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Abstract: The article explores the paradox of underrepresentation of women in the  leadership posi-
tions in the  fashion industry. Despite the  large number of women in lower-tier positions in the  in-
dustry, higher positions are mainly held by men. By the analysis of data collected through qualitative 
interviews with female managers from fashion companies, combined with interviews published in 
leading fashion press, the research aims to explore the differences in career opportunities for women 
and men. The analysis is grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, which provides a framework for 
demonstrating the relationship between position in the field of fashion and potential career prospects.
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Introduction

Fashion is one of the  largest and most profitable industries globally, hiring di-
rectly more than five million people in the fashion value chain (European Commis-
sion, 2024), with the  global apparel and footwear market in  2024  accounting for 
$1.79 trillion (Uniform Market, 2024). Many researchers highlight the struggle of 
the sector with addressing the UN sustainable goals, particularly environmental or 
social responsibility. Water and air pollution, toxic waste and the landfill of clothes 
(Greenpeace, 2022), as well as poor working conditions (Bick  et  al., 2018), pay 
disparity (Global Fashion Agenda, PWC, 2024), and lack of inclusivity or gender 
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equality (Stokes, 2017), are just some of the  issues that the  industry has been ac-
cused of. This article will focus on the  fashion sector challenge with addressing 
the gender imbalance and women’s representation (or rather the lack of it) in senior 
management and C-suite positions in leading fashion brands.

Due to fashion’s associations with beauty, creativity and celebrity culture, many 
graduates perceive positions in fashion companies as “dream jobs,” offering flex-
ibility, freedom and numerous creative opportunities (Moon, 2020). At the  same 
time, the  lack of stability and unequal pay (Global Fashion Agenda, PWC, 2024), 
high expectations towards personal image (Entwistle, 2006), and lack of diversity 
in key sector positions (Conor et al., 2015) are constantly discussed in media and 
academic research. 

Many female managers have raised the issue of a “glass ceiling” in the industry 
(Acker, 2003; Titkow, 2003), claiming that higher, C-suite positions are often un-
attainable for women in fashion corporations, as the  industry is male-dominated, 
and top positions are secured by men (MBS, 2024). Various industries are strug-
gling with similar diversity challenges in higher management positions, including 
academia (Alfano et al., 2025), the entrepreneurship sector (Rietveld et al., 2022) 
and the technological industry (Naseviciute, Juceviciene, 2024). While in the latter 
sectors this imbalance is often linked to the low number of women pursuing STEM 
degrees and the lack of role models in the sector (Tal et al., 2024), which may dis-
courage young women from choosing such career paths, the  situation in fashion 
and other creative industries is quite different. There is a  large overrepresentation 
of women in Cultural and Creative Industries’ (CCI) degrees, with female fashion 
degree graduates constituting over  85% of students (SNAAP, 2022), and clothing 
sector professions employing more than 71% of women (Euratex, 2024).

Fashion, like other CCI industries, through the work culture based on flexibil-
ity, “gig economy” (short-term, task-based employment), and project-based work 
(Pulignano, 2024), places the  responsibility of career development on the  em-
ployees themselves. Freelancers, contractors and creative professionals working 
in the  industry are often hired per project and are expected to be entrepreneur-
ial with a “can-do attitude” available on short deadlines (Gill, 2014), eager to fight 
for new positions or work tasks. Unpaid internships, irregular working hours, 
and competition for a  limited number of full-time positions create an environ-
ment in which not everyone can succeed, while the accumulation of strategic net-
works as well as social and cultural capital may play a  significant role in achiev-
ing success. Yet, some researchers, including Gander (2018), argue that “symbolic 
capital” plays a  major role in the  “career game,” and the  career progress is rarely  
a meritocratic one.

In this article, therefore, the aim is to explore the paradox of women’s underrep-
resentation in the fashion industry and to investigate how access to capital impacts 
their career paths. The aim of this work is therefore to:
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     • identify and diagnose key features of the  fashion field and their role in 
the leadership homogeneity;

     • explore the  role of capital accumulation in career progression in the field, 
particularly the importance of the social, cultural and symbolic capital;

     • investigate how this field limits individual agency, and what role habitus and 
symbolic violence play in reinforcing gender inequality in the industry.

Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice  (1972) provides a  theoretical framework for 
this work. Not only has this theory supported researchers in career progress analy-
sis (Brooks et al., 2024; Iellatchitch et al., 2003), but it has also offered a foundation 
for understanding gender inequality, considering the role of habitus and symbolic 
violence in reproducing inequalities.

The research is partially built on the analysis of the interviews documented in 
the  press (Business of Fashion), particularly conversations with female managers 
from fashion companies, and is complemented by in-depth interviews with four 
managers from fashion companies.

Literature Review

Gender inequality in sociological perspective. Some researchers discuss 
the  concept of subjectivity in relation to the  term of identity, as it encompasses 

“our ways of engaging with and making sense of what we experience through our 
lived experiences” (Billet, 2010, para.  16), a  concept of the  self, and set of proce-
dures, beliefs and values that are partially conscious, partially unconscious (Billet, 
2010). Others explore subjectivity in relation to agency, as research showcases that 
subjectivity can be investigated in relation to power, challenging authorities, and 
negotiating work practices (Somerville, 2007). As gender is an important part of 
identity, gender inequality is what might impact shaping and enacting employees’ 
subjectivity. Workplace culture and stereotypical notions of masculinity and fem-
ininity can result in limited access to resources (Acker, 1990), as well as gendered 
divisions of labour and tasks, thereby influencing employees’ choices, opportunities, 
and, ultimately, their subjectivity. 

Career choices may also be influenced by perceptions of gender and social roles. 
While one can function in society in several roles (Merton, 1968), some of these 
roles may be conflicting, particularly those performed in professional (such as em-
ployment) and private (such as parenting) contexts. Expectations towards a role ful-
filment are implied on both the internal level (through self-perception), but also on 
the societal level, with general perception on how those roles should be fulfilled. This 
is particularly difficult for women, for whom “cultural scripts” – i.e.  expectations 
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towards identities and role performance – create “greater identity conflict,” consid-
ering, for instance, their professional roles and the  roles they take on as parents 
(Park, 2019). 

 As Acker states (1990), promotions and moving up the  career ladder are re-
served for those who are committed to their employment and therefore do not split 
their time between other responsibilities. In this context, women cannot be ideal 
workers or be promoted to higher positions, as their home and family responsi-
bilities lessen their value, resulting in them receiving lower-tier jobs. This view of 
gender inequality in Acker’s perspective is scaled to the level of an organisation as 
a  whole. She perceives an organisation as a  collection of processes and practices 
which are not gender neutral, and a place where gender is embedded in structure 
through division of labour (which results in men occupying higher positions), con-
structions and reproduction of symbols that enforce male dominations and organi-
sational logic, to name a few. Gander (2018) argues that symbolic violence also plays 
a part in career progress, and the “unconscious and taken‐for‐granted attitudes” can 
reproduce inequalities leading to the underrepresentation of women. 

Those theories could shed light on the paradox of women’s position in the fash-
ion field: while research demonstrates that women often have similar qualifications 
to men (Doherty, 2010), and those in mid-management positions possess the same 
amount of economic capital, they are largely underrepresented in the industry’s top 
positions.

Gender inequality in fashion. Gender inequality in leadership is a sociological 
phenomenon widely present in industries globally. It can take the form of unequal 
pay for the same job or unequal treatment, for instance lack or difficult access to 
resources or career advancement opportunities (Lorber, 2001) or discrimination, 
diminishing of achievement,  etc. Various sources define it in a  different manner, 
yet what all of them have in common are the structural and systematic barriers that 
prevent women from accessing the same conditions, pay and opportunities as men 
in the same job positions (Son Hing, 2023). Researchers have shown through mul-
tiple cases that mixed teams and diverse leadership improve financial performance 
(Badal, Harter, 2013; Galbreath, 2018), while employing more women in leadership 
offers “[a]  greater innovation level, healthier cultures, and stronger performance” 
(McKinsey, 2024, p. 4). Yet some companies still struggle to implement Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion (DE&I) strategies or even apply laws that require parity in 
leadership. In the technological and entrepreneurial industry, for instance, the lack 
of female representation across leadership is usually explained by the small number 
of students enrolled in STEM fields (Meoli et al., 2024; Piva et al., 2022), the  lack 
of role models in the  industry (Tal  et  al., 2024), but also difficulties in accessing 
resources and persistent stereotypes (Casad et al., 2020).

Against this backdrop, though, creative industries, and particularly the fashion 
industry, stand out. Cultural and Creative Industries (CCI) are dominated by a large 
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representation of women, degrees related to design and arts are dominated by fe-
male students, and therefore, the issues with gender representation in the higher po-
sitions in those industries pose a different question. Fashion as an example of these 
industries represents a part of the creative sector, which, due to its association with 
creativity, design, brands and influencer culture (Moon, 2020, p. 7), attracts a large 
number of young women to its job market. Currently, only in the  US, 298  fash-
ion schools are offering different fashion programs. Young women dominate those 
degrees, with 82% of students at Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT, 2023) and 
over 76% of students at the London College of Fashion (UAL, 2022). In 2022, 85% 
of graduates of American leading fashion schools were women (DataUsa, 2024). 
With unrealistic expectations and a  “romanticised working culture” (Moon, 2020, 
p. 7), the number of enrolled students grows. The majority of them start their career 
working in retail and expect to climb the ladder and join managerial positions in 
the future (Shade, Jacobson, 2015). 

Unfortunately, the  majority of them stay in low-tier positions. According to 
McKinsey report (2018), a growing number of high positions have been occupied 
and passed on to men, while women hold only 14% of higher management posi-
tions. The recent British Council of Fashion Report (2024) states that despite the in-
crease in women in the  boards of fashion companies, the  industry’s most senior 
strategic roles are still dominated by men. An analysis by MBS and British Fash-
ion Council (2024, p. 12) found that “only three of the top-twenty fashion groups 
(which generate a  combined $280bn in revenue) are led by a  woman  – and only 
three have a woman in the role of Chair.”

Fashion companies’ internal structure provides a variety of professions, ranging 
from sewing and sourcing textiles to design and retailing, up to influencers, brand-
ing or PR. Due to the complexity of the sector and global challenges that the fash-
ion industry is struggling to address, hiring new employees becomes a significant 
challenge. Managers and owners often highlight the need for employees who can 

“hit the  ground running,” without additional training (MBS, 2024), and therefore 
justify hiring similar persons or candidates with similar experience or educational 
background for the vacancy. Moreover, some researchers claim that due to the large 
uncertainty of the  market, fashion makers follow stereotypes and conventions to 
address this issue (Mears, 2010). 

For exploring the challenge of gender inequality in the field of work, including 
but not limited to the fashion sector, Pierre Bourdieu’s theory might serve as a use-
ful framework.

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice. Bourdieu’s notions of field, capital and habitus 
have been widely used in the  context of career progress research. Access to capi-
tal is linked in research to career growth, and researchers have explored the career 
paths of graduates (Brooks  et  al., 2024) or the  roles of social networks in career 
creation (Lee, 2013) through the  Theory of Practice lens. Bourdieu’s key notions 
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help to understand what, aside from excellence or effort, impacts the trajectory of 
the career path. Though initially Bourdieu’s theory was applied to explore inequali-
ties in the French educational systems, its universal applicability allowed for the ex-
ploration of gender inequality in, for instance, sports (Jeffrey, 2024), academia 
(Gander, 2018; Heffernan, 2023), entrepreneurship (Meliou, Ozbilgin, 2024) and 
others, helping to understand how individual experiences from early life (habitus) 
can transform one’s approach to career, their confidence level and expectations for 
career growth.

Bourdieu perceives the field as a space where individual actors play in order to 
secure position and power (Bourdieu, 1984), and also position themselves in rela-
tion to each other (Brooks et al., 2024). Bourdieu borrowed the term from the foot-
ball game and applied it to various social contexts. Field is a term which can help 
describe complex interactions between actors in a particular environment. Within 
society, there are a number of fields, and each field (e.g., academia, politics, educa-
tion, sports) has its own rules, expectations, norms and strategies to achieve success.

Habitus, in the football metaphor that Bourdieu uses, refers to different experi-
ences, norms and standards which “players” bring to the game and how this shapes 
who they are and how they play the game. Habitus can therefore be seen as a form 
of identity (Elhakim, 2024) or a “second nature.” Depending on their circumstances, 
background, and personal history, an unconscious set of personal standards, norms 
and values is being shaped and can impact one’s way of thinking, acting and feeling. 
Habitus is interconnected with the field – habitus is often produced and shaped by 
the field (Gander, 2018), and one’s actions in the field are shaped by habitus and doxa. 

Capital is a “currency” for which actors compete in a field. Not all actors begin 
with a  similar “amount” of capital, and those with more accumulated capital can 
advance their position in the  field. There are different types of capital, including 
economic, cultural and social. Some researchers also name symbolic and linguistic 
ones. The amount of capital, according to Bourdieu, can “dictate” one’s position in 
the “field” or social structures, and impact their behaviour (Xu, Jiang, 2020). While 
economic capital is related to financial wealth, meaning salaries, wages, assets and 
savings (Bourdieu, 1972), social capital is related to relationships and connections 
one has built. It is a sum of networks of contacts which can facilitate entering and 
acquiring jobs in the field or progressing into a career (Elhakim, 2024). 

Cultural capital is a more complex concept, as it includes tangible and intangible 
forms, or rather “embodied,” “institutionalised” and “objectified” forms. Institution-
alised state can take the form of academic degrees and certifications, objectified state 
is a form of cultural objects (art pieces, books, etc), and embodied state – a more 
intangible one – can be acquired through attending high-profile schools, learning 
languages, extracurricular classes, attending high-profile events, and others.

As Gander (2018), following Bourdieu, states, symbolic capital might be 
the  most valuable capital when looking from a  career path perspective, as it 
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encompasses recognition, prestige, and a  positive reputation. Symbolic capital is 
a field-specific capital; “a form of legitimacy or respect granted according to what 
is valued in the  field” (Jones  et  al., 2015, p.  122). In entrepreneurship, symbolic 
capital might look like presenting an image connected with “the willingness to take 
risks or change the order” or ability to generate profits and build wealth (De Clercq,  
Voronov, 2009); in country music it can take a  form of “authenticity” (Peter-
son, 2005), while in fashion, as Entwistle and Rocamora  (2006) write, discussing 
the fashion show field, it might be related to “being known and influential player.”

Symbolic capital is therefore intangible, a form of recognition and legitimation 
of other forms of capital, a socially constructed process through which value is as-
signed to capitals (Doherty, Dickmann, 2009). More importantly though, symbol-
ic capital represents the  ability of a  person to impose a  vision of organisation of 
the  field: “to control the  symbolic and material organization of a  society” (Meis-
enhelder, 2000, p.  5). As Doherty and Dickmann (2009, p.  303) continue, “those 
recognized as legitimate and accepted can institute taken-for-granted ways of doing 
things which then become accepted as common practice.”

Subjectivity as the acquisition of capital. Bourdieu’s understanding of the field 
as a hierarchical space where players compete against each other can be implement-
ed to explore industries and work environments. Fashion, like other creative indus-
tries, despite its egalitarian and democratic image, is indeed a hierarchical and ex-
clusive field with gatekeepers limiting access to it. The labour market in the creative 
industries, including fashion, attracts a  large number of employees, and with lim-
ited opportunities, making it an extremely competitive one. In order to stand out 
in the market, compete with others for new positions, and gain more prestigious  
(often meaning more creative) roles, one has to strategically build their own capital, 
as its accumulation can be a  form of moving up the  career ladder. As Bourdieu 
states, “the work of acquisition [of capital] is work on oneself (self-improvement), 
an effort that presupposes a personal cost […], an investment, above all of the time, 
but also of that socially constituted form of libido, libido sciendi, with all the priva-
tion, renunciation, and sacrifice that it may entail” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 283).

The fashion industry’s transition to the production of “value” instead of “goods 
or products” (Lazzarato, 1996) has shifted the expectations towards the sector’s em-
ployees. Lazzarato, in his observations of the transformation of the Italian creative 
industries (including fashion), highlights how those new forms of “immaterial la-
bour” were grounded in worker’s “personality and subjectivity”, often depending on 
management of social relations, communication skills and ability to build networks, 
as those capabilities were believed to be essential in the  postindustrial economy 
(Lazzarato, 1996).

What Lazzarato suggests, therefore, is that building social and symbolic capital 
is one of the key elements in creative industries, as for many of those professionals, 
work often comes through networks, connections or “word of mouth.” 
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Researchers constantly highlight that networks can be a key element of finding, 

sustaining and progressing in careers in the unpredictable and unstable creative la-
bour market (Lee, 2013). A high level of social capital has also been linked to gain-
ing a “competitive advantage” in the firms (Marti, 2004). Not only does the number 
of networks and relationships matter, but also the characteristics and positions of 
people with whom one builds ties are important. Surprisingly, as Lee (2013) writes, 
weak ties, meaning those with extended networks rather than close family and 
friends, can deliver more benefits in the  labour market, as data showcases, some 
of the  job opportunities come to the  employees exactly through those contacts. 
Yet this can be translated into constant expectations of attending industry-related 
events and networking meetings, being present on social media and building a “dig-
ital community,” as those relationships can play a role in career progress.

Traditionally, acquiring institutionalised cultural capital, meaning education 
and higher-level degrees, was related to a  strong position in the  industry (field). 
Despite the increase in the education level of the general population, cultural cap-
ital still supports societal hierarchisation (Michael, 2017). Women dominate fash-
ion-related degrees and short courses in prestigious universities in order to stand 
out in the  labour market. Attending recognised fashion schools, such as Central 
Saint Martins College of Art in London, Istituto Marangoni in Italy or the Fashion 
Institute of Technology in the US is also considered additional support to the per-
son’s reputation and position in the field. However, embedded cultural capital might 
be even more important in creative industries, as being aware of cultural shifts or 
popular culture trends is considered “a must.” As fashion is considered a  combi-
nation of art, design and a highly aesthetic field, which draws its inspiration from 
theatre, opera, photography or art, embodied cultural capital  – taste or lifestyle  – 
is almost an industry standard. “Passion for fashion” often becomes a requirement 
in job postings, and advice for graduates often includes events and “observing” 
the culture scene as a tool for being “up to date” with news in the industry, therefore 

“understanding the rules of the game” or “being comfortable in these environments 
and situations” (habitus) could change one’s position in the field. 

Both cultural capital and habitus can play a  role in reproducing gender in-
equality. In fields (industries, workplaces,  etc.), cultural capital associated with 
the dominant group is often rewarded, thus reproducing power dynamics and bar-
riers (Gander, 2018), while habitus, “internalised externalities” (Bourdieu, 1979) 
or “embodiment of cultural norms and behaviours based on personal background” 
(Brooks et al., 2024, p. 20) can shape one’s attitudes, behaviours and perspective on 
the labour market and career possibilities. 

Methods. The  aim of this research is to explore the  paradox of the  under-
representation of women in leadership positions in fashion companies. For this 
work, qualitative research methods have been selected. Qualitative research 
requires at least two different sources of evidence, therefore two methods of 
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conducting the studies have been selected: desk research, including the analysis of 
press interviews, and in-depth interviews (IDI) with previous or current managers  
from the fashion industry.

For the  purpose of this article, the  term managerial staff includes employees 
currently or previously working in fashion companies’ offices (not manufactur-
ers) and holding positions across all areas of the fashion business, including sales, 
management, merchandising, and others. In-depth interviews with four female 
mid-managers, working in the fashion sector for between four and six years, were 
conducted online and transcribed. In-depth interviews, though time-consuming, 
can provide rich data about a  person’s experience, their openness and flexibility 
provide opportunities for the researcher to explore broader areas than quantitative 
or structured interviews (Jennings, 2005), as well as a diversity of perspectives on 
the chosen topic (Johnson, 2002). This is particularly interesting in the context of 
gender inequality, as qualitative interviews may showcase contrasting attitudes and 
feelings about the discussed phenomena (Busetto et al., 2020). Purposive sampling 
was used in order to identify the interviewees who match the chosen criteria, that is, 
role in the large fashion company, seniority in the position, experience of transition 
in the role or position with the company. 

Written articles were collected from publicly available digital versions of the Busi-
ness of Fashion media outlet. The articles were written by Sophie Soar between 2020 
and 2024 under the Workplace and Talent section. The series titled “How I Became” 
included a  description of five career paths of senior managers in various fashion 
companies. All the articles were accessed in February 2025, at the same time when 
qualitative interviews were conducted. The material was complemented by a similar 
article about a career path in fashion, under a different series called “How I Got This 
Job,” written in 2019 by the Business of Fashion team. The data was enriched by re-
cent (maximum three years of publication) reports published by renewed research 
institutions investigating diversity, inclusion and equality in fashion companies. 

As both forms of data consist of interviews, the articles retrieved from the Busi-
ness of Fashion platform will be either described as secondary sources or secondary 
data, and/or names will be used as referred in the article, while empirically conduct-
ed interviews will be marked by the  letter R, which stands for a respondent with 
a number or will be referred to as primary source or primary data.

Data analysis. All the collected data were subject to thematic analysis. The the-
matic analysis allows for the  recognition and identification of patterns appearing 
within the data and connecting them to overarching themes (Braun, Clarke, 2006). 
It can be applied to both document analysis and in-depth interviews. Both collect-
ed interviews and transcribed data were coded and labelled with a description of 
the content. Content analysis of the material allowed for the identification of codes 
and categories from the experiences of women managers and the barriers they face 
in career progress. 
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Discussion and Findings

Subjectivity and accumulation of capital. The  qualitative interviews started 
with questions regarding choosing fashion as a career. All the interviewees (respon-
dents and BoF speakers) highlighted that the career choice was grounded in their 
interest and “passion for the industry,” whether this means clothing, cultural associ-
ation or the creative side that it includes. For some of the interviewees, interests were 
more directed towards the creative/design side (like sewing, pattern making, draw-
ing), for others – towards the managerial and strategic side. Two interviewees and 
two BoF respondents entered the industry also as a second career, being dissatisfied 
or disappointed in their initial choices, showing that women enter the sector through 
diverse paths, sometimes different than initially planned, yet often grounded in CCI.

Respondents have confirmed what interviewees in Business of Fashion have dis-
cussed in reference to understanding the  role of capital in a  career. Interviewed 
managers have emphasised the role social capital plays in progressing a career in 
the industry, as in creative industries, connections are a crucial element in advanc-
ing careers. Social capital can be built through networking (Lee, 2013) or mentoring, 
as well as through sustaining and expanding social connections from the industry, 
strategically building a  community, attending professional events or connecting 
with industry recruiters and headhunters. Three of the BoF interviewees have high-
lighted those connections as potential source of employment and career progres-
sion. Social capital is crucial in both situations: when looking to enter or re-enter 
the industry, in lower as well as higher-level positions. Internships and entry-level 
jobs, as respondents confirmed, can be secured through gatekeepers. One of the in-
terviewees said that to secure their first positions, they have reached out to the uni-
versity network, some interviewees connected via social media or personal connec-
tions with hiring staff of companies in order to discuss roles. Some respondents also 
mentioned referral programs in their companies, where one can suggest potential 
candidates for the roles through internal systems.

The data suggested that interviewees from both primary and secondary sourc-
es strategically build and maintain their social capital. One of them highlighted 
the advice they received from their manager: “Everybody says that: be careful. It’s 
a  small world. […]  make sure that you maintain a  perfect reputation”  (R2). Ash-
ley (BoF) also highlighted this, stating, “In relation to people, the fashion industry 
is quite small and [so it’s important] to manage your reputation and have it precede 
you in a positive way. Your peers today can be your bosses tomorrow.” All of the in-
terviewees also mentioned that in their early careers, managers also encouraged 
them to progress, and take on new roles, therefore a strong relationship with them 
was an important element of the career progression. Supervisors and managers can 
also provide references for candidates for the following roles. 
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Interviewees highlighted that while early in their career, they were proactive in 
securing further roles and promotions. Respondents mentioned that after the end of 
their initial contracts and/or initial timeframes of their roles or when they worked 
for what they considered “a long period of time” at the  lower-tier positions, they 
were proactive in asking their supervisors about possibilities of extensions, new 
roles opening or possibilities of moving higher up. In all of the cases, this resulted 
in their future positions.

Value of capital/ Misrecognition of cultural capital. There are multiple forms 
of capital, including economic, social and cultural. What is essential in defining 
the  capital value is its recognition by those in control of the  field (Moore, 2008). 
Though women actively accumulate cultural and institutional capital, and approach 
consciously and strategically the choice of academic education, research showcases 
that the degree in the field might be surprisingly irrelevant to career progress.

More than 85% of students at fashion schools are women (DataUsa, 2024). As 
data collected from Business of Fashion suggests, women also attend short courses 
in the renowned fashion school when they consider re-training or entering the field 
after working in other creative industries. Respondents did attend higher education, 
with three of them attending degrees directly related to fashion. They have chosen 
those degrees, as they wanted to work in the industry and consider this a natural 
path when choosing this career. One of the respondents also stated that not only did 
the degree matter when considering a role in the fashion industry, but the name and 
the prestige of the school can also play a significant role. 

While limited job ads for senior managerial positions list experience in a similar 
role or environment as a  requirement, those applying for junior positions should 
possess a “passion for fashion or luxury environment,” which can be interpreted or 
linked to pursuing fashion education. Yet, the LinkedIn analytical section of four 
major fashion key players’ profiles (Kering, LVMH, Inditex, H&M) showcases that 

“Management and Administration” is a  degree held by the  largest number of em-
ployees, while the most common skill used in employment is customer service skills. 

“Fashion and Apparel” degrees are often listed as the second or third most common 
degrees among employees. Respondents and interviewees confirmed that indeed 
they have learnt that a degree in fashion is not a crucial element in securing em-
ployment in the fashion industry, due to the complexity of the industry and diversi-
ty of roles the sector offers, and often referred to peers or colleagues who worked in 
their workplaces without a fashion degree. Moreover, data showcases that the sec-
ond industry hiring the largest number of graduates of fashion and apparel degrees 
in the  US is education, mainly elementary and primary schools (DataUsa, 2024). 

Additionally, an analysis of the  C-suite and directors’ career paths presented 
in Business of Fashion interviews showcases that their background is grounded in 
the creative industries, but not in the fashion industry per se. They have often worked 
and gained their experience in the cultural or creative sector, and have secured their 
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entry to the fashion and luxury job market through connections by either expand-
ing their current roles and adding fashion and luxury companies as their clients, or, 
for instance, through working in other roles, for instance as assistants.

Findings also indicate that additional formal certifications, courses or training 
in the chosen fields were not crucial or highlighted by companies as important for 
promotional purposes, at least at their level, as one of the respondents mentioned. 
Though respondents as well as BoF interviewees point out that women are involved 
in educating themselves about the  industry in a  less formal way, for instance via 
reading media outlets or watching documentaries about the industry, only one re-
spondent highlighted that their company expected employees to complete addition-
al courses in order to progress to managerial roles. Therefore, acquiring educational 
capital might not be directly linked to success in this field, and institutional cultural 
capital might not be as valued in this field as expected.

Gender  &  Meritocratic System (Symbolic violence). Both respondents and 
Business of Fashion interviewees showcased that though the  disparity in the  lead-
ership roles is visible and women are aware of this, this does not directly impact 
their choices in terms of careers. Data highlighted that women felt comfortable in 
offices “full of women,” and the fact that women also occupied higher roles “encour-
aged” them to remain in the industry. The majority of gathered responses, whether 
collected empirically or from magazine materials, have suggested that being a wom-
an is not generally perceived as an obstacle in progressing further in the career in 
this industry. Some respondents confirmed that, when considering the  roles and 
careers in fashion, they did not initially consider their long-term career prospects 
to be a C-suite or further leadership roles in companies. One of them mentioned: 

“[…] to get somewhere and be someone, well, obviously not a CEO, but [on the oth-
er hand] why not?” (R3). 

The respondents described clear paths of progress and careers in their roles and 
industry as a whole, starting from the lower level and internships, up until junior or 
mid-managerial levels, where companies make efforts to describe job descriptions 
and necessary requirements for the roles. Positions are advertised both internally 
and externally, but are often initially available for internal employees. Each compa-
ny differs in terms of internal promotions and offers different systems, yet in all of 
them, an element of recommendation is common. Yet, half of the respondents also 
witnessed first-hand or through personal network connection a  situation where 
other employees were promoted without clear and transparent processes.

Rosalind Gill (2002), in her research regarding gender and creative labour, de-
scribed how some new media workers, both men and women, despite recognising 
the  inequality in the  industry and lack of meritocracy (where freelancers get con-
tracts and positions because of qualifications and experience), struggled to critically 
question the dominant narrative about equal opportunities. She connects this with 
the work of Flis Henwood (1996) on WISE (Women into Science and Engineering), 
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who discussed “the effect of individualising one’s experience” and “difficulty in us-
ing those experiences as a basis for collective action.” Gill pointed out that the dom-
ination of “individualistic understanding” can lead to a perception of those experi-
ences “as personal failures or as random events.” (Gill, 2002, p. 85)

Moreover, all the respondents stated that they were encouraged by their super-
visors to apply for certain roles or had put forward respondents’ applications and 
recommendations for new roles. This data, though, reflects the career path up until 
the  mid-management level, and environments where managers were other wom-
en. Research showcases a correlation between women managers’ appointment and 
gender equality in the  workplace or pay equality, highlighting that the  proximity 
between positions is where “advocacy for other women” happens most commonly 
(Stainback et al., 2024).

Conclusion

The article reviewed the paradox of the fashion industry, where on the one hand 
women dominate entry-level and retail roles, possessing almost three times more 
spending power than men, while on the other hand, they are largely absent from 
the  leadership structure of those fashion companies. Though industry, through 
the  academic world and popular media, has been portrayed as frivolous and 
ephemeral, it is a  complex and hard-to-navigate ecosystem that presents itself as 
full of freedom, equality and democracy, yet offers limited opportunities and a lack 
of diversity and inclusivity.

This paper explored the  relationship between capital accumulation (Bourdieu, 
1972) and the positions of women in the field, particularly a career progression con-
cept based on the idea of accumulation of capital as a method of securing higher 
positions. The aim of this work was to shed a light on career opportunities for wom-
en in the  industry, explored through their personal experience and desk research. 
This article pointed out that discourse and narratives about the  fashion industry 
as transparent, equal and “every girl’s dream” workplace are still present despite 
awareness around gender inequality in leadership positions, highlighting potential-
ly that symbolic violence might play a role in the underrepresentation of women in 
leadership. 

The article demonstrated that female managers are actively accumulating capital, 
both social and cultural, through educational and institutional degrees, connecting 
and sustaining networks and relationships, and actively asking and inquiring re-
garding possible higher roles up until certain, usually between junior to mid, level. 
However, this might not be sufficient, as their capital might not be recognised or 
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valued in the field, and field-specific “symbolic capital” might contribute to repro-
ducing inequalities in the company’s hierarchical structures. 

Research limitations. Data collected through research have shown the  com-
plexity of the fashion field and its diversity across several levels (location, size and 
type of company, department and functions). The  data were collected from both 
secondary sources, including material collected from the Business of Fashion arti-
cles, as well as from empirical, in-depth interviews with both current and former 
employees coming from international fashion companies. 

In order to provide a  more in-depth overview of the  under-representation of 
women in leadership of fashion companies, a larger and more niche sample could 
have been chosen. The research shows that the variety in terms of types of fashion 
products (fast fashion, commercial fashion, haut-couture) has a direct impact on 
the internal structure and therefore possible career choices and opportunities with-
in a firm, for instance limiting the creative department to a  few employees while 
extending the export and sales department.

As the research included interviews with women coming from different coun-
tries and also working in different countries, the  article provides a  glimpse into 
the system’s challenges. Based on the presented data, it can be concluded that coun-
try-specific research could provide a  more in-depth understanding of this phe-
nomenon. For instance, examining the Italian or French fashion ecosystem while 
considering attitudes towards and awareness of gender inequality in national cul-
ture, the structure of fashion companies (e.g. conglomerates versus family-owned 
brands), and the broader socio-political context of gender equality could yield dif-
ferent and more complex results.
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