
2025 Proceedings St. Louis, Missouri 

 

 
 
 

 
© 2025 The author(s). Published under a Creative Commons Attribution License                         Page 1 of 3 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution,  
and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 
ITAA Proceedings, #82 – https://itaaonline.org  
 

The State of Fashion Entrepreneurship: Innovating Beyond Fashion Capitals 
 

Ashley Chenn, School of Fashion and Textiles, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
Prof Erin Cho, School of Fashion and Textiles, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 

 
Keywords: Fashion Entrepreneurship, Fashion Capitals, Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 

 
Entrepreneurship is vital in driving innovation and employment in the fashion industry. 
Recent research has focused on understanding the factors that influence the success of 
early-stage fashion ventures, particularly among students (Dalla Chiesa et al., 2024; 
Davis et al., 2024; Lang & Liu, 2019; Zhao et al., 2018). Building on this work, the 
present study offers a macro-level, longitudinal analysis of fashion entrepreneurship, 
focusing on the influence of fashion capitals (i.e., London, Milan, New York City, and 
Paris). This research identifies patterns and gaps that can inform future innovation 
strategies by taking a holistic, descriptive view of the fashion entrepreneurial landscape, 
guided by the following research questions: (1) What is the current state of 
entrepreneurship in the fashion industry? and (2) How do fashion ecosystems contribute 
to successful entrepreneurial outcomes? 

Theoretical Background 
The geographic location of a start-up plays a key role in successful entrepreneurial 
outcomes. This physical proximity acts as a type of entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE), 
which scholars have defined as interconnected networks of stakeholders that support 
start-up activity within a specific geographic area (Cao & Shi, 2021). Rather than a static 
entity, an EE is a dynamic and evolving network through which fashion entrepreneurs 
acquire resources, knowledge, and support to launch and scale their ventures (Spigel & 
Harrison, 2018). These EEs provide access to material and social support (Spigel, 
2017). Material support includes the local talent and institutions that support 
entrepreneurial activity (Patton & Kenney, 2005), while social support encompasses the 
resources entrepreneurs access through social networks (Spigel, 2017), including 
financial resources, which are particularly crucial for fashion start-ups (Davis et al., 
2024). Fashion capitals and districts have long been recognized as critical to industry 
advancement by cultivating specialized skills and facilitating access to materials and 
resources (Gilbert & and Casadei, 2020). Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

H1: Fashion start-ups headquartered in a fashion capital exhibit higher levels of a) 
material support and b) social support than fashion start-ups headquartered outside a 
fashion capital. 

Data & Methodology 
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Crunchbase, a global database of investment deals and start-ups (Dalle et al., 2017), 
was used as the data source. We included start-ups categorized as “clothing,” “apparel,” 
“textiles,” or “fashion,” resulting in 71,910 start-ups. We investigated fashion 
entrepreneurship's current state applying a combination of descriptive statistics and 
computational analysis using Sentence BERT (SBERT). To analyze and compare short 
descriptions of fashion start-ups, we used Sentence-BERT, an adaptation of BERT that 
captures sentence-level meaning more effectively (Reimers & Gurevych, 2019). Due to 
the non-normality of the data, we used Spearman’s rank correlation, a nonparametric 
statistical method (Schober et al., 2018), to test the strength and direction of the 
relationship between start-ups headquartered in a fashion capital and material and 
social support, respectively. 

Results 
Since 2000, 37,328 fashion start-ups have been founded, accounting for 52 percent of 
all fashion start-ups. By comparison, 21,093 fashion start-ups were formed from 1900 to 
1999. Notably, the number of start-ups peaked in the mid-2010s and has since 
experienced a significant slowdown. The computational analysis revealed that fashion 
start-ups overwhelmingly focus on products, while a minority focus on cultural elements 
and services. Regarding material resources, more than 60 percent of fashion start-ups 
operate with fewer than 50 employees. In terms of social resources, only about one in 
10 fashion start-ups had a recorded funding round (90.35% had no recorded funding 
round; 9.65% had one or more recorded funding rounds). Of the 68,324 companies with 
a listed headquarters location, the vast majority—61,693 (90.29%)—are located outside 
fashion capitals, while only 6,631 (9.71%) are headquartered within one. A Spearman’s 
rank correlation analysis showed a statistically significant but weak negative association 
between fashion capital location and company size, measured by employee count (ρ = -
0.038, p < .001), failing to support H1a. Conversely, a weak but statistically significant 
positive relationship exists between being headquartered in a fashion capital and the 
number of funding rounds a start-up receives (ρ = 0.073, p < .001), supporting H1b. 

Discussion 
Most fashion start-ups remain small, specialized, and agile—evidence of the “long tail” 
of entrepreneurship (Kauffman Foundation, 2009) Yet, policy and funding structures 
focus on scaling enterprises, leaving smaller ventures under-supported despite their 
significant cultural and economic contributions. Further, the findings challenge long-held 
assumptions about the value of operating in global fashion capitals. While these cities 
may offer access to networks and symbolic legitimacy, their high costs can outweigh 
material benefits, especially for early-stage or resource-constrained entrepreneurs. 
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