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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to understand the role of creativity within the apparel industry by
exploring experiences and perspectives of industry professionals. This research investigated: (1)
how the industry insiders understood creativity and (2) how they utilised it in their careers.
In-depth, structured interviews were used to collect the data. A total of 28 professionals in
diverse positions employed in various apparel-related organisations participated in the study. A
phenomenological interpretation of the data resulted in three topical areas that allowed mapping
the creativity phenomenon to facilitate a deeper understanding of its nature, manifestation and
outcomes. The mapping process resulted in a creativity framework that may be used for
developing creative thinking skills and opens up new research venues.
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1. Introduction

Innovation is essential to a company's success and sustained competitive advantage, and
employees' creativity provides for such innovation (Ford and Gioia 2000). Despite the wide
recognition of the importance of creativity to organisational success, there is little consensus on
what constitutes creativity and how it is utilised in the workforce. For example, a creativity
expert noted that it ‘can be regarded as the quality of products or responses judged to be creative
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by appropriate observers, and it can also be regarded as the process by which something so
judged is produced’ (Amabile 1983, p. 359). Other definitions of creativity encompass the
creative person and the creative environment (Warr and O'Neill 2005).

The importance of creativity in the fast-paced and extremely competitive apparel
business is undeniable (Malem 2008). The apparel industry is characterised by shortened product
life cycle and increased globalisation. It is within this environment that the importance of
creativity comes to the forefront if companies are to compete, thrive and lead (Gumusluoglu and
Ilsev 2009). Despite the critical role of creativity in the apparel business, researchers have not yet
examined industry professionals' views on this topic. The purpose of this study was to
understand the creativity phenomenon within the apparel field by exploring experiences and
perspectives of apparel professionals. This research investigated: (1) how the apparel industry
insiders understood and defined creativity and (2) how they utilised it in their careers. This study
examined whether apparel professionals in diverse positions and responsibilities held different
perceptions of creativity and its role in their day-to-day responsibilities. Such exploration
allowed for understanding the meaning and role of creativity in professions associated with
apparel and fashion. Educators can then use this knowledge in efforts to develop and enhance
student creativity.

2. Literature review

2.1. Creativity

Definitions of creativity have evolved over several decades and have encompassed the
concepts of the creative process, person, product and environment (Warr and O' Neill 2005).
While definitions of creativity are elusive, consistent concepts appear across most
characterisations; in that, creativity is a topic of wide scope that is important at both the
individual and at the societal level (Sternberg and Lubart 1999). The multi-dimensional nature of
creativity, encompassing individual traits and behaviours as well as the interaction between
creative individuals, their ideas and society, makes it particularly difficult to capture and measure
(Runco 2004). According to Pedersen and Burton (2009), ‘The components of creativity are used
in such diverse ways that developing a single definition of the concept is not possible’ (p. 15).
Creativity is generally conceived as the ability to produce work that is both novel (i.e. original)
and appropriate (i.e. useful and valuable) (Sternberg and Lubart 1999). It is a complex
phenomenon studied from the diverse perspectives of business, cognitive science, philosophy,
psychology, sociology, anthropology and religion, among others.

2.2. The creative individual

The lives of creative individuals are important to study because the results of their work
enrich the culture and economy, positively impacting and improving society's quality of life



(Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Human creative potential is a virtually limitless resource that defies
racial, social, economic and gender categorisation (Florida 2002). It is generally accepted that
there needs to exist a modicum of intelligence for an individual to exhibit creativity (Furnham
and Bachtiar 2008). Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argued convincingly that individual creativity
cannot exist unless there is a respective domain and field.

The defining characteristic of creative people is that they engage in complex problem
solving to find innovative and valuable solutions (Florida 2002). While it is possible to make a
creative discovery by accident or without much interest in a particular topic, most creative
contributions are made by individuals with great interest, passion and knowledge within a
specific field (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Researchers contend that creativity exists along a
continuum, with creative outputs ranging from minor adaptations to significant, life-altering
breakthroughs (Shalley et al. 2000). Creativity should not be reserved for professionals working
in artistic fields such as dance or product development, but can be present in any occupation
(Kaufman and Beghetto 2008). As stated in Fiore (2008), creative potential transcends job titles
such as designer, artist and musician to include scholars, scientists and entrepreneurs. While
personality traits such as extroversion may or may not predict creative behaviours, several
studies have attributed openness to new experiences as a great advantage for recognising
potential novelties in one's domain (Furnham and Bachtiar 2008).

In one study of doctoral students in the fields of health, biology and social sciences,
differences were found with regard to the effectiveness with which individuals working in that
discipline executed creativity-related skills (Mumford et al. 2010). The authors suggested that the
presentation of these skills was related to the demands of the specific occupation. Most creativity
experts agree that creative process is dependent on the specific field (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) and
question whether a general creative process model can be applicable across different domains
(Lubart 2001). This trend in the creativity literature calls for exploration of creative processes
within specific domains, e.g. the apparel profession.

2.3. Creativity in the apparel profession

According to Dohr (1982), as cited in Pedersen and Burton (2009), creativity is ‘one of
the key competencies required by entering [interior design] professionals’ (p. 21). Within the
apparel field, there have been a limited number of studies on creativity. Danielson (1986)
surveyed 55 major contemporary fashion illustrators to provide insight into their creative
processes to enrich classroom teaching on the subject. Cerny et al. (1993) found outcomes of
belonging to a guild extended beyond learning the craft of quilt-making to the empowerment of
individual and group creativity. In a review of aesthetics literature on the creative process, Fiore
et al. (1996) concluded with a call ‘for researchers to interpret the introspective thoughts of the
creator’ (p. 38). At the 2008 Apparel Executive Forum keynote presentation, Patty Devlin of
Play, a consulting company, urged designers to ‘seek a diversity of inspiration’ by incorporating
different perspectives in the workplace, become comfortable with ambiguity, and promote



risk-taking or ‘passion in action’, key aspects identified in the literature for enhancing creativity
(Speer 2008). A recent qualitative investigation that explored ‘business techniques and survival
strategies of British fashion designers’ advocated for the need of research on innovation in the
creative industries (Malem 2008, p. 398). Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argued that depending on the
researchers' domain, the creativity phenomenon is referred to as innovation in sociology,
entrepreneurship in business and economics and other terms are used in history and literature.

2.4. Theoretical perspectives on creativity

Researchers have developed various approaches to conceptualising creativity and
theorising about the phenomenon. The psychological branch of creativity research tends to focus
on the individual and his personality, values, as well as intrinsic and extrinsic motivations.
Indeed, multitude research studies demonstrated that creative people have certain personality
attributes such as self-efficacy, willingness to overcome obstacles, risk-taking and tolerating
ambiguity and uncertainty (Sternberg 2006). Amabile's (1983) componential model accounts for
differences in the level of creative productions through individual differences in task motivation.
A shortcoming of this research stream is that it often reduces ‘creativity to traits [inherited or
learned] and genes’ (Goswami 1996, p. 47).

Other scholars have investigated how differences in cognitive processes might help to
explain creative performance. Milgram (1990) argued that creative thinkers are capable of (1)
perceiving and defining problems differently, (2) noticing things that others ignore and (3)
storing and retrieving information in their own way. Additional cognitive skills associated with
creativity include the synthetic skill of seeing problems in new ways, the analytic skill for
evaluation of proposed ideas and the practical skill of selling your ideas to other people
(Sternberg 2006). Mumford (2003) noted that opportunity recognition, or the identification of
existing problems in the market place, and idea generation, or the creation of multiple possible
solutions for a problem, are two of the most important factors for creative performance.

Sociologists have primarily focused on the environment and its influence on creativity
and the creative individual. Sternberg (2006) argued that ‘[o]ne could have all of the internal
resources needed to think creatively, but without some environmental support (such as a forum
for proposing those ideas), the creativity that a person has within him or her might never be
displayed’ (p. 89). Another stream of creativity research focuses on assessing creative outcomes
from a socio-psychological perspective – artworks, ideas and solutions to various problems
(Amabile 1983, Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

In recent years, a more holistic approach to the study of creativity has become a
noticeable trend. This approach incorporates ‘environmental perspectives with more traditional
trait- and process-oriented perspectives’ (Harrington 1990, p. 164). For example, the investment
theory postulated that six distinct resources are required for creativity, including intellectual
abilities, knowledge, styles of thinking, personality, motivation and environment (Sternberg
2006). A number of models have been developed to explain the creative process in various fields



such as art (Sapp 1995), science (Busse and Mansfield 1980) and acting (Nemiro 1997). Even
though some of the stages of the creative process are the same across different fields (e.g. idea
generation and idea evaluation), others are different. For example, problem finding in art is
internally oriented (Dudek and Côté 1994), while in science it is an externally oriented process
(Ochse 1990). Despite many advances in the creativity research, a unifying theory or framework
has yet to be proposed (Gluck et al. 2002). One of the reasons could be the ‘variability in the
nature of creative behaviour’ across different occupations (Mumford and Gustafson 1988, p. 28).
Therefore, it is important to explore the phenomenon of creativity within the context of apparel
profession.

3. Method

To explore apparel professionals' perspectives of creativity, a qualitative methodology
was selected to obtain ‘rich’ or ’thick’ data (Kvale 1996, Esterberg 2002). This type of data
allowed for a deeper understanding of the creativity phenomenon through participants'
descriptions of everyday experiences (van Manen 1990). Individual, semi-structured interviews
were utilised to collect the data. This approach allowed participants the opportunity to explore
the topic of creativity in their own words by freely expressing ideas and opinions. At the same
time, following an interview protocol ensured a systematic approach to data collection and
minimised interviewer bias (Kvale 1996). Examples of questions included: ‘What set of skills
does your position require?’, ‘Why are these skills important?’, ‘What does creativity mean to
you?’, and ‘How is creativity demonstrated in the industry?’

A purposive, snowball sampling technique maximised the acquisition of relevant
information (Esterberg 2002). Upon gaining institutional review board approval, the authors
contacted members of a Midwestern university's textiles and apparel programme advisory board
to invite them to participate in the study. Each interviewee was asked to recommend other
potential research participants. Approximately half of the interviews were conducted in person,
with the remainder completed over the telephone because of geographical restraints. With
informants' consent, all interviews were audio taped and transcribed to ensure accuracy in data
analysis. Interviews ranged from 1 to 2 hours in length.

A total of 28 professionals were interviewed (Table 1). We ensured representation of
employees from small-, medium-, and large-size firms as well as a mix of diverse job titles and
responsibilities, including designers (nine), product developers (three), merchandisers (four),
sales managers (three), entrepreneurs (four), educators (three) and museum curators (two). Six
participants in the final sample were members of the programme's advisory board. Eighteen of
the 28 professionals were alumni of the university's textile and apparel programme. Participants
represented a wide range of companies located throughout the USA, from mass market and
specialty retailers to manufacturers and apparel import intermediaries to designer's houses.
Participants' work experience ranged from 2 to 30 years. The majority of the participants were



female, while five (18%) professionals were male. To ensure confidentiality, no companies'
names were used, and each informant was assigned a pseudonym in the data analysis process.

A phenomenological interpretive approach was used to analyse the transcribed
interviews. This interpretation of the data resulted in the emergence of significant themes that
described participants' experiences and perceptions related to creativity and its role in the apparel
industry (van Manen 1990). Interview transcripts were first analysed by the three authors
independently through an iterative part-to-whole process (McCracken 1988, Spiggle 1994).
Next, the researchers worked together to compare, discuss, critically evaluate and finalise
emergent themes into a consistent whole utilising a back-and-forth, part-to-whole process of
interpretation (Spiggle 1994). The major themes formed three topical areas. The first topical
area, creative thinking strategies, summarised participants' opinions on creativity in the context
of apparel profession. The second topical area, manifestation of creative thinking, described how
creativity was realised in the apparel industry. Professionals' perspectives on the purposes of
creativity formed the last topical area, creative outcomes.

Table 1. Description of participants

Name Gender Years of
experience

Job title Company description Company
location

Abby Female 5 Interactive
coordinator

Self-employed Northeast

Alice Female 2 Senior business
analyst

Mass market retailer Midwest

Amber Female 5 Associate designer Product
developer/importer

Midwest

Bob Male 5 Associate designer Specialty retailer Northeast

Clara Female 26 Educator University Midwest

David Male 5 Freelance designer Self-employed Northeast

Don Male 28 VP, sales Importer Northeast

Jennifer Female 7 Freelance
consultant

Self-employed Northeast

Elizabeth Female 4 Associate designer Specialty retailer Northeast

Ella Female 7 Designer Specialty retailer

Emma Female 14 VP, technical
design

Designer’s house Northeast



James Male 30 Creative director Manufacturer/importer Northeast

Jess Female 9 Designer Self-employed Midwest

Julia Female 32 Educator University Midwest

Helen Female 9 Sales manager Designer’s house Northeast

Kelly Female 31 Educator University Midwest

Kris Female 9 Manager, product
development

Designer’s house Northeast

Kyla Female 23 Director, product
development

Private label
developer/importer

Southeast

Lana Female 25 Chief officer,
merchandising

Manufacturer/importer Northeast

Leigh Female 11 Period clothing
supervisor

Museum Midwest

Linda Female 17 Textile curator Museum Midwest

Lynn Female 25 VP, merchandising Private label
developer/importer

Southeast

May Female 24 VP, sales Manufacturer/importer Northeast

Megan Female 7 Manager, product
development

Product
developer/importer

Midwest

Natalie Female 22 Store owner Entrepreneur Midwest

Sandy Female 6 Lead designer Mass market retailer Midwest

Tracy Female 10 Project manager Textile service bureau Northeast

Travis Male 15 VP, design Specialty retailer Northeast

4. Interpretation

4.1. Creative thinking strategies

This topical area sheds light on what apparel professionals considered to be creativity.
Participants talked about creativity as an unconventional or different type of thinking. The three
themes within this topical area illustrated that creative thinking occurred through three major



strategies (1) viewing things from different perspectives, (2) recognising untapped opportunities
and (3) looking for multiple ideas or solutions to problems and then evaluating these ideas.

4.1.1. Different perspectives

Each of the participants believed that the ability to see things from various perspectives was a
central characteristic of the creative individual.

I think creativity is looking at something in a different way and having a different
solution to it (Lana).

It's very important to take something and see it differently. That's what it [creativity] is all
about (Lynn).

Professionals agreed that this skill applied to all stages and aspects of the industry, from
garment creation to production and retail. May, a vice president of sales, stated: ‘My definition of
creativity is always looking at things in a new way, be it the garment itself, or the way to get that
garment produced and delivered to the customer, or the pricing strategy for the garment’.

Participants acknowledged that the ability to perceive an issue from different points of
view required a conscious intellectual effort to go beyond the first and most noticeable solution.
Sandy, a lead designer for a mass-market retailer, stated the way to generate ideas was, ‘Just
working your mind around different kinds of problems from lots and lots of different angles’. A
vice president of design for a trendy specialty retailer noted that this approach could be
employed by teams, even though this complicated the process.

I think human nature is [that] you always go to the path of least resistance and, you know,
take the easy way. And it's hard to stop yourself and, like: ‘Wait, wait! We need to
rethink.' And it's hard. It's something I always try with my team, trying to get them to
think in different ways. (Travis)

There was a clear consensus among industry professionals and participants who worked
in education (Kelly) and museums (Linda) that creativity was a divergent thinking process.

[Creativity is] to take new perspectives and look at different situations in a way that
people have never thought about looking at something before, whether that's problem
solving or a visual kind of problem. (Kelly)

I think [creativity] means having a fresh or different perspective whether it's an
exhibition, or even just writing a report. (Linda)



4.1.2. Identifying opportunities

Another aspect of creative thinking was a continuous search for yet unexploited
prospects, which could be found at any stage of the apparel supply chain.

We’re constantly thinking of things, like: ‘How can we market ourselves differently than
other brands? How can we … ? What can I … ? Can we put stuff up on the website that’s going
to make people want to go to the stores?' It's constant, all the time (Ella).

A vice-president of technical design and product development at a famous designer's
house discussed how exploring unique combinations and non-traditional use of materials resulted
in a discovery of innovative solutions. This strategy emerged as the company's competitive
advantage. Emma stated, ‘We push the envelope as far as trims and fabrics go and we do things
that no one else wants to venture into. We really have to be creative to come up with solutions'.

Participants shared several approaches that they used to discover untapped opportunities.
One tactic was paying close attention to the atmosphere of the work setting and the larger
society. Lynn, a vice president of merchandising in an importing company, stated, ‘Being
creative, I think, is being aware of your surroundings. How am I going to maximise and use the
best of my surroundings? I think that’s a creative process'. The essence of another tactic was
challenging traditional ways of doing things. If something has always been done one way, then
doing it differently might represent an interesting prospect for creative output: ‘… it comes from
their creativity of making a high quality, fashion-right, design-right, and source-right product
without boundary. They are innovative because they’re finding new ways to do things' (James).
The third approach suggested capitalising on problems the company was enduring by viewing an
existing problem as an opportunity. May, a high-ranking vice president with more than 20 years
of experience, stated: ‘I think every day it seems, like, there is a problem, or opportunity,
presented to me and just to come up with a new way to get it done [is creativity]’.

4.1.3. Multiple ideas

Participants repeatedly discussed the ability to come up with multiple ideas in response to
a question or problem as an important component of creative thinking. They believed that there
was no such thing as ‘only one right’ answer, idea, design or solution. Moreover, there was an
agreement that what was a good solution yesterday might not work today, in the ever-changing,
fast-paced apparel business. Ella, a designer, commented: ‘You have to think of ten ways to fix a
problem. To me, that's being creative, if you're saying: “Oh, well, we could do this, or we could
do this, or we could this, or we could this.”' Tracy, a product manager, emphatically stated,
‘There’s no set-in-stone answer for anything we do'. It was emphasised that a creative individual
was never satisfied with the ‘first’ answer or idea that comes to mind, which was often
categorised as the most obvious and ‘ready-to-go’ solution. Instead, it was essential to look for
other possible solutions. According to Bob, an associate designer for a specialty retailer, ‘It’s like



looking at a problem and not being satisfied with it, not achieving it. And it's, like, well, what are
ALL our options?'

After the generation of ideas, the selection of the ‘best’ idea for implementation was
required. This, in turn, called for another skill of the creative person: evaluating new ideas and
determining the most advantageous course of action. Lana, a chief merchandising officer stated:

You know, if you're having a fit issue, there's probably two or three different ways you
might be able to fix it or think about it. And all of them might be right in certain ways,
but you know what might be the most optimal in terms of the best fit, the best
construction for the factory, and, you know, the least loss of time for the next fit sample.

Participants generally agreed that creativity was a way of thinking differently about all
aspects of their jobs: through analysing situations, or problems, from a variety of perspectives.
These industry professionals developed strategies to discover opportunities for growth and
improvement in unique ways, and tried to find as many successful ideas for change as possible.

4.2. Manifestation of creative thinking

The second topical area outlined participant perspectives on how creativity was
manifested within their companies. The first two themes showed that creativity within the
apparel industry can be demonstrated as creative problem solving and/or artistic creativity. The
third theme revealed that the perceptions of creative outlets within the apparel profession
evolved as the participants gained more experience.

4.2.1. Creative problem solving

When reflecting on their experiences, all participants agreed that creativity materialised
within the industry as creative problem solving. Representatives from all stages of the apparel
supply chain shared this perspective. For example, Sandy, a young designer, believed that it did
not matter whether a problem was design-, production- or merchandising-related because the
strategies used to address it were the same. She stated, ‘Creativity is really the ability to solve
problems whether they are design, artistic, production, or assortment problems. It is the ability to
think around those problems and come up with new ideas’. More experienced professionals,
employed in the industry closer to 30 years, shared this perception of creativity as a
problem-solving skill. For example, creativity played a very similar role in the daily,
work-related activities for James, a creative director of a $500 million company, ‘My creativity is
100% problem solving’. Don, a vice president of sales for an importing company stressed,
‘Creativity to me is creating an answer and a solution to a problem that has been drawn to your
attention, that you need to address’.



Participants not connected to the corporate world, an entrepreneurial business owner
(Natalie) and a museum professional (Leigh), also viewed creativity as an ability to find
unconventional solutions to problems.

I think of creativity as problem solving. (Natalie)

If you're seeing creativity as part of the problem solving, it helps to know that there are
ways to do things differently. (Leigh)

4.2.2. The duality of creativity in apparel careers

Roughly two-thirds of participants acknowledged the duality of the phenomenon in the
industry. The first type was associated with the skills of innovatively solving problems, whereas
the second was related to artistic activities. Similar to the group discussed above, these
professionals worked in diverse apparel-related careers. A director of product development,
Kyla, and a vice president of sales, May, shared similar perspectives on how creativity is
demonstrated within the industry.

It's somebody who can problem solve, who can think out of the box – to use an overused
term, who can see a solution that might be on the other side of a forest. Then you have
artistic creativity, which is slightly different than that – when you have the ability to
develop an aesthetic that is pleasing, or different, or exciting; whatever that project is
supposed to capture. (Kyla)

The most obvious [meaning] is from the design aspect: who can make a new or exciting
product or something that the market has not yet seen that is attractive and inviting to
everyone, whether it's through colour, print pattern, new silhouette, or new texture.
Creativity is also in how to identify opportunities and problems and create a solution for
them. (May)

While the participants recognised the importance of artistic creativity in the industry, they
agreed that it involved only a small portion of their day-to-day responsibilities. Even
professionals who worked in creative design estimated that they used artistic creativity only
10–20% of the time and relied on creative problem solving in the remainder of their job-related
responsibilities. According to Lana,

Creativity is getting the product made all the way through the process versus just sitting
and sketching it, or thinking of it, which is at best one-tenth of a day. So, really, it's
creative problem solving. It's, like, putting a puzzle together: you have to fit all the pieces
together versus just creating the sketch, which is the smallest part of the job.



Overall, participants agreed that the ability to find creative solutions to everyday
problems was more important than sheer artistic talent. Ella, a creative designer, stated problem
solving or ‘how you’re going to organise things and handle the tasks that you have been given'
was more important than artistic creativity.

4.2.3. Evolving perception of creativity

All participants in this study, regardless of the years of work experience, recognised the
importance of creative problem solving. However, professionals with the greater amount of work
experience placed more emphasis on creative problem solving skills, rather than artistic talent.
Further, participants noted that their perception of creativity was not static, but evolved with
career progression. They tended to share this perspective regardless of whether their careers were
in design or merchandising. May stated,

When people [are] starting their careers, everybody thinks that creativity is limited only
to the design aspect of the business: what is the newest, latest colour, print pattern,
silhouette, details, trims, fabrics, or whatever. As you get more mature and you
understand that problem solving and capitalizing on new opportunities always require a
new way of thinking – thinking outside of the box or doing something differently – then
you realize that creativity has a much broader definition.

Professionals in design-related careers noted that their opinion on creativity changed
dramatically when they transitioned from college to industry.

When I was a student, I always stressed about that, the artistic creativity. I couldn't see
the other side [of it]. I was too focused on making something new and different, that was,
like, out of this world, crazy, that no one's seen before. I thought that that's what design
was. And I thought that that's what being creative was. And now, being in the industry, I
see the other side of the creativity, with problem solving and, you know, making a good
product. (Ella)

A creative director considered that the shift from artistic to problem-solving skills might
be due to evolution and changes within the apparel industry itself. According to James, a
professional with 30-year experience,

When I first became a creative director and had to hire designers and graphic artists, I
was always saying to myself that I needed someone who had 75% of their talent in being
creative and 25% of it was in technical skills. But now – I'm not sure if it's because I've
been in the industry longer or if the industry has changed – now I need someone who is



on time, very technically established, very proficient, etc. And I really feel that this thing
that we call [artistic] creativity can be the lesser of the two criteria.

4.3. Creative outcomes

The third topical area summarised participants' views about the outcomes of creativity.
Professionals agreed that creative thinking was central in bettering any aspect of life, whether
related to advancing business, career or personal life. It was emphasised that apparel companies
needed to align all their creative decisions around the goal of creating value for the consumer.

4.3.1. Advancing product and process

Participants were in agreement that the major reason for using creativity was to improve
or advance the status quo. They frequently mentioned that creative thinking was critical in
accomplishing day-to-day responsibilities with greater efficiency, speed, and with fewer
resources: ‘Creative thinking is doing what it takes to actually make the business successful’
(May).Whether a product or process, anything could become better if one approached the matter
creatively. Amber, a designer, explained how technical steps of the product development could
either be viewed as a routine, or as central to making the best garment possible: ‘It kind of
sounds boring: stitches, looking at different types of button sizes, and stuff like that. But all that
stuff is critical in making the garment really beautiful and [of a high] quality level, too.’

This creative approach to daily routines ultimately helped not only the organisation, but
also the creative individual who, as a result of a novel solution, simplified some aspects of the
job. As stated by Ella, ‘Being creative makes your job easier’. This, in turn, brings greater job
satisfaction. Linda, a textile curator, mused, ‘I think that if people are creative or enjoy creative
aspects, I think they would enjoy the job more’. As one participant noted, the same creative
thinking strategies used to improve job-related situations were applicable to one's personal life.
Similar to the work environment, this required proactiveness and striving for the best outcome
possible. Lana mentioned,

If something isn't going the way you wanted to in your life, you are creatively working
with that and saying: ‘Well, I need to change something.’ And taking the action or
thinking through: ‘What can I do to change what I’m unhappy with, or get to where I
want to go?' You know, creatively thinking about your life versus letting your life happen
and wondering why you didn't get where you wanted to be.

The interview data indicated that a truly creative person did not wait for a problem to
arise but rather searched for unrecognised opportunities to advance a situation. It appears that
creative individuals do not follow the conventional wisdom, ‘If it ain’t broke, don't fix it'. They
seemed to be the ones who constantly looked for ways to make the world around them a better



place, in any sense possible. As stated by Alice: ’Being creative is looking at the current
situation, weighing all of the options, and then trying to sit back and say to myself: “What can I
do to make the situation better?”'

4.3.2. Value for the consumer

Participants believed that creative ideas must be directed towards a specified goal. In the
case of the apparel industry, this centre of focus was usually the ultimate consumer. Consumer
needs and desires channelled employee's creativity into developing products and processes that
would be appreciated by the end user. According to Tracy, her own preferences for a particular
style such as ‘I want to do these beautiful stripes!’ were subjugated by the need to create goods
that the customer would like and ultimately buy. Participants concurred that the ultimate purpose
of creativity in the apparel business was value creation for the consumer. A garment might be
produced very creatively, with a new look or a new feature, but unless consumers purchased it,
the creativity was for naught.

It's beautiful. Love it. I personally like it, but our customer won't buy it. So, no, I don't
like that. I've been in this business long enough to know that I have to understand my end
result, my customer. I have to understand who the end user is that we are trying to sell to,
and then build product around that (Don).

Consumer-driven creativity held true even in non-profit organisations, such as museums.
Linda, a textile curator, stated, ‘I think creativity for a museum job means appealing to everyone
and, certainly to more people, new audiences with a fresh approach; maybe more visually
appealing.’

It is clear that in the apparel industry, creativity is limited by market demand and
sale-ability of the product. Yet, garments have to be exciting and different enough from other
companies' offerings to compete in the marketplace and warrant consumer attention. Products
must be novel, yet they cannot be too innovative to alienate a mainstream target audience. Ella, a
young designer, working for a fast growing, dynamic company on the West coast explained,

To keep ahead in our market, you definitely have to be creative and come up with a new
product that other people aren't offering. But it's also making things that will sell. I hear
that feedback a lot, from a lot of people. Creativity only goes to a point. You can be
creative, but you still have to make a product that's going to sell, and that's the most
important thing.

Echoing this idea, Travis a designer working for a high-end specialty retailer noted that
this balancing act represented a significant challenge – to be creative yet customer-focused. He



stated, ‘It’s really hard because part of what you have to do is to be very focused on your
customer. And at the same time you have to be creative'.

5. Discussion and conclusion

By offering rich accounts of 28 professionals, this study presented an in-depth
investigation of creativity in the apparel domain. The three topical areas that emerged as a result
of the interviews' analyses allowed for mapping the creativity phenomenon to facilitate its deeper
understanding. The mapping process resulted in a framework that illustrates and helps to explain
apparel professionals' perspectives on creativity in the workplace (Figure 1). Each of the three
shaded rounded rectangles represents one of the three topical areas (from left to right): creative
thinking strategies, manifestation of creative thinking, and creative outcomes. Small rectangles
located inside of the large shaded rectangles correspond to the themes within each topical area.
Block arrows that connect the large shaded rectangles symbolise relationships between the
topical areas.

Figure 1. Mapping the creativity phenomenon in apparel profession. Solid arrows and lines
illustrate relationships/constructs derived from the data; dashed arrows and lines illustrated

hypothesised relationships/constructs.

The rationale for the relationships between the topical areas and themes was as follows.
The first topical area represented strategies used by apparel professionals as basic tools for
thinking creatively. When one uses these fundamental strategies, he or she engages in a creative
thinking process and, as a result, can innovatively solve problems or come up with unique and
novel artistic ideas. The process of utilising creative thinking strategies is often hidden from



observers, who can only see that a problem is being solved in an unconventional way or an
original design idea is being developed. This is what the second topical area describes, the
manifestation or demonstration of creative thinking through the solving of a problem or creation
of a new idea, process or product. Therefore, the first topical area captured the fundamental
building blocks of creative thinking, and the second described the ways in which creative
thinking is manifested or materialised in the context of apparel profession. The third topical area
represented the outcomes of creative problem solving.

The first topical area, creative thinking strategies, summarised participants' views on
what the fundamental building blocks of creativity were (Figure 1). Professionals, who held
various positions in apparel related enterprises, viewed creativity as unconventional thinking.
Participants indicated the creative thinking occurred through (1) viewing things from diverse
perspectives, (2) identifying opportunities and (3) going beyond the first and most obvious
answer and considering multiple solutions and ideas. This finding supports the conceptualisation
of creativity as a dynamic process of divergent thinking wherein problems are identified,
multiple ideas are generated and productive solutions may be implemented (e.g. Basadur 1994,
Mumford 2003). Similarly, Guilford (1950), a renowned creativity expert, linked the creativity
phenomenon to divergent thinking, or the ability to develop unique ideas and envision multiple
solutions. There is no agreement among scholars whether and how the creative thinking process
is different from the non-creative thinking process (see Lubart 2001 for discussion). In our study,
apparel professionals viewed creative thinking as a special, or different type of thinking that was
not the same as ‘conventional’ thinking. Further investigation of this topic is warranted.

Vincent et al. (2002) empirically confirmed that ‘divergent thinking exerted unique
effects on creative problem solving’ (p. 163). This supports our conceptualisation of the
relationship between the first topical area, creative thinking strategies, and the second topical
area, manifestation of creative thinking (Figure 1). Regardless of the primary focus of their jobs,
from creative design to sales to museums, all participants emphasised the critical role of creative
problem solving in effectively completing their everyday responsibilities, furthering their careers
and contributing to the success of their organisations. In contrast, artistic creativity was not
mentioned by all participants in the course of the interviews. Participants in this study perceived
creativity, not in terms of significant breakthroughs producing innovation, but rather relatively
small creative improvements to everyday processes or development of products. This could be
due to the nature of the fashion industry in which the concept of copying or ‘knocking-off’
another designer's idea is an accepted and even institutionalised practice, and patent and
copyright laws rarely apply to ready-to-wear apparel (Marcketti and Parsons 2006).

The lesser importance placed by participants on artistic creativity (in comparison with the
creative problem solving) might be because none of them were involved in ‘purely artistic’
activities. In our study, all participants, including creative designers who worked for design
houses, were part of the ready-to-wear business that produced garments for the mass consumer.
When defining the creator as the producer of the aesthetic object, Fiore et al. (1996) excluded
mass-produced design. Gluck et al. (2002) found that ‘free artists’ (painters and sculptors)



defined creativity somewhat differently than ‘constrained artists’ (architects and designers). The
former group stressed imagination, talent, risk-taking and hard work as central to creativity.
Constrained artists placed greater importance on problem solving and ‘the value that creative
work has for others and for society in general’ (p. 64). Both groups, however, agreed that
creative people should have many ideas.

Professionals in the study experienced an evolution in viewing creativity as simply an
artistic process of crafting new designs to a broader and more inclusive concept as they gained
more work experiences. This broader perspective of creativity encompassed artistic creations, as
well as creative problem solving. In the framework, this finding is illustrated with the theme,
experience: evolving perception of creativity. This result is supported by Albert's argument
(1990) that creativity is emergent along with individual maturation and learning experiences.
Even though there was little evidence in the data about the influence of professional experience
on the use of creative thinking strategies and creative outcomes, the authors hypothesised these
relationships.

Apparel professionals agreed that they used creativity to generate value through
improving a product or process as illustrated by the third topical area creative outcomes. The
ultimate goal was to create apparel to meet consumer desire and demand. This finding is
supported by Gluck et al.'s (2002) findings that designers and architects viewed the value of the
final products as the driving force behind the creative process. Even though some of the
participants verbalised that generating creative outcomes resulted in professional satisfaction,
this was not a frequent statement. However, the professionals interviewed conveyed a great deal
of enthusiasm, passion, and excitement when discussing creativity. This indicates that being able
to realise creativity through improving a product or process and/or creating value for consumer
may lead to professional satisfaction. Although participants did not directly discuss how
employee creativity built competitive advantage for a company, there is agreement among
experts that this is the case across diverse industries (DiLiello and Houghton 2006).

This research contributes to the body of literature that describes and defines creativity in
the workplace. Despite the fact that a number of creativity models and theories have been
proposed, ‘no structural framework of conceptions of creativity has been achieved’ (Gluck et al.
2002, p. 56). Even though scholars have long associated creativity with ideation fluency
(Basadur 1994, Mumford 2003), discovery of problems or opportunities (Csikszentmihalyi 1990,
Mumford 2003), ability to see problems in new ways (Milgram 1990, Sternberg 2006), problem
solving process (Milgram 1990), artistic performance (Csikszentmihalyi 1990, Gluck et al. 2002)
and creative outcomes (Amabile 1983, Harrington 1990), the proposed framework is the first
attempt to understand the relationships among these constructs.

Based on industry insiders' perspectives, the study provided valuable insights into
creativity applications within the apparel profession. The findings might be of interest to industry
practitioners who want to foster creative environments within their companies. The ability to
think creatively is one of the few sustainable competitive advantages in today's marketplace. As
a result, competitive companies can contribute to a greater comparative advantage of the US



industry on the global scale. Specifically, in-depth description of how professionals used creative
strategies for problem-solving as well as artistic creativity might be emulated and practiced when
dealing with non-trivial problems and developing innovative solutions, ideas and products.
Understanding how creativity perspectives evolve with increased years of experience in the
industry might help ease the transition of creative individuals from college to work
environments. Focusing on important creative outcomes might help channel creative forces
within a company to ultimately increase its competitive advantage and profitability.

The framework may be used as a guideline for developing and fostering creative
problem-solving skills in apparel students to better prepare them for careers within the global
industry. Educators could integrate creative problem solving as part of curricula and emphasise
its importance for all stages of apparel product development, manufacturing, distribution,
marketing and sales. Implications of this study go beyond the apparel domain, as a recent survey
found that 57% of employers think half or fewer college graduates have the skills such as
self-direction and problem solving crucial to advance in the workplace (Anon 2008).

The apparel creativity framework opens up new venues for future research. First, the
framework might be tested, refined and extended using a quantitative research design. This
would be particularly important in the development of a domain-specific creativity assessment
that may be useful in determining an individual's potential for work in the apparel industry.
Second, the framework might be relevant to other industries, particularly, those that involve
aspects of designing products for consumers. The transferability of the framework can be
explored. Third, apparel professionals in other countries may view creativity differently,
depending on what competitive advantages national industries might have. For example, Italian
or French professionals may place a greater importance on artistic creativity in comparison with
the representatives of the US apparel industry, known for sport and casual mass market brands
with the goal of delivering value to consumers.
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