pedroni, “Got to Be Real: An Investigation into the Co-Fabrication of Authenticity by
Fashion Companies and Digital Influencers,” Journal of Consumer Culture, in press (2021).

47.  Sophie Elmhirst, “‘It’s genuine, you know?’: why the online influencer industry is going ‘authentic’,” The Guardian,
s April 2019. Retrieved at: https://www.theguardian.com/media/2019/apr/os/its-genuine-you-know-why-the-online-
influencer-industry-is-going-authentic.

48.  Richard A. Peterson, Creating country music: Fabricating authenticity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979)
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try.#> Whether it is a matter of consistency, conformity, connection or continuity,>® it cannot be denied
that the quest for authenticity will shape fashion brands in the digital era.

In this Issue

Fashion companies and brands are core actors in the fashion industry as creators of innovations and
value-added throughout the supply chain, but also as co-producers of fashion narratives themselves or
in partnership with gatekeepers such as magazines and digital influencers.

Accordingly, a set of questions may be raised in the light of digitization and mediatization.

First, how do fashion brands, whether mass-market or high-end, interface with their audience, advertize
their products, reach their targets, finalize the sale, and retain consumers? Rebecca Halliday, in her essay,
shows that fashion brands have become imbricated via social media into politics, a process that has an
impact on the relationship between the brand and its consumers. The shoe brand New Balance, in
the aftermath of Donald Trump’s victory in 2016, criticized the Obama administration for forgetting
American workers with its pro-globalization policies, and declared that President Trump, with the anti-
global market positions of his Administration, was going in the right direction. The sneaker brand has
since then been associated with Trump, resulting in the company being the subject of a campaign of
attacks on social media by disillusioned Democrats. New Balance’s PR crisis, Halliday states, shows
the existence of a culture of mediatization in fashion, in which it is difficult for companies to sidestep
political conversations or to render apolitical statements. Once a brand has a social media presence,
interaction with the audience can work both as an opportunity and a threat.

Second, how has digital technology changed the format and meaning of fashion shows and catwalks?
How has physical retail been transformed by digital, whether in-store or out-store? Here, the role of
Covid-19 has been pivotal. Forced to cancel the most part of physical events in 2020, before gradually
returning to pre-pandemic practices, the fashion press largely adopted the neologism phygital, as Lin-
fante and Pompa note, to describe the hybrid nature of fashion weeks where live and online audiences
co-exist. Fashion has demonstrated its ability to incorporate and normalize the crisis, as suggested also
by the use of “new normal” as a term to identify the (also aesthetic) practices that became routine during
the pandemic. According to the authors, Covid-19 has been an accelerator of fashion digital transfor-
mation, the signs of which have been appearing for some time. Similarly, Spagnolo and Iannilli discuss
the fashion industry’s ability to adopt new technologies and opportunities in terms of communication
and distribution strategies, pushing towards an increased integration between physical and digital sys-
tems. The role of technology is further explored by Pereira through the lens of aesthetic capitalism; the
author put the recent digital fashion artefacts in dialogue with post-digital aesthetics theories, discussing
the blurred boundaries between the digital and the post-digital. Another question arises from this ap-
proach: does the convergence of fashion with art and technology lead to the influence of post-digital
aesthetics on fashion, and, consequently, of the fashion system on post-digital artistic production?

Thirdly, how do fashion brands cooperate with, defend themselves against or exploit new digital inter-
mediaries such as bloggers, influencers and content creators? As we have shown elsewheres' and previ-
ously discussed in this essay, the relationship between brands and influencers is built on an attempt of
the former to control the latter and an attempt of the latter to keep their editorial autonomy despite the
requests of the companies. Consumers use authenticity as an ideal to convey quality judgments, placing

49.  See Michael B. Beverland and Francis J. Farrelly, “The quest for authenticity in consumption: Consumers’ purposive choice
of authentic cues to shape experienced outcomes,” Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 36, No. 5 (2010): 838—-856; Charles
B. Guignon, Oz being authentic (London: Routledge, 2004); David W. Lehmann, Kieran O’Connor, Baldzs Kovics, and
George E. Newman, “Authenticity”; Alice Marwick, “They’re really profound women, they’re entrepreneurs’: Concep-
tions of authenticity in fashion blogging,” 7th international AIII conference on weblogs and social media (ICWSM), Vol. 8
(July 2013).

so. Olaf Dammann, Katja M. Friederichs, Sabine Lebedinski, and Kerstin M. Liesenfeld, “The Essence of Authenticity,” Fron-
tiers in Psychology, Vol. 11 (2021): 402.1.

s1. Mariachiara Colucci, and Marco Pedroni, “Got to Be Real: An Investigation into the Co-Fabrication of Authenticity by
Fashion Companies and Digital Influencers”.
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value in the authentic. The demand for authenticity by consumers has pushed companies to embrace
authenticity as a primary goal in their digital marketing and communication practices, and fashion in-
fluencers are used as partners, yet a means, to achieve this goal.

Our last question is related to this: how do brands pursue the search for authenticity, as a value and
a rhetoric construction, through digital channels? Martina’s contribution highlights authenticity as a
value not only in the domain of influencer marketing, but also for sustainable brands such as in the
paradigmatic case of Veja’s tagline use in “Reality must take over fiction”. Brand storytelling focused on
transparency, where the whole process of creation is revealed and involves the consumer as a participant,
is something made possible and at the same time imposed by the existence of an active audience on
social media. The same can be said about Twyg, a South African media company launched in 2019
to promote an eco-conscious fashion and lifestyle and analysed in Picarelli’s essay. Created to mobilize
grassroots consumer activism for a just transition of South African fashion, Twyg focuses on the negative
impact of fast fashion and supports the growth of an independent and slow-fashion industry. Key to
its activities are the website and social media channels where, once more, the digital media work as the
milestone to both promote commerce together with fashion culture by drawing on authenticity as a
value for the fashion producers as well as the consumers and users.

A wide range of research directions need to be explored in order to understand the growing process
of mediatization of fashion. We hope that the essays hosted in this special issue will contribute to this
debate, one we are sure will remain central to fashion studies in the years to come.
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