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Th e magazines are so glossy and the cliques 
so glamorous; isn’t it all enticing? It’s easy to see 
why people think the fashion industry is a sup-
portive family, one that so many young people are 
desperate to be adopted by. All the while, despite 
receiving glimmers of hope, many fashion stu-
dents daren’t say they’re happy until the industry 
reciprocates the devotion they have spent their 
lives giving to it. Caryn Franklin MBE, Professor 
of Diversity and co-founder of All Walks Beyond 
Th e Catwalk campaigning organisation, she re-
fuses to stay silent on the well being issue. I spoke 
to Franklin on fashion’s refusal to address mental 
health.

I’ve been questioning what it is about the 
fashion industry that attracts the emotionally 
sensitive. I posted a poll to my Instagram follow-
ers asking: ‘Fashion people: Have you ever been 
aff ected by mental illness?’ Th e poll showed that 
84% of responders had been aff ected by mental 
illness, and every single student at Central Saint 
Martins who participated, said ‘yes’.

left feeling unfulfi lled. ‘Th eir focus should be on 
robustly taking risks and going on an adventure 
and being excited about the outcome because of 
the learning opportunity, rather than if it deliv-
ers an A*.’ Th is is an ideal that many students fail 
to see, with huge amounts of stress and anxiety 
building from a fear of criticism.

tions of power. So many of fashion’s second rung 
players ‘present themselves as gatekeepers to 
a great opportunity, and then they take advan-
tage of young people.’ It’s rare to fi nd a student 
who doesn’t dream big, and many have hopes of 
achieving huge positions upon graduating. Th ese 
desires that have been engrained into students, 
often by the fashion media promising dreams of 
untold glamour and self-expression.

In Franklin’s opinion, [educators are] ‘Under 
pressure to produce students who will make their 
way into the industry, and this refl ects upon the 
college ranking. It’s possible the idea of ambition 
and hard work are put forward as the only way 
to succeed,’ although no specifi c examples are 
given to support this statement. Th ese students 
rely on both the quality of tuition and the quality 
of work produced after-all, but upon graduating, 
alumni are often grounded back to a tough real-
ity once realising the real world doesn’t have the 
opportunities they had hoped for.

By George Smith
‘Fashion never said it would care.’

Sharing these results with Franklin, she ex-
plained it as a matter of who creative people 
are as individuals. ‘We are interested in ideas of 
personal worth and identity. We’re interested in 
beauty and change.’ Th is yearning to express our-
selves through fashion causes it to become the 
object of fascination.

Th ese people unite under one roof at art and 
design colleges, such as Central Saint Martins, 
Royal College of Art and London College of 
Fashion. But even with the achievement of mak-
ing it into university degree courses, many are 

‘Sex and the City’ has a lot to answer for! 
Some people I have discussed these issues with 
view success in fashion as some kind of paradise 
that’s awarded to you after dedicate your life to it. 
Franklin argues this simply isn’t a healthy meas-
ure of fulfi lment.

‘Doing something you love and doing it well, 
paying your bills and balancing your personal life 
is a better way of evaluating your success,’ Frank-
lin tells me. ‘Galliano and McQueen got to the 
highest positions in the land, and yet they both 
were struggling with depression and self-medi-
cating to try and feel they could deliver what the 
industry wanted them to deliver. Th at is not suc-
cess, and that has to be tackled.’ Th ey both did 
achieve at a high level, however, and Galliano 
continues to create clothes that are escapist and 
enhance not only the wearer but the world around 
them in terms of beauty and fantasy. McQueen 
will go down in fashion history as a unique talent.

But where do we go when we are feeling un-
fulfi lled? ‘Th at expectation you belong to a family 
evaporates and is exposed as our own personal 
desire to be valued for our creativity. And the 
fashion industry isn’t a human being, it’s a huge 
group of disparate individuals,’ says Franklin. 
With no ethical body to turn to, it’s no wonder 
people feel isolated. Th e loneliness young people 
feel can then be manipulated by people in posi-

It’s no surprise so many young fashion stu-
dents feel such pressure. Th e glitz and charm 
soon evaporates to reveal the industry’s true, 
sometimes vulgar heart. ‘One of the reasons why 
fashion doesn’t [enter dialogue on mental health] 
is because it would cost time and money. Fash-
ion never said it would care.’ Th is truth is hard to 
swallow, but every time we turn a blind eye, we are 
accepting the abuse and perpetuating the culture. 
We depend on the creativity of young designers 
to innovate and deliver. Franklin has fought years 
to open the conversation, and it starts by simply 
saying: ‘Th e industry has to care.’
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