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Introduction

I.

In times of uncertainty, 
stay aware of the present.

THE STATE OF
PRESENCE REPORT

Without a doubt, 2020 has been a challenging 

year. Covid-19 brought to surface a significant

amount of challenges for everyone. No one 

was spared, and even the most prepared 

were suddenly afraid of what was coming next. 

The world is now in survival mode.

Suddenly, all the forthcoming trends are 

now happening at an incredible speed, 

almost like in pressure cooking. Instead 

of rushing into these changes, we decided 

to go the opposite way.

Everything is uncertain and, in times 

of uncertainty, we need to stay aware 

of the present.

That is how we started this report. We 

were aiming to better understand what 

was happening in order to anticipate future 

behaviour. We interviewed people from 

different disciplines, who have innovative 

and entrepreneurial spirits, to learn about 

how they are dealing with the present

crisis, and how they are adapting to face 

the future.

Enjoy the reading!
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The State of Presence 
Report, or how to find 
opportunity in Chaos

II.

a letter from 

The Editor

In a recent talk, MIT professor Noam Chomsky 

brought the Delphic Oracle paradigm to the 

surface, quoting its most famous aphorism, 

Know thyself. Updating it to the present 

chaotic state of society, Chomsky suggested 

an update on the ancient Greek maxim. As 

social beings, we should also know the world 

we live in, and beyond that, the societies and 

cultures that humans have created.

Understanding our surroundings is an 

exercise in awareness, making us conscious 

and empathetic, and that is the most useful 

thing we can do in times of crisis, like the one 

in which we are living. That is how we started 

this report, aiming to better understand what 

was happening, in order to anticipate future 

behaviour. We quickly realized that foreseeing 

the future wasn’t possible, because everything 

is changing so fast, with numbers increasing, 

industries changing, cultures adapting. 

Everything is uncertain.

In times of uncertainty, stay aware of the 

present. This is why we decided to switch the 

name of the What’s Next Report to The State 

of Presence Report. We are interviewing people 

from different disciplines, with innovative and 

entrepreneurial spirits, to better understand 

how they are dealing with the present, and 

learn how they are adapting to face the future.

For the last several weeks, We interviewed 

people, participating in Instagram Lives, 

YouTube talks, and reading a massive amount 

of articles, all to try to understand what is 

happening with our society. As human beings, 

which behaviours are we going to change, and 

which ones are we going to let go, as part of 

the old world?
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For the fashion industry, who was already 

facing challenges towards sustainability 

and digitalization, the pandemic was an 

extra layer of crisis: traditional department 

stores are going into bankruptcy; the garment 

industry in Asia is in collapse and the whole 

world is facing cancellations, layoffs and 

much more in the apparel and textile 

supply chain.

During our research, we faced some 

optimistic interlocutors believing that this 

will soon be over and we will be back to 

normal. But what is normal? The world we 

used to live in, the habits we developed, all 

led us to this chaos. Also, social distancing 

and lockdown have been making significant 

changes in our behaviour. There is no normal 

to go back to after the pandemic crisis is over.

This crisis exposed infinite layers of damage 

in our society: environmental, ethical, social, 

economical, and moral. A few days without 

tourists in Venice, and the water was clear 

again. China, UK, Germany, Italy and many 

other countries are seeing reduced carbon 

emissions, around 40% less, during lockdown. 

Scientists are referring to this as our test 

to see how the world could be without fossil 

fuels. Everything was broken, but we are 

having a glimpse of what we can do in 

order to repair it.

The world as we knew it doesn’t exist 
anymore. COVID-19 put the world in 
lockdown and changed the way we
live, breathe, consume, and work.
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When we are trying to foresee the future, we 

should learn to read the past. That is why we 

went back to historian Eric Hobsbawn and his 

theory about the landmarks of the changing 

of the centuries. In his perspective, the 19th 

century was over only after the Great World 

War in 1918, because of the mindset that 

ended with it.

With the end of the Great War, the world 

faced the Influenza Pandemic, also called 

the Spanish Flu, which infected 500 million 

people – a third of the world’s population 

at the time. Today, we have strong cultural 

traditions from that time. One in particular is 

very curious: the Brazilian Carnaval.

Newspapers at the time reported that the 1919 

carnival was the most joyful and festive ever 

registered in Rio de Janeiro. The population 

was out on the streets to celebrate, creating 

the street carnival blocks, which developed 

into the samba school parades that we have 

nowadays. This article (in Portuguese) talks 

about the relation between pandemics, such 

as the Influenza Flu and the Plague, in social 

behaviours and symbolic expressions of 

joy and judgment. Also, the article refers 

to another pandemic heritage: the public 

health system. 

And what about this pandemic? The 

anthropologist and historian Lilia Schwarcz 

suggested, referring to Hobsbawn’s theory, 

that the 20 century – the century of technology 

– has finally ended with COVID-19: We had 

tremendous technological development, but 

now the pandemic shows us these limits.

Centuries are timestamps but also 
represent a period mindset. If the 20th 
century is over, what is it leaving behind?

And what should we expect from the 21th 

century that is starting now, from this 

pandemic that is changing forever our 

perspectives and paradigms?

We are living in between eras, feeling 

homesick for the days that have passed 

and anxious about the uncertainty of what 

is coming ahead. That’s why we decided to 

better understand our surroundings (know 

thyself and beyond, remember?), interviewing 

a few experts in completely different areas, 

like art, biology, trend forecasting, innovation, 

education, entrepreneurship, and so on. 

Together, we are trying to figure out what is 

going to happen next in a world after COVID-19.

This is not a trend report. That’s why we’re 

calling it The State of Presence, because, as 

in meditation – the real must-have of this 

season – these times require absolute focus 

on the present to be fully aware. We should 

look at what we are living and feeling NOW, 

first as human beings, then as creators, 

makers, and consumers.
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Livia Pinent | Head of Research of ThePowerHouse 

and editor-in-chief of The State of Presence Report.
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In our research, we 
recognized some
currently used words that 
could be a sort of trend, 
if you like, in terms of 
innovation post-COVID. 
Keep these in mind:

Collaboration, 
Education, Empathy, 

Ethics, Flexibility,
& Resilience.
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Travel on Sight

III.

a letter from 

The CEO

An old seaman once explained the term 

‘drive on sight’ to me. When you are in 

troubled waters, when waves are hammering 

your boat, when the wind is changing 

direction all the time, when your team is 

getting nervous and screaming - the captain 

has just one choice: to drive on sight. What 

that means is to take one wave after the other, 

make decisions fast and stern, adapt and 

learn quickly, and simply just try to stay 

afloat while waiting for the storm to be over. 

I’ve been thinking a lot about this little 

story lately. 

I can very much relate to the story of the 

captain and the moment where the sky gets 

dark and you can’t see the stars anymore to 

help you navigate. You can hear the rolling 

thunder of the upcoming storm, and you feel 

the first drops of rain on your skin - and you 

just know, this is going to be a big one.

 In these extreme moments, we are forced to 

focus and adapt quickly to new challenges. 

It’s messy on deck, people are running around, 

furniture is flying through the air, and sails 

are falling down and blocking the view. 

The captain has to stand in the middle of all of 

it with one hand on the steering wheel and the 

other hand holding a megaphone saying, "Stay 

strong people, we’ll get through this!"
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At that moment, I started to read one of 
my favourite authors and futurists, Alvin 
Toffler, again. “The illiterate of the 21st 
century will not be those who cannot 
read and write, but those who cannot 
learn, unlearn, and relearn.”

This is a new time. There are no experts, no 

handbooks, and no formal degrees or training 

that can help to navigate through these 

new waters. 

The solution for the new world and for the 

new products and services that are needed 

(now and fast!) lie in the interdisciplinary 

collaboration of different industries, trades, 

and mindsets.

Don’t be afraid - this approach has been 

tested and proven right many times over. 

When Neil Armstrong walked on the moon in 

1969, he was only able to do so because there 

was a bra maker on earth who made sure 

the seams in his spacesuit were strong yet 

flexible at the same time. The Afro-American 

seamstress, Hazel Fellows, was no expert in 

space travel, but she had her craft and her 

sewing machine. She brought a solution to 

a new problem. 

When we travel into new worlds, we need a 

new kind of equipment, which is like a puzzle 

that needs to be completed. You are the one 

who has to find all the pieces in different 

worlds, nices and hands of people. 

The solution is out there - you just have 

to find it.

So you go, brave 
sailor... Go and 
Travel, Share, 

Listen & Learn!
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The Blessing &
The Burden: Why 
We Shouldn’t Go 
Back to Normal

IV.

an Interview with

Trend Forecaster Cécile Poignant

It was the French philosopher Simone de 

Beauvoir who wrote: To be free is not to have 

the power to do anything you like; it is to be 

able to surpass the given toward an open 

future. The sentence is part of The Ethics 

of Ambiguity , published in 1947, one of the 

bases of the existentialist school of thought.

To Beauvoir, individuality is related to our 

context and to others, he [the individual] 

exists only by transcending himself, and 

his freedom can be achieved only through 

the freedom of others.

Our ethical challenge is to create 
meaning in our lives while protecting 
the freedom of others to do the same. 
This also creates ambiguity produced 
by our desires, so the freedom, at the 
same time, is a blessing and a burden.
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INTERVIEW
with Cécile Poignant

Nothing can be better applied to our current 

situation than these ideas by Beauvoir. 

The coronavirus locked us down in Europe  

in early March, and we have been deprived  

of our freedom for our own good and to  

protect the others. The concepts of blessing 

and burden themselves have changed  

during this quarantine for the collective  

and for individuals.

Trying to figure out the impact of these 

transformations, we started a series of 

conversations with Beauvoir’s fellow 

countrywoman Cécile Poignant. Cécile is a 

trend forecaster and the editor-in-chief of  

the Trend Tablet, and also initiated with us  

The Fashion Future & Mobility Trend Report.

From a human-centric perspective, 

the forecaster brings the people to the 

conversation, instead of the extensively 

discussed challenges for brands and 

corporations. Are we, as a society, really 

paying attention to us, to our needs, and 

to our thoughts of the future? Or are we, as 

thinkers and game-changers in the industry, 

more focused on the economic aspects of 

this crisis? This is part of what Cécile named 

a fight between the new and the old world, 

as the consequence of all those changes 

we are going through.

While I write these lines, Europe is slowly 

easing isolation plans. France, for instance, 

has been in strict lockdown since March 17, 

and on the first day of freedom, it registered 

a crazy number of people queuing in the 

Avenue Champs Elysée waiting to shop. Our 

conversations with Cécile started ten days 

after the French lockdown. During this 

journey, we went together through different 

reactions to the quarantine: denial, anger, 

acceptance, high-productivity, low-

productivity, sadness, hope.

In the next paragraphs you will see the results 

of all these weeks of conversation. Please, join 

our trajectory and enjoy the ride through this 

state of presence:
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THE POWER HOUSE

CÉCILE POIGNANT

CÉCILE POIGNANT

THE POWER HOUSE

As professionals and thinkers, what is 
our role in this moment of crisis?

So what can we do now? How can 
we create value in this situation?

There is no precedent for this situation and we 

don’t know the rules. It’s all new for all of us. I 

think our role is to be prepared for afterwards. 

We first need to focus on the present and 

just do whatever we can to be helpful. But our 

All the things I had planned have been 

cancelled, and I’m someone that needs action. 

At the moment, I can’t go anywhere, so the 

only way of moving is by using my brain. I 

have started to study anthropology and am 

beginning an introduction to philosophy to 

feed my curiosity.

I’m not sure about anything else. I think no 

one is sure about anything. What we see is 

that everything is changing very quickly. The 

model we had been using for many years is 

fundamental role is to think of what’s going 

to happen after this. Now we can spend time 

thinking about the future. So it’s both a time 

for action in the present and a reflection on 

the future.

CÉCILE POIGNANT

THE POWER HOUSE

Covid-19 is directly affecting our behavior, 
but do you believe that it’s something strong 

enough to keep our society in, like less 
travelling, less consumption, and so on?

We are all changing and I think we have no 

other choice. It’s not like three months from 

now we can all take planes like usual, go to 

the theatre, or to summer festivals. Maybe 

there will be a second wave and another 

period of lockdown. The idea of, Okay, let’s go 

back to normal exactly like it was before the 

lockdown is never going to happen.

It’s a very unique moment, where everything 

we took for granted is not there anymore. 

Everyone is losing security and the feeling 

of being grounded. This virus is pushing 

everyone, and our priorities are absolutely not 

the same. Our top priority from now on is to 

stay safe and to keep our families safe. All the 

rest, we don’t care: fashion, design, posting 

photos on Instagram. A lot of these things 

seem to be useless.

On one hand, people might think the best 

thing would be to go back to normal as quickly 

as possible. But the problem is: that ‘normal’ 

was the reason for this problem. So, is it  

such a good idea to go back to what we  

used to have?

Our future might be very different: with 

more regulations, more borders, and more 

surveillance. It’s not like there is a before and 

after, we are now in the middle. We are living 

it. We are changing.

not sustainable anymore. What we see is that 

things are changing not only from day to day, 

but even from hour to hour.

If you think about learning, travelling, eating 

and socialising, everything is different and 

going digital. Happily we have the internet. 

Can you imagine this situation without the 

internet? This virus is spreading so fast 

because of globalisation, but we also have 

the good side of globalisation, which is the 

internet. What we can do for now is to feed  

our curiosity!
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THE POWER HOUSE

THE POWER HOUSE

What does it mean for the old 
industries now? They can continue 
as usual, but is demand the same?

So how can we co-exist in this fight 
between the old and the new worlds?

There are two very different scenarios. One is 

called ‘revenge shopping’. For some people not 

being able to buy was so hard that they are 

looking for revenge. The old industries would 

love everyone to embrace this scenario so they 

can keep all the privileges and the money they 

use to have.

On the other hand, there is a new world. 

Almost everyone during their confinement 

was forced to stop consuming. Some people 

We will live in the mix of both of them because 

life is not black or white, life is a mixture.

The old world and the big corporate groups 

will fight to go back to the previous system, 

because it is the only system they know. They 

are not very agile because they are big and 

some of them might die in the battle.

On the other hand, there will be a lot of 

development of local solutions and smaller 

discovered how to do things with not that 

much. They realized that they don’t need more 

clothes in their drawers, that they can re-read 

the books they have on their bookshelves, that 

they can cook their own meals.

There will be a fight between the old world and 

the new world. I don’t know who is going to win 

as the old world is very strong and had been 

lobbying us for years.

manufacturers with more energy. People 

are starting to use open source solutions. 

Decathlon has this snorkeling mask; the 

online community found a solution to add 

a small part, printed in 3D, to use it for 

ventilation. In France, a new generation of 

textile businesses wanted to reposition the 

market. They are often pure players with local 

factories and they are able to produce masks 

with agility.

CÉCILE POIGNANT

CÉCILE POIGNANT

THE POWER HOUSE

THE POWER HOUSE

There is this theory from Roy Wagner 
(1981) about the invention of culture as 
a result of a clash between two other 
cultures. This conflict creates the new 
culture. You say we are in the middle, 

are we creating another culture? 
A more sustainable one, perhaps?

You work with some great clients in 
Tourism and Hospitality. What do you 

see happening with this industry?

For many years, we have been speaking about 

sustainability, and people say no, we can’t 

stop these industries, it’s not possible. What 

we saw is that, in a couple of days or weeks, a 

large majority of retail spaces and industries 

just stopped, so it can be done. It means that 

if there is a real emergency, we can make 

radical changes. We can completely change 

our habits and our way of living, like not 

going outside to shop every day, except for 

food and medication.

Even before the Coronavirus situation, some 

of my friends in Scandinavia and in Germany 

didn’t want to take a plane anymore because 

of the carbon footprint. In the near future, 

there will be more people travelling locally. 

Some people will buy a house in the country to 

start growing their own vegetables and enjoy 

staying home.

We never thought that there would one day 

be such a global worldwide event. A complete 

game changer. It’s unbelievable; it’s a science 

fiction scenario.

There will be a lot of fights when the pandemic 

is over; it’s not going to be peaceful. It’s going 

to be a struggle between the old world and the 

new paradigm, the old way of thinking about 

growing, getting more money, producing more, 

versus people who want to produce less and 

make a more human-centered world.

But, there will still be the old-fashioned people 

that keep accumulating miles on their airline 

company platinum cards. The old world is 

not ready to die, and if going to Thailand still 

costs less than staying at home for a week, 

then, of course, people will go to Thailand.

CÉCILE POIGNANT

CÉCILE POIGNANT
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"This is the crisis of our generation. 
What are we going to leave for the next 
ones, as thinkers? It is time to start 
thinking about that legacy as well."

Thank you, Cécile, for being – as always – one step 

ahead, constructing these ideas of the future, and 

sharing with us your perspectives about the state 

of presence.

THE POWER HOUSE

In some way, we are going back to old 
practices and keeping things simple. 
Do you believe this will impact future 

generations and how?

We are making radical choices because we 

are forced to do so. We didn’t choose to spend 

time at home, to cook, or to do homeschooling 

because we love our home. We are in lockdown 

and, for many of us, it’s unbearable. A few 

of us are luckier and have a garden or more 

square meters. During the first week of 

confinement, many people were like, Oh, cool. 

I have so much time. I’ll do all the things I 

always wanted to do: read my pile of books, try 

a bunch of new recipes, take yoga classes, and 

so on. But it’s not the holidays, we are locked 

down because the outside is super dangerous 

due to a virus killing anyone. We’re at home 

not only with time but with fear and anxiety. 

After a while, it’s very strange because you 

don’t even know exactly what day of the week 

it is and you don’t open the weather forecast 

app anymore. Because who cares? 

When the lockdown ends, some people 

will spend money on self-indulgence. 

Probably, this will not last, because they 

have experienced by themselves the change. 

I’ve been doing remote work for more than 

20 years, but, for many people, working 

somewhere else than in an office is new. For 

some others, cooking your own food is new. 

When people have been experiencing things 

by themselves for real, not just by reading in 

a book or on a website, it leaves marks in the 

mind, in the way of seeing life. There will be 

consequences in the long term in the way 

we will work, live, travel, eat, and dress.

I think we all are realizing what we have 

missed the most. It also gives us clues for 

the future. What we missed the most is what 

we should focus on because this is really 

what we want.

What I miss the most is being outside in 

nature. It’s not going to a museum, a cafe, or 

restaurants. What I missed most is walking 

freely along the river, seeing the trees, 

smelling the flowers, feeling the wind on 

my skin, walking bare feet on a beach, and 

watching the waves on the seaside. 

In a time of crisis, Beauvoir wrote "The Ethics 

of Ambiguity". The book was launched in 1947, 

after World War II and the author was directly 

affected by the restrictions of freedom and the 

fear of the war. Her work in the existentialist 

school of thought led Beauvoir’s mindset to 

the role of women in society and the limits 

of female freedom. This opened the path for 

her feminist theory that revolutionised the 

next generation who, in turn, took the streets 

asking for civil rights and gender equality.

CÉCILE POIGNANT
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The White Cube goes
Digital: How the 

Art System is 
Reinventing Itself

V.

Before we see an art piece, we have to 

acknowledge the space itself where it 

is placed, as it directly affects our 

perception and sense of art as spectators. 

This is a concept from the classic 1976 

essay by art critic and artist Brian O’Doherty, 

"Inside the White Cube." He proposes the 

theory of the "white cube," the ideal gallery, 

isolating the art work to create a sacred 

environment to contemplate the art from 

the Twentieth Century.

“The ideal gallery subtracts from the 
artwork all cues that interfere with the 
fact that it is ‘art.’” — O’Doherty, Brian

Brian O’Doherty proposed a review of the 

art gallery concept, based on the needs and 

developments of modernist art, in a moment 

when the relationship of the spectator to 

art was changing. Today, we can say that 

something similar is going on. This is not 

only because we were locked inside our 

homes, unable to go out and see art in 

museums or galleries. It is also because, 

for some years, the relationship between 

contemporary art and the new spectator has 

been drastically changing the perception of 

what art is and how to interact with it.

The covid-19 situation squeezed a behaviour 

change of decades into months, leading many 

different areas to sudden changes. Artists, 

mostly amateurs, ran to create digital content 

to overcome this crisis and keep reaching 

the target audience. But in the end, we were 

overwhelmed with Instagram artsy posts 

and live performances. Is that how we are 

perceiving art?

A few people in the world are dedicated to 

rethinking this new system of art, and we had 

the privilege to discuss this topic with one of 

these innovators. Meet Mário Ferreira da Silva, 

director at Lehmann + Silva Contemporary 

Art Gallery, proudly placed in the Bonfim 

neighborhood in Porto, Portugal.
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an Interview with

Mário Ferreira da Silva from Lehmann + Silva
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INTERVIEW
with Mário Ferreira da Silva
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What does it take to run 
an art gallery?

For Mario, it took a management background 

(MBA), two degrees (BA Honors/ MA) in 

fine arts, some experience in finance and 

investment banking, an entrepreneurial 

venture during a crisis, and even an 

internship at Tate Gallery in St Ives.

It wasn’t a linear journey, not in the business 

side nor the arts, which made him feel like 

an outsider in both fields. But also, this 

fluid path is exactly what makes him an art 

entrepreneur.

Mário came from a business-oriented family, 

so the MBA was a smart and natural choice. 

But, art had called to him since his childhood. 

When he finished his BA Honors in fine arts at 

Chester College of the University of Liverpool, 

he moved back to Portugal. To balance 

this vocational clash, he founded a design 

company, foreseeing the amount of potential 

for creative and intelligent communications 

design solutions in Portugal. There was space 

to grow, clients were coming, and then, a 

worldwide crisis devastated the country in 

2010.

Economic crises come and go in countries 

like Portugal, and with that, the people have 

learned a useful, yet difficult skill: resilience. 

It’s a deep aspect of Portuguese culture, which 

most likely originated in the 15th century, 

during the age of exploration. At the time, the 

men were overseas trying to find new ways 

of sustaining. The women stayed on land, 

resisting and building the character of the 

nation.

Mixing Experiences
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The Lehmann + Silva contemporary art 

gallery was founded in 2017 with a selection 

of Portuguese and international artists. Like 

in every other business venture, and aware 

of the art market peculiarities, Mário knew 

that the gallery could take a few years to 

become profitable, and he was prepared to 

resist. With a lean structure, not cheap but 

agile, he maintains the gallery with a smart 

and more flexible approach. Being lean allows 

any business to easily adapt or act in difficult 

situations, and this is one of the ingredients 

of Portuguese resilience.

Mário and Frederick have an internal motto: 

"We don’t want to be a big art gallery, we want 

a good art gallery." And this is how they are 

building Lehmann + Silva, day by day, and 

keeping safe during the current crisis. In 

Mário’s perspective, medium-sized galleries 

are going to suffer the most, having a larger 

structure, but without the financial security of 

the big players. 

In the Portuguese art market, Mário is 

counting on the resilience learned during his 

first crisis in 2010. But now, for his gallery, 

there is little space for reflection, and the time 

has come to act and adapt, based on previous 

preparation.

Resilience also means 
being prepared.

Crises are not new for Portuguese people, 

but from generation to generation, they 

have faced them differently. For Mario, in his 

young age, his first crisis was a sign to stop, 

evaluate, and calmly plan his next move. He 

closed the design company and started a new 

degree in Porto, a master in fine arts, taking 

advantage of the opportunity to enter into and 

understand the art market in Portugal. During 

this time, he got to know artists, gallery 

owners, collectors, and so on. He worked as 

a consultant and also represented technical 

sectors from art, like stationery and fine art 

companies in the country.

His postgraduate experiences also included 

an investment bank and a friend’s art gallery. 

Then he pitched his own gallery to investor 

and collector Frederick Lehmann. Thus was 

born Lehmann + Silva.

“We don’t want to be a big art gallery, 
we want a good art gallery.”
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Since the art gallery’s grand opening, Mário 

and his team have been prepared for a crisis. 

Of course, they weren’t ready for a global 

pandemic. They were minimally prepared for 

another round of the cyclic economic crisis in 

Portugal. How will this be overcome? Through 

the targeting of foreign markets.

But how can an art gallery based in Bonfim, 

Porto reach foreign markets? They can’t do 

so in the usual ways, like going to art fairs, 

etc. Due to COVID-19, all the fairs have been 

cancelled. So how exactly are they doing it?

The answer is the same as many other 

industries and markets: digitalization.

Since the very beginning, the gallery has been 

investing in digital, and they learned how 

There are still very few art galleries in the 

digital sphere. Lehmann + Silva gallery is a 

pioneer, not only in Portugal, but in Europe. 

In the USA, the market is more mature and 

demonstrates good results, which can 

show us that here in Europe, it can grow 

exponentially and, sped up by the crisis, be a 

solid alternative.

He explains that the art market is still very 

resistant to the online concept, and is very 

much based on fairs and physical shopping. 

For the primary market, which means buying 

directly from the gallery, the art market is still 

taking their first steps into digital. But now, 

to be prepared from other businesses. For 

Mario, it was only a matter of time until the 

art market turned to digital. And using his 

previous experience from other sectors, he 

was ready to act.

They first started with a website. It is simple 

but efficient and offers fanzines, t-shirts, and 

small and easily shipped art pieces. It even 

has a private area for the gallery collection, 

which potential customers and collectors 

have exclusive access to. They then launched 

an app with the same features and is simple 

enough to be used on every mobile device 

around the world. What started as a tool used 

as a dynamic catalogue during fairs ended 

being an invaluable asset for the gallery 

during the crisis.

there is not much time to wait and see if there 

is space for it.

As Mario said, "Perfectionism makes us slow. 

We must act with agility." It is a lesson from 

his former business experiences, and very 

conscious of the current situation, which 

can be, somehow, ironic for the arts. When 

we think about the art world, we think about 

masterpieces and perfection. In aesthetics it 

is important. On the business side, we must 

run faster in order to make a profit. It is a fine 

line, keeping a smooth balance between these 

two worlds, and Mário walks it safely.

The digital white cube.

“Perfectionism makes us slow. 
We must act with agility.”
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For Mario, there is no formula for being 

innovative. It’s about testing. It’s about getting 

an idea, implementing, analyzing, revising 

and repeating it. This is how the social-media 

gallery strategy came up.

During the lockdown phase, the team 

continued to work in their homes, developing 

new business contacts remotely. One 

of their ideas was to open new markets 

through Instagram, Facebook, Google and it 

worked. Today, online sales are a good and 

steady portion of the whole organisation, 

representing more than 50% of Lehmann + 

Silva sales. 

As opposed to the white cube theory of the 

last century, today we must rethink how we 

interact with art. How do we appreciate it, 

consume and buy it? The lockdown showed 

us that this relationship doesn’t need to be 

restricted to the white walls of the gallery.

For Mário, we are still going to see the impact 

of the lockdown in people’s relation to art, 

how we visit museums, and how we consume 

contemporary art. There are some behaviors 

that could stay the same, such as virtual 

tours and buying through social media. But 

there is a long way to go until the art market 

can be compared with some more digitized 

industries. The shift is inevitable.

Again, to be ahead in his current industry, 

Mário is already thinking about the next step: 

data science. Knowing what the user wants 

is the key for future endeavours, and digital 

data can provide some precise hints. The 

app and the website can generate precious 

information about consumer behaviour 

related to art, to better understand what they 

are looking for and how to better respond to 

this demand.

Mário Silva could tell us that there is nothing 

new with doing that, that other markets 

already have had this strategy in operation for 

years. On our side, we can say that innovation 

rests exactly on this sweet spot, where we are 

smart enough to see what is working for other 

industries, and wisely apply it to our practices 

based on previous lessons learned.

In the arts we still have an inspiring layer 

on top, that is making everything business, 

in a beautiful and enduring way, that has 

the potential to make some eyes shine for 

generations. Thank you, Mário, for enabling us 

to be inspired by your gallery art and business, 

overlapping learnings just like you did.

Facing the future.

Reference O’Doherty, Brian. Inside the White Cube, 

The Ideology of the Gallery Space. San Francisco, 

CA: The Lapis Press (1976).
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Overcoming the 
Unexpected: Reflecting 

on the Innovation 
Ecosystem in Portugal

VI.

an Article written by

Inês Santos Silva

ARTICLE
Written by Inês Santos Silva

Managing Partner Aliados Consulting
Co-founder Portuguese Women in Tech
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We are used to hearing that crises are the 

perfect opportunity to develop new and 

innovative ideas as well as build companies. If 

you look at the most successful tech startups 

in Portugal (like Talkdesk, Veniam, SWORD 

Health, Feedzai or Unbabel) and abroad (like 

Airbnb, Stripe, WhatsApp, Instagram or Slack), 

most of them were built following the 2008 

economic crisis.  

And now, roughly 12 years later, we see 

ourselves again in unfamiliar territory, 

It’s clear that not all companies will survive, 

and the support packages by the government 

and the EU will not be enough. But I’m also 

confident that we will see the rise of more 

ambitious initiatives, more innovative 

business models and better entrepreneurs, 

investors and operators.

I deeply believe in Peter Thiel’s idea of "definite 

optimism" - that we can lay out a vision for a 

better future and plan how to achieve it. Even 

though we live in a VUCA (volatile, uncertain, 

dealing with a health, humanitarian and 

economic crisis, and the dimensions and 

long-term impacts are still quite unclear. 

What we do know is that the Portuguese 

Startup Ecosystem of 2020 is very different 

from the one of 2008. Back then, even the 

words "entrepreneur" and "entrepreneurship" 

were unknown to most people. We barely had 

startups, let alone success cases. We didn’t 

have experience, community, access to capital 

or accelerators, and incubators were still a 

recent phenomenon in our country. 

complex, and ambiguous) world, the process 

to reach success is very much unchanged. 

We need a vision, the skills (a team), the 

incentives, the resources, and an action 

plan. Our startups are already a source of 

innovation and competitiveness in addition to 

bolstering economic growth and employment. 

Portugal’s future competitiveness depends on 

the success of these companies, not only for 

their direct impact but also for the innovation 

they can bring to our national economic 

fabric. 

In 2020, we are much better prepared to 
deal with the challenges we are facing.

Let’s use these times of crisis to, as 
a community, rally behind a big and 
audacious vision of where we want to 
see our startup ecosystem in ten years. 
What brought us here probably won’t be 
enough to take us there. With that said, 
if we know anything about Portugal, it’s 
that we are great at finding creative and 
unexpected solutions for tough problems.
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A quote is attributed to the philosopher 

Friedrich Nietzsche that says and those who 

were seen dancing were thought to be insane 

by those who could not hear the music.

Somehow, this phrase seems to be related to 

the avant-garde ideas of the Dutch fashion 

designer, Amber Jae Slooten. Co-founder of 

The Fabricant, Amber is the creative mind 

behind the digital fashion house that recently 

sold an exclusively digital dress using the 

blockchain.

Her lucidity about the future of fashion and 

her democratic approach to expressing 

oneself in virtual environments has made 

me believe that those who don’t understand 

the urge for change are the ones who aren’t 

hearing the music.

In an exclusive interview for our Fashion-Tech 

Statement Report, Amber Jae Slooten told us 

how she came up with the idea of a digital 

fashion house, what it takes to develop a 3D 

design collection, and how technology is—

finally—enabling an inclusive model for the 

fashion industry.

The Future of 
Self-Expression: What 

is Digital Fashion?

VII.

an Interview with

Amber Jae Slooten from The Fabricant
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INTERVIEW
with Amber Jae Slooten
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Amber has a traditional background in 

fashion design, with a bachelor’s degree from 

the Amsterdam Fashion Institute (AMFI). 

During her years at college, she learned how to 

sew and how to create flat drawings by hand, 

developing three or more pieces of clothing 

per week—all of it consuming a huge amount 

of materials, paper, fabric, thread, etc. At some 

point, it wasn’t making sense to her anymore.

But still, she always has felt a very strong 

affinity with fashion design. Her mother used 

to sew her clothes when she was younger, so 

she was used to creating expression using 

fabric. Also, as a gamer during childhood, 

Amber discovered through the characters a 

way to switch into different identities: I could 

She ended up creating a digital fashion 

experience where people could watch models 

walking in a virtual environment. Then, Amber 

was back at AMFI to finish her degree, and 

brought to academia the idea of a digital 

collection as her final project. "Nobody really 

knew how to judge me, because it had never 

been done before, so they didn’t know what 

to say. Most of them looked at me like I was 

crazy, and no one accepted the idea that, 

fully express myself without having the social 

pressure of those looking at you, you can just 

kind of experiment with who you are.

All these things led her to the next phase in 

fashion design school. She started thinking 

about how to create something in this world 

without waste somehow—to stop creating 

collections just for the sake of creating, and 

add more meaning to it. During her studies, 

she started to experiment with fashion-tech, 

trying to add lights on garments and using 

different materials. But it wasn’t until she 

learned how to use software to create a 3D 

outfit on the computer that she finally felt 

this is where it’s at.

The Challenge of being 
a Pioneer

in the future, we might wear clothes very 

differently from the way we do now."

Amber got her degree and her space to 

experiment at AMFI, developing eight digital 

outfits displayed in a sort of a hologram on 

top of in a skintight bodysuit, enabling the 

idea of expressing an identity digitally, and 

being able to see that through glasses or 

lenses.

In 2014, she got into six months of 
development just to explore 3D and 
Fashion, how can we combine it, how 
we can create an experience and 
see our clothing.
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It was also during fashion school that Amber 

met her business partner in The Fabricant, 

Kerry Murphy, who believed in her vision of 

the future for fashion and decided to create 

a full technical workflow and did two years of 

business developmentfollow the idea. In 2018 

The Fabricant was officially launched, and 

their first digital fashion collection presented 

in different places in the same week. With 

the first collection was also born their aim to 

create a real change in the fashion industry:

“In every single project, we’ve tried to 
create a wave of thinking. That is why 
we call it ‘thought couture’, because it is 
beyond the physical, just like thought, and 
it makes people think about the process.”

But what is Thought Couture?

... Traditional haute couture was created based 

on rules of the 19th century—it was created 

for a physical world. We are creating this for 

another world.

We’ve asked Amber what her inspiration was 

to create her ‘thought couture’. She answered 

that it is the idea of enabling everyone’s 

expression through fashion. To develop that, 

The Fabricant is building a platform where 

people will be able to wear, buy and share 

digital clothes, a place for everyone to express 

their identity regardless of the body they 

have, or whatever background they have. The 

users will be able to curate their own styles 

using digital items, instead of actual objects, 

trying to see how we can to go less physical 

and more digital. "We don’t have to affect the 

planet with our expression and identity."

For Amber, the internet is a way to include 

people from lots of different backgrounds 

and places around the world in the fashion 

trends for digital clothing. "As long as you 

have a device, you are able to tap into that 

network, and use technology to connect with 

us all, rather than be strangers to us, and not 

be excluded" is the goal—a truly democratic 

platform of identity and expression through 

digital fashion.

“Thought Couture is basically digital 
couture that is added to the blockchain, 
with the idea of making people think 
about the impact that it has, and what 
is behind it all...”
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What about the cost of this technology? If the 

vision is to become democratic, how should 

it be scaled? At this moment, The Fabricant 

is looking for partners, and trying to figure 

out the technological side of this project, to 

launch probably at Q4 2020, testing business 

models as subscriptions or ownership 

through the blockchain: "My thought on that 

is if we have our ‘thought couture’, it could be 

your own piece of couture in the blockchain, 

so it is collectable and could be more 

expensive because you can trade it, or share it. 

And there are outfits you can subscribe to, or 

wear, on this platform. This way, they are more 

accessible."

In 2019, The Fabricant sold a couture dress 

on a blockchain auction in New York for 9500 

US dollars. They’ve never seen the owner—she 

only sent some pictures, and they were able to 

dress her, to create it in her size, and render 

the images of her wearing the dress. But what 

exactly does it mean to wear a digital dress? 

To Amber, the action of wearing won a whole 

new meaning on the digital platforms. To 

exemplify, she told us about the model who 

used the dress during the auction. Maybe 20 

people saw her walking that day, "wearing" 

the garment during the event, in the physical 

world, but millions of people saw her online 

and in the press.

Scaling up Digital Fashion
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For Amber, the main part of their 

communication is about educating the user. 

They don’t fully understand; indeed, "You need 

to be a super nerd to understand blockchain 

and be on the crypto scene to understand 

how we create value for them by selling 

digital garmentswhat we do. There is a lot 

of experimenting to do about that." In this 

field, they are developing content like blog 

posts, Instagram, and Linkedin posts, telling 

the story behind each digital clothing piece, 

voicing out their process. "A digital garment 

without a story has no value, and the value is 

built upon the idea of that," says Amber.

Besides the challenge of understanding 

the trend and the tech behind it, there is a 

barrier regarding consumer behaviour. Are the 

shoppers ready to not buy a piece and just 

wear it digitally? Amber believes we are facing 

a revolution again in terms of consumer 

culture, and it is affecting fashion. Today, 

we’re faced with much more aware youth, who 

care about the story behind the products and 

care if the brand is sustainable. "Today, you 

still go to a store and buy a piece of clothing 

that is hanging on a rack. It is something that 

is ready for you, and it means the stocks are of 

high levels. I think this is going to disappear. 

That is my feeling about what young people 

will do. I hope that the trend will be wiser and 

more aware of their behaviour."

One example of changing shopping behaviour 

is a campaign that The Fabricant created 

with a retailer from Hong Kong. (You can 

see more here). The brand commissioned a 

digital recreation of a collection designed 

exclusively to celebrate its three decades. The 

pop-up store had no physical clothing, just 

screens where people could order the clothes 

by interacting with big screens and life size 

3D animations of the garmentsAugmented 

Reality and Virtual Reality.

Is the Market ready for 
Digital Fashion?

The experience was very successful, 
with excellent acceptance levels 
from consumers.
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Among everything we’ve already talked about, 

we still want to know from Amber: What is 

digital fashion? "Anything that has to do with 

fashion beyond the physical realm—fashion 

you can wear with your digital identity", 

defines the designer. She sees fashion in a 

future where we will be able to live in a mixed, 

alternative world. For her, the screens are 

dated, and soon we are going to experiment 

with augmented and virtual reality through 

glasses or lenses. With screens being part of 

the past, we are going to be able to see the 

digital world around us, like beautiful things 

coming out of your head, a whole different 

material that you wear. I think this is a very 

bright future that we can build, so for me, 

digital fashion is full self-expression, without 

the limits of size, body type, gravity, whatever, 

says Amber.

The fascinating part of Digital Fashion is 

exactly this inclusive concept, embracing any 

body type, with no limitations like the physical 

standard sizes and samples. People will be 

able to upload their bodies, and you’ll see how 

these things are going to look, like far more 

open to creativity and also to the celebration 

of the beauty of these different bodies. We 

should celebrate everybody, not just size 0. 

Fashion has a responsibility toward body 

positivity. Why can’t we express ourselves, 

rather than need to fit the ideals that no one 

fits?

Defining Digital Fashion
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Thank you, Amber, for opening our minds, 

and never needing to "fit" again.
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Not a network, from point to point, as many 

other theorists affirm, but "a meshwork of 

interwoven lines of growth and movement," 

respecting the vital flows in the weaving of the 

social fabric.

What is considered a conceptual allusion 

for the social sciences is a perfect native 

example for the textile and fashion industry. 

Researchers in this field have noted for a 

long time how important it is to build this 

meshwork of innovation, gathering together 

different threads, such as companies, 

universities and research centres, interwoven 

to make them grow stronger together.

An expert in creating this meshwork of 

innovation in the textile industry is Lutz 

British anthropologist Tim Ingold, 
in his theory of meshwork, discusses 
how the communication relations, 
integration and flows among other 
things are developed as a mesh.

Walter, Secretary-General of the European 

Technology Platform for the Future of Textiles 

and Clothing and Director of Innovation & 

Skills at Euratex.

Euratex is the European Textile Clothing 

Industry Federation, the representative 

body of the EU textile clothing industry, and 

is based in Brussels. In 2005, they created 

an additional organisation, the European 

Textile Technology Platform, to gather not 

only the industry but also the research and 

development entities, like universities and 

research centres.

Get inside the fabrics of the European 

innovation system with Lutz Walter.

Within the Fabrics 
of The European 

Innovation System: 
The State of the 
Textile Industry

VIII.

an Interview with

Lutz Walter from Euratex
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INTERVIEW
with Lutz Walter
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THE POWER HOUSE

Interest in research and development 
in textiles is increasing in Europe, being 

directly addressed by the European 
Commission lately. How does the 

European Technology Platform for 
the Future of Textiles and Clothing 

contribute in this matter?

The textile industry has been engaged in 

research for a long time, but there is a 

significant part of innovation and technology 

development that takes place outside the 

companies, in public or private research and 

technology organisations or at universities, in 

a country like Portugal this would be CITEVE 

or University of Minho. We realised that if we 

want to work collaboratively on research and 

innovation, and also engage with European 

policymakers on the topic, we need to connect 

these stakeholders EU-wide. 

In 2005, we created the European Technology 

Platform for the Future of Textiles and 

Clothing, in which Euratex is one of the 

LUTZ WALTER

founding members. Initially, it was an 

informal network, and then in 2012, we created 

a separate legal entity of which I’ve been the 

Secretary-General since. 

I’m wearing two hats: director of innovation 

skills at Euratex, and Secretary-General of the 

European Textile Technology Platform. My job 

in both entities is to understand trends and 

new developments in innovation, research 

and education regarding the textile clothing 

sector in Europe. The platform acts as a 

Think Tank, collecting different perspectives, 

trends; looking for what is new in materials, 

manufacturing technologies, processes, 

digital, and all these aspects.
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THE POWER HOUSE

The textile industry was facing some 
serious challenges in Europe for the past 

few decades. Now, with the crisis brought 
on by COVID-19, all the difficulties faced 

by the sector are in high-speed. What are 
you seeing as the real challenge, and how 

does it impact your work?

When it comes to the European dimension, 

across borders, very few people know who 

is doing what, and who you can work with. 

Usually, the information is better known 

at the national level. As a Strategic Connector, 

we introduce people to each other and 

encourage them to work together, trying to 

prevent reinventing the wheel in Europe over 

and over again.

What I’ve seen over those 20 years is that 

there is always a lot of negativity around 

the sector. When people say, "the sector is 

struggling, and if this and that happens, 

the sector will disappear from Europe." 

This was always wrong. The sector is, in a 

certain aspect, smaller than it used to be 

20 years ago, but not by much. The only 

key figure that has gone down significantly 

is the employment number, but that is as 

much a consequence of automation and 

LUTZ WALTER

LUTZ WALTER

We publish strategy papers and innovation 

agendas. They are mainly to communicate 

to institutions what the textile clothing 

industry will be working on in the future, 

how to be competitive, and how to remain 

relevant in Europe. Our job is to connect textile 

innovators across Europe, introducing them 

to programmes of the European Commission, 

and facilitating their access to EU funding.

labour productivity gains witnessed across 

all manufacturing industries, rather than 

offshoring alone. Productivity increasing 

usually leads to producing more with fewer 

people. By this point of you, it is a negative 

trend. But the fact that we have managed 

to innovate, adopted new technologies, that 

we are working with new materials that we 

entered or expanded new markets; all of this 

has helped the sector not only to survive but 

to thrive in Europe.

The textile industry in Europe is also focusing 

on different products, going up in terms of 

value creation. There are certain things that 

we don’t do anymore because they are low 

added-value activities. You don’t find a lot of 

cotton spinning companies in Europe, and 

we are not making simple t-shirts in 

big quantities anymore. But, we have gone 

into a lot of higher added-value activities 

not based on manual labour and mass 

production; rather on creativity and technical 

skills, on innovation, on serving customers in 

very specific niches. In the 15 years between 

2004 and 2019 labour productivity in the EU 

textile and clothing industry has increased 

by almost 50%.

LUTZ WALTER

I witnessed the end of the quota system in 

2004-2005, a very elaborate system of export/

import quotas of textile and clothing products 

made outside Europe and the United States. 

In 2005, this came to an end and the borders 

were all open for Asian production. At the time, 

everybody said, "If this happens, the European 

textile industry will be dead." 

It has created hardship in the industry, but 

it forced every country and company to think: 

Can I still compete in that market? Do I want 

to compete in that market? Or do I need to 

do something differently? And a lot of 

companies have managed to do something 

differently. It has created bigger entities that 

are more able to compete and have 

an international orientation.

“We have gone into higher added-value 
activities not based on manual labour; 
rather on creativity and technical skills, 
on innovation, on serving customers in 
very specific niches.”
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In 2004-2005, the export ratio in the European 

textile industry was about 15%. Now, in 2020, 

that percentage is over 30%, we’re exporting 

more than 50 billion worth of textiles and 

clothing outside the EU. This is a big and 

growing market because the economies 

outside the EU tend to grow faster than the 

economies inside the EU, and it helped the 

exporting companies to survive and grow.

The other aspect is focusing on more 

attractive niches, like technical textiles, 

protective garments, the kinds of areas where 

it’s not necessarily all about the cost. It’s also 

about producing high-quality products very 

reliably, making sure that you understand 

what your customer needs, and being able to 

supply exactly, at the right moment, the right 

quantity. Be there as a co-developer with your 

customer for the next generation of products.

LUTZ WALTER

Right now, business is extremely hard for 

everybody, and no one knows if they will 

survive the next three months, six months, 

etc., but we can be sure that there will be 

companies that will survive and those will 

pick up business from other companies that 

do not survive.

We see a kind of compression of certain 

trends that we were expecting to play out 

over the next 5, 10 or even 20 years, now 

compressed into six months. We can see, for 

instance, the digitalisation of the textile and 

fashion business, where the industry is very 

underdeveloped. It will be accelerated but it 

will not happen in six months or a year. It will 

happen over three years, five years, but it will 

happen faster than without Covid-19.

“Digitalisation itself is not an end, it’s 
a means to an end. You digitalise in 
order to do something better.”

“Only the obsessed will survive. 
And by obsessed I mean two things: 
the companies that are obsessed about 
their customers, and the companies 
that are obsessed about their people.” 

THE POWER HOUSE

Talking about digital transformation, the 
companies in the textile industry who are 
thriving in the crisis are those who were 

already prepared for digitalisation. Which 
strategies are they working with?

I believe that digitalisation is a tool. 

Digitalisation itself is not an end, it’s a means 

to an end. You digitalise in order to 

For me, there are two simple strategies that 

every successful company will have to adopt. 

There is this book by one of the founders 

of Intel, the title is "Only the Paranoid Will 

Survive". I would say that "only the obsessed 

will survive." And by obsessed I mean two 

things: the companies that are obsessed 

LUTZ WALTER

LUTZ WALTER

about their customers, and the companies 

that are obsessed about their people, their 

skilled and motivated employees. These will 

survive. And for the European textile industry, 

it could be a clear competitive advantage 

that many people in the business don’t 

fully realise yet.

do something better. What is much 

more important than the way you do it, 

is why you do it. 
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Essentially, it’s to develop into a more 

customer-centric industry. That means 

focusing on their business models and to 

think: How can I serve my customer in the 

best way, using all the competencies I have in 

the company and bringing in additional ones 

that I don’t have yet.

Also, a big challenge is seeing all these 

disruptions, in terms of digital and 

sustainable, not as a threat but as an 

opportunity to bring in different ideas and 

thoughts into the company. And that is also 

something that companies have traditionally 

struggled with. Most of our companies are still 

production companies. Their focus is to make 

a good product and to organise an efficient 

production. This had its value in the past, but 

it’s not enough anymore. The next move is 

beyond the product to the service. If it’s more 

viable, more profitable, and more sustainable 

to provide whatever I provide in the form of 

a product-service. This creates more long-

term relationships with your customer, more 

LUTZ WALTER

customer knowledge and ultimately more 

trust, which is the biggest creator of value in 

business (and in life). 

I’m a big believer of the rental and 

subscription models for the textile and 

fashion business. A very good example we 

have had for many years is the workwear 

business. It’s a service business, and they’re 

doing quite well, very stable. If you run a 

service business, you earn money by having 

high-quality products that last. The service 

business model also changes your view 

on purchasing products. You don’t want to 

purchase the cheapest products. You want 

to purchase the product that gives you the 

longest time in service because that’s how you 

earn money. The cost of use, also called the 

total cost of ownership should be minimised, 

not the cost of purchase. That is something 

which people in business-to-business 

services understand, but in the consumer 

markets, it is rarely communicated.

THE POWER HOUSE

From your perspective, which new 
challenges ahead are waiting for 

the textile industry in Europe?

“The fashion shop should be like a 
pharmacy where all the products are 
hidden away behind the counter and 
there’s an expert who tells you what 
to buy and how to use it.”

For me, the two biggest drivers for the current 

unsustainable and wasteful practices in the 

fashion business are brands/retailers making 

wrong sourcing decisions, and consumers 

making wrong buying decisions. For the 

retailer, the timeframe is just too big between 

the order and the moment the product hits 

the point of sale. They have no clue on what 

Most of us would benefit from having a 

personal tailor and style advisor that tells us 

what to buy, what to wear, how to combine 

things to look good, and everybody likes 

to look good. In the real world, most of us 

can’t afford their personal tailor or have our 

personal style advisor running around with 

us; but soon affordable technology will get us 

there.

We just need the right people with the right 

mindset, the business leaders, to implement 

LUTZ WALTER

LUTZ WALTER

the consumer will buy because, to be honest, 

consumers often don’t know what to buy 

and what to wear. I sometimes joke that the 

fashion shop should be like a pharmacy where 

all the products are hidden away behind the 

counter and there’s an expert who tells you 

what to buy and how to use it. The traditional 

tailor shop somehow fulfilled that function.

the business models that will not only be 

more sustainable but also more profitable, 

serving the consumer in the right way.

We are happy to say, Lutz, that you and your 

research initiatives are already serving these 

decision-makers in the right way. We are all 

eager to see this growth and development of 

the European textile industry. Let’s build this 

future together!
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We are happy to say, Lutz, that you and your 

research initiatives are already serving these 

decision-makers in the right way. We are all 

eager to see this growth and development of the 

European textile industry. Let’s build this future 

together! 
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The Nature of 
Consumption is 

Changing: Debating 
the Future of Fashion 

& Technology

IX

an Interview with 

Mark Russell from British Vogue

At the distinguished address of Vogue House 

in Mayfair, London, the journalist Mark 

Russell received us for a gentle and honest 

conversation about the future of fashion and 

technology. Mark is Managing Editor at British 

Vogue, and we met during the Web Summit 

2019, in Lisbon. His thoughts on Fashion Tech, 

and his kindness in our discussion, led us to 

request another conversation. This time we 

caught up with each other over a cup of coffee, 

and imagined what the future of our beloved 

fashion industry will be.

Among the topics you will read below, we 

ask, is there a future for fashion? How are 

heritage brands introducing technology and 

digitalization? What are the challenges ahead 

in implementing technology in the fashion 

industry? How will our consumption forever 

be changed by new technologies? 

It is important to note that this conversation 

started in a different and distant moment, 

before the current global crisis caused by 

COVID-19. Still, some remarkable insights from 

Mark made us realise how some changes were 

already happening in the fashion industry, 

especially in consumer behaviour. The 

current crisis is a catalyst for the definitive 

integration of technology into the fashion 

industry, and in the next paragraphs we begin 

to explain how and why.
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INTERVIEW
with Mark Russell
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Fast vs Slow 
Industries: why 
are fashion and 
technology so 
far apart?

THE POWER HOUSE
My very first question to Mark was about 

wearables, and the concept itself:

What does British Vogue 
understand as wearables 
and fashion tech?

His answer led us to a discussion about how 

far apart the areas of fashion and technology 

are as industries and related to people, as if 

the public of one and the other are completely 

different. By the public, we mean consumers 

and talents as well.

MARK RUSSELL
It has been slightly confusing establishing 

this concept, because wearable tech is a 

little different from fashion that uses tech. 

Some would argue it doesn’t have to be, that 

wearable tech should be so good to wear 

that you would wear it anyway. But for some 

people, wearable tech, like smart watches, 

puts people off, fashion-wise.

THE POWER HOUSE
The distance between the fields, technology 

and fashion, is what is making it hard to 

connect and develop true wearables together.

MARK RUSSELL
It probably does not help the fact that the 

fashion industry is, generally, so far away 

from the tech industry, in terms of the people 

who work there. The culture of the industry is 

totally different. It’s no surprise that it’s taken 

a long time, for fashion, to really utilise tech in 

the correct way.
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Gaming, fashion 
and ownership

A recent study claims that by 2025, 
around 50% of luxury consumers will be 
millennials or younger.

MARK RUSSELL
Fashion is about many things, like keeping 

you warm and clothed. We don’t want to walk 

around naked. But it’s largely about how you 

present yourself, as well. And if you present 

yourself digitally, then why not? Why should 

the fashion not be digital as well?

THE POWER HOUSE
When we discussed how different the 

audience for fashion and technology seems to 

be, the editor reminded us of something else: 

we are only one generation away from being 

THE POWER HOUSE

the same market. For example, his son is still 

just a child in school, but he spends a good 

part of his day online playing Fortnite and 

existing as his digital self.

MARK RUSSELL
If you live a lot of your life digitally, that’s how 

you present yourself to your friends 50% of the 

time, in some video game or in some online 

interface, social media, whatever. Maybe 

there’s a way to produce things that you could 

call a fashion item that only exist in those 

platforms!

If you’re representing a luxury brand, it 

immediately leads to a need of figuring out 

how to target the new consumers.

MARK RUSSELL
You also want to lock in their loyalty and your 

reputation over the next 5, 10, or more years. 

THE POWER HOUSE

And why is that? 

MARK RUSSELL
I would say that the fashion industry can 

have a reputation for moving slowly. Some 

of the big fashion houses can have really 

quite old fashioned work cultures. It’s just 

how they work. They have a huge heritage in 

history and they are incredibly proud of it – 

and in a lot of cases, it’s still good business. 

So there’s the temptation of not thinking too 

much about going tech. But we know that it 

won’t last forever, because the whole topic 

of sustainability is also coming into view. 

Companies know they can’t produce in the 

same ways, because it’s highly likely that 

consumers will not put up with it forever, even 

in luxury. People will start to turn their back 

on fast fashion. And likewise, at the luxury 

end, people will want to know the provenance 

of their luxury items. I think that is why the 

fashion industry is now starting to look at 

that more seriously, in the manufacturing 

process, in particular. 

THE POWER HOUSE
As an example of how fashion is properly 

adopting new technologies at the 

manufacturing end, Mark reminded us of 3D 

design at Tommy Hilfiger, as we saw at the 

WebSummit 2019.

MARK RUSSELL
At a very obvious level, if tech is used properly 

in fashion, the profit margins could be 

better. From that point of view, as a business 

owner, that makes sense too. Daniel Grieder 

from Tommy Hilfiger, I was with him at the 

WebSummit 2019, and he explained how 

they’ve really embraced the level of 3D design 

in the whole process, from factories to the 

showrooms.
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And if that means looking at your design 

teams, bringing in expertise, then you’ve 

got to do that. You’ve got an amount of your 

population that is millennial and growing in 

wealth with an appetite for luxury goods.
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THE POWER HOUSE
There are some fashion houses, such as Louis 

Vuitton, who have created luxury digital items 

that you can purchase on games like League 

of Legends or Fortnite.

MARK RUSSELL
Would you spend a lot of money on a luxury 

item in a game where you are spending most 

of your time? It doesn’t need producing. The 

consumer still might be prepared to spend 

money on it because they would be buying an 

item and wearing it in the game.

But what about 
ownership, and not only 
in the gaming industry? 
We discussed another 

project we met with 
during the WebSummit, 
one that we’ve also 
already talked about 
here: The Fabricant, and 
the world’s first dress 
sold by blockchain.

MARK RUSSELL
Blockchain just gives that security for people, 

because it can’t just disappear into the ether. 

I guess that’s the advantage of blockchain: it 

feels like there’s a lot more security around it, 

they could keep it and it could gain in value. 

It’s built on digital artwork.
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THE POWER HOUSE
Mark refers to a recent piece published 

by British Vogue, from the November 2019 

edition, about fashion getting into gaming 

and some notable projects in the field. One is 

Drest, an app from Lucy Yeomans, a former 

magazine editor and Net-a-porter.com. The 

app allows the user to dress up an avatar 

using in-game currency, training the users 

styling skills, letting them to purchase the 

items in real-life on Farfetch. Another app 

is Ada, named after Ada Lovelace and co-

founded by Alexia Niedzielski and Elizabeth 

THE POWER HOUSE
On the retail end, the British journalist 

believes that the experience will continue to 

be most valued at the purchase process.

MARK RUSSELL
I believe we are going to see much more of 

those flagship stores integrating technology 

to the retail experience. It could be in a 

way that you have bespoke shoes using 

technology. You might have one or two 

flagship stores that are huge, and they will 

von Guttman, both fashion veterans. The 

main story behind the app is to create your 

digital self, at your fashionable digital house, 

decorated with 3D luxury design items from 

Armani/Casa, and a wardrobe designed by 

Dior and other high fashion brands.

MARK RUSSELL
The interesting thing is the two examples 

here are from the fashion industry, so they are 

fashion insiders, not gamers who are trying to 

get into fashion to find it.

offer not just the products but an experience. 

If you’re paying good money for luxury, you 

also want an experience to go with your 

product. That experience could be walking 

into the retail boutique on Bond Street and 

having a glass of champagne when you enter, 

sitting down and flicking through iPads with 

the various items in them, or it could be going 

into a special private room to look at their 

70,000 pound pieces. That’s an experience. 

And that’s something that people will pay for.

“Experience, that is what 
people will pay for.”
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THE POWER HOUSE
Technology can be an excellent partner for 

fashion to provide these new experiences.

MARK RUSSELL
It could be anything from designing your own 

shoes on some amazing tech wall. It could be 

just simply the way you view the collection or 

order it, or perhaps communicate with other 

people who are part of a super club of brand 

fans and you’ve got your own little social 

network that the brand set up.

THE POWER HOUSE
On the other hand, in resale, there are some 

excellent projects already going on, like 

Depop, a marketplace for users focused on 

upcycling. Our interviewee was able to make 

a proper bona fide community on an app for 

fashion consumers:

MARK RUSSELL
Depop has created a community. It’s people 

with a passion for upcycling their clothes 

and for sustainability. There you can upload 

pictures saying, ‘Hey, this is my new outfit’, 

show off, and still make some profit. I think 

that’s really exciting. In luxury, for example, 

they could have any sort of network or an 

app where they can share their favourite 

designs and their investments, or maybe 

even selling something, or showing where 

to get it, as insiders.

Old fashioned

THE POWER HOUSE

And what about the 
future of the traditional 
brands?

We asked Mark about Vogue’s big advertisers, 

the heritage brands. Are you seeing some 

changes, as the main players in fashion 

business are changing? 

MARK RUSSELL
The main part of advertising still comes 

largely from the big brands with great 

heritage, Chanel, LVMH, Kering. Those are often 

the first pages of our magazine, they invest 

good money on that and it’s still important 

to them, and us. But I think they’ll see it as 

their duty to utilise tech in the right way to 

make sure their profits are such that they can 

keep growing. Sometimes you get some new 

brands coming in, but often they’re affiliated 

to larger fashion houses, like Off White from 

Virgil Abloh.

THE POWER HOUSE
Here we can understand the magazine 

advertisements being used as a permanent 

strategy for heritage brands. Is a symbol of 

status occupying the first 20 pages of Vogue’s 

all over the world, and it makes sense for the 

traditional fashion houses that, as Mark said, 

have this duty to keep building heritage.

But what about the 
fashion weeks, do they 
still make sense?

MARK RUSSELL
I think here we may see real change. At the 

moment, houses still design and produce 

two collections a year, minimum: Spring/

Summer, Autumn/Winter. Maybe they’ll do a 

couture collection, maybe they’ll do a cruise 

collection. It is a lot and it is quite hard to 

make brilliant profit upon all this, if you’re 

starting everything again every six months. 

It’s a lot of man hours of production. It’s a 

lot of stock that was wasted. I can see that 

changing. A critic could also ask, do we need 

editors to fly around the world, twice a year to 

different cities to see the same thing as they 

could see online?
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“The nature of consumption is changing”

Today we know that never before has this urge 

to scale back been so important. This article, 

based on a few hours of conversation, ideas, 

and laughs before we had any knowledge of 

pandemic, brought to light topics that now are 

an absolutely must-do in the fashion industry.

So, humbly, I am updating Mark’s quote to 

"The nature of consumption has changed". It’s 

time to overcome technology as a challenge 

to fashion and do it for real. The future of our 

industry depends on that.

Thank you, Mark Russell, for generously sharing 

your thoughts and having us at your home, the 

Vogue House. I am pretty sure that we are already 

building the future we discussed together.
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MARK RUSSELL
But I think there’s so much opportunity to 

scale that back, save money to improve the 

speed that the product moves. New tech 

can facilitate each and every one of those 

junctures.

“It’s a lot of money being spent all the 
time. And if you run those businesses, 
I’m sure you’d look and say, ‘well, there’s 
a good reason for that’...”
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What will the 
Fashion School of 

the Future look like?

X.

an Interview with 

Leslie Holden and Sean Chiles 
from The Digital Fashion Group

said Gucci’s creative director, Alessandro 

Michele, in a recent post on his personal 

Instagram profile. His thoughts on the 

lockdown and its consequences for the 

fashion industry led to a huge decision for 

the Kering-owned brand: Gucci is letting 

go of seasonality and presenting only two 

collections a year, not the winter/summer 

model. They will be developing a new creative 

format they’ve called chapters, "blending rules 

and genres, feeding on new spaces, linguistic 

codes and communication platforms", reveals 

Michele in the same publication. 

“This crisis has somehow amplified 
such transformative urgency, which 
can’t be deferred anymore...”

Before Gucci, Yves Saint Laurent announced 

that it has opted out of Paris Fashion Week 

and is taking control of its own calendar. The 

two brands are opening room to rethink the 

fashion system. It is not only about shifting 

the shows into digital platforms, it is about 

recreating the whole system from the core, 

from creation processes to production. Retail 

solutions and fashion shows are a part of it, 

but not everything.
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The process of digitalisation in the fashion 

industry is more than making virtual shows 

or investing in ecommerce platforms. Doing 

this, we are simply mirroring the existing 

system, creating a simulation of reality, in 

the words of the French philosopher, Jean 

Baudrillard (Simulacra and Simulation, 

1981). For the author, products are actually 

a simulacra of themselves, copies that no 

What if it could be more? What if digital 

fashion could be a completely different 

industry? Fully sustainable, with its own 

aesthetics, process, integrated with 

technology starting from the core, and not 

only as a layer on top of the old practices?

If we are just creating simulations of the 
current system, are we really responding 
to this crisis? Aren’t we underestimating 
the potential of technology to help us 
rethink the fashion industry?

longer have an original. It is part of a mass 

consumption society, where the consumer 

doesn’t choose the product by its function, 

but to be a member of an exclusive group. 

Before Baudrillard, Marx approached similar 

processes, calling it commodity fetishism 

(Capital, 1867).

What leads to another conclusion:

We can only achieve that through education.

We talked about the future of fashion 

education with Leslie Holden and Sean Chiles, 

two innovative, experienced and wonderful 

educators who are also traditionally trained 

fashion designers.

INTERVIEW
with Leslie Holden & Sean Chiles
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THE POWER HOUSE

Concerning Fashion Education, we are 
already going through some changes, 

especially regarding the notion of 
sustainability in the fashion processes. 

For you, what is the biggest change 
happening right now?

About four years ago, I was giving a keynote 

speech at the Fashion Summit in Brussels, 

and I opened it by saying, "I cannot justify 

educating students any longer to perpetuate 

an old business model of one of the second 

biggest polluting industries on the planet." 

At that time, what I saw was the speeding up 

of the effect of industry understanding on 

the definition of sustainability, and why it is 

urgently important. And I saw education not 

knowing what to do with this.

Or, they’re not really placing themselves in any 

kind of position with sustainability. They’re 

not claiming or saying this is what we do, or 

that this is our intention for education. They’re 

letting it happen. And often, the students get 

something in contextual studies in their first 

year, and then nothing else until they do the 

collection at the end of the third year.

At this point, the students will need an 

industry level fabric, with all the sustainable 

requirements. But they can’t have it, 

because there’s no way they can afford it. 

It’s expensive, and you can’t just easily 

find in retail. Education hasn’t worked 

quickly enough for understanding how to 

help the students to be innovative through 

sustainability. On top of that, we’ve got 

digitization coming through very fast, and 

education is not prepared for this tsunami.

Sean and Leslie have worked together for 

many years first at the Amsterdam Fashion 

Institute and more recently as co-founders 

of The Digital Fashion Group. Both have faced 

same challenges recently in their role as 

educators: how to teach the students the 

future of fashion? If we see the industry in 

digitalisation, requiring 3D designers and 

more technical roles, are we preparing our 

LESLIE HOLDEN

students to respond to this demand? If Gucci 

and Yves Saint Laurent are withdrawing their 

participation in fashion weeks, why are we 

still requiring a catwalk from the students as 

end-of-course required work for a degree?

More than ever, we need a core conversation 

on the future of fashion education:

I have a huge network of colleagues in 

education all around the world, and one 

of the things that surprise me often is the 

difficulties that they’re going through and 

understanding where to start with something 

like sustainability. On the one hand, one 

shouldn’t need to talk about sustainability 

anymore. It should just be there and it should 

be happening. But in reality, in education, 

that’s not the case. Still, for the majority, 

there isn’t an understanding of how to teach 

sustainability.

The majority of people who are teaching the 

courses are certainly not digital natives, 

and they are not sure about what to do with 

this digitization. So what do you do with 

sustainability? Just forget about it and go 

for digitization? But there is no point to 

doing digitization without a foundation on 

sustainability.

The fashion industry is still based on 19th 

century tailoring techniques, and we are 

still teaching people using this format. 

An education system takes a long time to 

change and develop, because there’s a lot 

of bureaucracy, too. At the end of the day, 

education has not been student-focused 

enough, and not even industry-focused 

enough. Education has to be leading the 

industry, in the sense of providing a space 

for new thoughts, new ideas, and new 

inspirations, to help the industry move on.

“What we’ve seen is, a lot of fashion 
education institutions encouraging the 
students to do it but they’re not really 
teaching anything about sustainability.”

LESLIE HOLDEN
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THE POWER HOUSE

Most of the time, as educators, when 
we push students to be innovative, we’re 

thinking about new shapes, patterns, and 
so on, but all going into the same system. 
We’re not talking about critical thinking 
or having them disrupting the system. 

How do we overcome an old educational 
practice and inspire innovation?

Yes, we give them incentive to just do the 

same thing again. There’s nothing new and 

there’s nothing innovative in that. The final 

exams are still a catwalk, it’s the system. And 

it’s difficult to get out of the system; it is an 

old business model.

The traditional collaboration for fashion 

design development has always been with 

the textile industry. They will give you fabric 

to use in your programme. And that’s it, that’s 

how collaboration has been. Plus there are 

internships for the students. But there’s very 

little beyond that. This is one of the areas 

where it really does need to change.

Today, the students that come into these 

systems do collaborate socially with each 

other, and with lots of other people, through 

technology. They are living their lives in a 

I think, Leslie, that you hit the nail on the head. 

It’s the system, and not only the industrial 

system that we have in retail, but we also 

have a system in education. We have to go 

through two or three committees to change, 

and it’s perpetuated by many things at the 

moment, including the funding mechanism of 

education. That’s a key element of it, because 

education is an expensive thing to deliver, at 

the end of the day. And yet, the focus is always 

on trying to make it affordable for students in 

most countries.

LESLIE HOLDEN

SEAN CHILES

SEAN CHILES

I think one thing that we really missed, 

and you touched on it, Leslie, when you 

talked about how we develop education, is 

the flexibility in being able to deliver, but 

maintain quality. One of the things about the 

educational establishment, and the reason 

why we have to go through committees to 

change something, is safeguarding the 

qualification standards.

Quality is delivered if the right people and the 

right methods are involved. Why not apply 

flexibility to this, to enable things to change 

quickly and respond to the needs of the 

market? We are missing true collaboration 

with parties, not just with the industry. Why 

don’t we get biotechnology and chemists 

involved? Education tends to be in silos, and 

not only is it in a silo, but it’s in a silo in terms 

of how you collaborate with others outside.

different way. Maybe they’re no longer focused 

on owning things, instead, they want to rent 

things. The economy has changed. It’s about 

how we now bring all of that together. I think, 

going forward, there will be a new way of 

learning, a new way of developing fashion, a 

new way of getting a degree.

LH: The time is right to reconsider fashion 

education, because it’s just not producing the 

required skill sets. The industry needs to move 

forward. What students are getting taught 

today is not relevant for tomorrow.
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THE POWER HOUSE

If we’re not teaching the students these 
required skills, which skills do we 
need to teach them? And who is 

going to teach them?

I believe we need to flip everything upside 

down; it’s another mindset for learning. We’re 

still teaching students in a very old Industrial 

Revolution form of education, as if we were in 

the 19th century. Students sit there, we give 

them all the information, they listen and they 

learn. It’s basically a master and apprentice 

format. When we change the mindset of 

education, the teacher will be less of a sage on 

the stage and more of a guide on the side. 

Students are developing their own learning 

more than being told how to do it all the time. 

For example, they go to school or university, 

they listen to what is said, and then they go 

home and and learn more on YouTube. It is 

about embracing another form of education.

And of course, we’ve all invested so heavily 

in these huge universities that are also huge 

businesses. It’s very difficult to unpack it 

all, but I really believe that that’s what we’ve 

got to do. Different formats, different ways of 

education, more flexibility, more customer 

orientated, more student focused. This is how 

you break that business down into different 

It’s a redefinition of what it is and where it 

goes. You can put a portfolio together for 

professional development, for example, and 

gain credits and be recognised for that. You 

could study somewhere for a module, and 

somewhere else for another, as long as you’re 

passing your modules and you’re proving 

that you can learn from it and that you can 

contribute with something afterward.

And the further we go, year by year, the 

systems that used to allow people from poor 

backgrounds to study by having a scholarship 

or a grant, in Europe, is going to the American 

system where everybody takes loans out and 

spend 50 years paying it back. There needs to 

be an alternative.

Allied to that, it’s about education paths 

within certain universities or programmes 

that also have or seek to have an identity. You 

can identify designers, particularly fashion 

designers, by saying they went to the Royal 

College, to St. Martin’s. They went to this 

model we recognize, because these places are 

LESLIE HOLDEN

SEAN CHILES

Education is a system that is also 

perpetuating itself. In order to be able to teach 

in certain universities, or in certain courses 

and programs, before you only needed to 

possess a degree of your own in that subject. 

Now, you need a master’s, a postgraduate 

certificate, a Ph.D. Without that, you can’t go 

on further within it. That’s the system that 

continually perpetuates itself.

trying to develop an identity for the designer 

that comes out of them, as well.

I still believe that’s an important thing 

in creative development, but then, one of 

the issues to face going forward is, if you 

change the education system, and make it 

more diverse, what happens to the identity 

element? Somebody who comes from a 

particular university has a certain discipline. 

And if you’re applying for a job, or you’re going 

to start your own business, people understand 

that you have that discipline, that you will 

work in a particular way.

kinds of business models and create different 

ways of learning.

We talk about lifelong learning all the time, 

but it’s not really happening. We’re still very 

much focused on people leaving school, going 

to university, doing four years, six years, and 

coming out. That’s your learning, done.

How do we actually, as a society, rapidly 

embrace lifelong learning where a student 

doesn’t go to one university for four years 

to get a degree? What if the students can 

decide to build up credit points throughout 

their life? "I did 30 ECTS in London College of 

Fashion in this, I did more than 30 ECTS at FIT 

in New York in that, I did 20 ECTS in Melbourne 

in whatever. Overall, I have 300 ECTS, at a 

master’s level. But they are not coming from 

one university." It could be built up with 

different experiences and learnings, 

in different ways and kinds of systems. I 

believe that we should be redefining what 

education means, nowadays, and within our 

business models.

“Now, we’re at a point where that’s the 
kind of thing that should change, and 
what can come out of it is perhaps 
more of a democratisation of education, 
because it isn’t available to everybody.”
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THE POWER HOUSE

But in terms of decentralizing education, 
are we creating incentives for a more 
prominent voice for the designer him/

herself and not the school?

The success of a university program, 

recognised for being a great fashion school, 

is actually built on the ability to select the 

students. If you take the Amsterdam Fashion 

Institute, for example, it has 1400 applicants 

and 400 places. Most of the very successful 

national colleges have at least that number, if 

not more. You can do an eight to one selection. 

Everybody is given a task to do for the 

application and shows his/her own portfolio. 

The educational establishment chooses the 

person, to a certain extent, who fits into what 

you’re actually looking for within the identity 

of this program. This even though that 

student coming in has an individual identity.

It’s also very much linked to the identity 

of the people who are doing the interviews. 

What their vision of what identity is and what 

their vision is of themselves. It’s about brand 

awareness. When we’re talking about a future 

where there isn’t the same necessity for brand 

awareness of education, then where is the 

relationship in that community? Is it much 

more to do with industry-leading education? 

We’re talking about a future of lifelong 

learning, it’s about picking a mix of 

experiences that you put together with 

your own learning path, your own personal 

development plan.

Could it be like an organisation who works 

with you on your personal development plan, 

and then subcontracts it out to different other 

universities which are interesting to you? 

It’s about bringing another kind of business 

model here to turn it upside down. Education 

In traditional education, there is this element 

that things should be deep. Is this element 

of integrity in what you do and how you do 

it, when you are in the same place for three 

years, following the programme? The way that 

you’re engaged with teachers and tutors is 

about ensuring that you’ve got this deep base 

and this integrity. This is how art education 

works. This is not about the technical side, 

when you’re learning how to sew, how to 

draw. That’s a given; at the end of the day, 

you learn how to use a sewing machine, you 

SEAN CHILES LESLIE HOLDEN
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is then removed from that position of power 

where it’s allowed to dictate everything. Maybe 

we will see some new companies coming in, 

as Uber did with transportation, to actually 

reposition how education is considered.

learn how to cut patterns. But the rest is 

about understanding psychology as well, and 

how people work, how creativity works, and 

how you have to get the best from yourself. 

If we move to a flexible model of education, 

one of the key things is trying to work on 

how you get that, how do you maintain that? 

I think it is possible to do, but we have to 

reinvent art education in a way, particularly 

from the fashion perspective. But maybe the 

institutions, especially here in Europe, are not 

at that point.

One of the key questions is, what 
happens to that? Can you work with this 
in a different way, with people who are 
learning in different places?
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This is only the beginning of a more and 
much more deep conversation about 
the future of fashion designs schools. 
As we’ve said in the first lines of this 
article, the crisis revealed the need of 
changing the fashion system, and we 
are thinking about changing it from 
its co, through education.

Thank you Leslie Holden and Sean Chiles for 

such a honest and open conversation on these 

delicate topics. We’re eager to see progress on this 

innovative system soon!
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Bold, Brave & 
Not Boring at All: 
The New Luxury

XI.

an Interview with

Dr Dionne L. Boyd

In 1910, when Coco Chanel opened her first 

store at Rue de Cambon, in Paris, to sell 

her avant-garde hats, she started a luxury 

revolution. The formerly-famous, Belle Époque, 

gigantic hairpieces, almost like a sculpture 

on women’s heads, were a sign of richness 

for the French. The bigger and more complex, 

the richer the family. According to sociologist 

Thorstein Veblen and his theory about leisure 

class, it was a sign that women didn’t need to 

work, barely moved from one room to another, 

and were rich enough to have as many 

employees as it took.

It was right after the Industrial Revolution, 

where traditional rich families needed to 

accept the new riches in society, and the 

new riches wanted to look like the traditional 

families. Men needed to go to work - a brand 

new thing for the aristocracy - and use more 

practical clothing. Women took the obligation 

to show that the family didn’t actually need to 

work. Fashion shifted from a men’s world, as 

created by Louis XIV, to a feminine realm, as 

they made us believe in the last century. 

Back to Coco’s revolution, Gabrielle Chanel 

was born in the working class, and for her, the 

huge hairpieces didn’t make any sense. She 

started her brand designing simple and smart 

hats, and upon that, all the Chanel aesthetics 

were built: black, white, and straight lines 

for the female figure and clothing made with 

simple fabrics using the leftovers of textile 

factories from the war period. The luxury 

revolution needed to handle the crazy 1920s. 

And Chanel made it.

I     |     II     |     III     |     IV     |     V     |    VI    |     VII     |     VIII     |     IX     |    X    |     XI     |     XII    |     XIII    |     XIV     |     XV     |     XVI     |    XVII    |    XVIII I     |     II     |     III     |     IV     |     V     |    VI    |     VII     |     VIII     |     IX     |    X    |     XI     |     XII    |     XIII    |     XIV     |     XV     |     XVI     |    XVII    |    XVIII



/138 /13892 93

INTERVIEW
with Dr Dionne L. Boyd

We are now facing a new luxury revolution, 

as Coco Chanel did a century ago. New needs 

and desires are being developed by the new 

generations and by the new money-makers. 

The old marketing books don’t have the 

answers anymore. The simple and chic luxury 

created by Chanel was overtaken by the big 

and bold expressions of wealth a long time 

ago. Trends like logo-mania, and particularly 

street and sports styles, are showing us 

one thing: money has changed names and 

locations. Consumers are not sorry about 

making money and showing that they have 

it. Hermés bags collections, private jets to 

weekends at Saint Barth’s, an infinite number 

of Rolex watches... you name it, the new luxury 

consumers have it, and show it on Instagram!

If there is one person who knows how to 

follow the money, it’s our interviewee. Meet 

the "Money Chick," Dr Dionne L. Boyd. She is 

the CEO and Founder of Image Architects & 

Management, and a professor at Polimoda 

and LIM Colleges. As an experiential marketer, 

brand storyteller, education architect, 

textbook contributor, and fashion/luxury 

enthusiast, Dionne is changing the course 

of luxury brands through education and 

consumer experience.

Feel the high and inspiring energy from Dr 

Dionne L. Boyd:
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THE POWER HOUSE

I would like to start with your story. 
How did you become The Money Chick?

I have always had a passion for fashion. Ever 

since I was in high school back in Alabama, 

I loved fashion. But I also loved business. 

When I went to college, a historically black 

university and one of the best in the country, 

Hampton University in Virginia, I originally 

went for design to be a fashion designer. 

Then, I got into the room, and we were sewing. 

My professor kept saying to me "you talk too 

much". I thought it was too quiet, and I am 

very energetic, very social. I realised, after 

sitting there, that was not the path for me. I 

needed something that I was going to be more 

involved with. So I asked him to point me to 

the business department, and I changed my 

major. Shortly after that, I graduated, moved 

back to Alabama, and landed my first, only, 

and last job for Neiman Marcus, an American 

chain of luxury department stores where I 

worked for 21 years. 

When I came to Neiman Marcus, I started to 

work in the department of lingerie. There is 

where I started my career. Long story short, I 

DIONNE L. BOYD

started with 13 people in a 100% commission 

environment. And within the first year, I 

had worked my way up to number five. And 

within two years I was selling a half a million 

dollars in bras and panties. A few years later, I 

became the first million-dollar salesperson in 

that area. My book of business was great, and 

needless to say, this got the attention of a lot 

of people. So I kind of use that as a platform to 

interact with other vendors curious about how 

I was doing it and who wanted to learn the 

business behind the business. 

Then, I started to realise that retail, at that 

point, was beginning to shift just a little bit. 

Customers were not coming into the store as 

much. So I said to myself, I’ve got to begin to 

think about a career outside of this. I went 

back to school and got my MBA. Nobody 

knew I went to school for three years. Right 

after that, I went to Europe to study abroad 

for two months. When I came back, I got the 

opportunity to become a professor in fashion, 

and I’ve been teaching for 15 years now.

But we were not teaching people to run their 

own companies, and I didn’t like the idea 

that we were teaching people to work for 

other people. As a creative person, I thought: 

Why do we have so many creative people 

working just to give their work to someone 

else? What if they knew how to sell their work 

themselves? And so, quite honestly, I started 

to get interested in business, and the school’s 

business department asked me to join the 

programme.

But, I had gotten to a point where I felt that 

I couldn’t do it anymore. I wanted to do 

DIONNE L. BOYD

something bigger. Then, I decided to go back 

to school and do my PhD. So, that was a 

five-year disappearing act. I say that because 

I went to school while I was still working full-

time, and nobody knew. I was quiet, and I just 

worked and worked. And then, three years into 

the PhD programme, I was only working four 

days a week and still making a million dollars. 

And I just said to myself: If I can do a million 

dollars for them, I can do it for myself. And two 

years into that, when I graduated, I planned 

and wrote my exit strategy. I was going to do it 

on my own.

“Why do we have so many creative 
people working just to give their work 
to someone else? What if they knew 
how to sell their work themselves?”
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THE POWER HOUSE

The COVID-19 crisis hit the traditional 
retail system very hard. With 

your experience in the field, how do 
you see fashion brands recovering 

from this crisis?

And, I saw my life differently. I said to myself, 

"I want to travel the world. I want to empower 

people. I want to talk about fashion. I’m going 

to talk about business. I want to help people 

make money and live out their dreams." I 

wrote my resignation letter, and I put it on 

my phone as a reminder. Two years from this 

day, I’m walking away from everything—all of 

In the retail world, the big stores, even the 

company that I worked for, all have been 

impacted financially by this crisis. When I was 

leaving the store, the one thing I said to them 

was, "Why do we keep buying stuff that looks 

like everybody else?" That was the problem 

I saw at the time, as the industry started to 

shift. There were too many things that all 

looked alike.

DIONNE L. BOYD
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my jobs, all of my stuff—and I’m going into 

business full-time for myself.

Four years later, I’ve now been involved with 

lots of different projects related to business. 

They know me as The Money Chick because 

I’m all about making money and helping 

people realise opportunities that they weren’t 

able to see.

People appreciate us, as retailers, for our 

service. They understand that we are known 

as professional salespeople. We were not 

just selling clothes, and I was not just selling 

lingerie. I was selling an experience, I was 

providing knowledge.

“I want to help people make money 
and live out their dreams.”

What we’re seeing now is retail failing to 

evolve the big-box store, from Macy’s to JC 

Penney to Sears. In the marketplace, those 

stores are four or five floors, especially in New 

York City. Think about how retail has changed 

that landscape. Retail is very expensive right 

now. To have a building with five floors is not 

realistic because customers don’t want to 

shop that way anymore.

I went to the mall where I used to work, which 

has Louis Vuitton, Gucci, Cartier, Fendi, etc, 

and all of them had a line outside the door in 

the midst of COVID-19. Can you believe this? 

I found it fascinating. People are standing in 

line, patiently waiting to enter a luxury store 

DIONNE L. BOYD

where the minimum price point is USD$1,000 

and up, and they are all anxiously waiting. 

But then, when I went to Forever 21 and H&M, 

I browsed around and I noticed immediately 

there were no fitting rooms open. So I have 

to buy it, take it home, and bring it back? I 

was immediately turned off. And I thought to 

myself, they’re not going to make it. They’re 

not pivoting.

In some stores, they’re doing the temperature 

check, and I appreciate that. It makes me less 

anxious. I don’t mind supporting brands that 

are investing in where we are now, to make 

sure that we, as consumers, can shop safely.

“We were not just selling clothes, 
and I was not just selling lingerie. 
I was selling an experience, I was 
providing knowledge.”
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You were already seeing some of 
those changes coming, mostly based 

on your PhD research on the millennial 
generation’s consumption. How 

are brands pivoting to answer these 
new demands, based in a different 

cultural system?

I consulted with some friends who are stylists 

and said to them, "Why don’t you do videos to 

show women how to coordinate their mask 

with their outfit because people still have 

to go to work?" Like, for me, I have an N95 

mask, but I was looking for something more 

interesting for when I go out because I wanted 

to have a little bit more fun. And there is not. 

We’re still seeing this shift in the market, 

I see coming up more and more the concept 

of boutique and convenience stores. You’re 

in your apartment and need to get some 

essential items and a few clothing items. You 

don’t want to go to the mall or a big store. You 

can do it right in your building. You take the 

elevator and you go. The retailer Target, here in 

the USA, is seeing the opportunity. It’s cheaper 

because of the smaller square footage. This 

is being smart. If you want to shop, you go to 

the big one. But if you just need a few things, 

these are the stores that are doing it. They’re 

going to have the products with the fastest 

return. Grab and go.    

DIONNE L. BOYD
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but the opportunities are open for new and 

emerging designers and thinkers. 

I’m all about reimagining and always being 

forward-thinking. So, for me, as a marketer, 

I want to see businesses bring a lot of new 

things into fruition with it, as we’re going 

through COVID-19 because it is creating 

opportunities. I’m most excited about the new 

things that we can now do.

The millennial generation has this approach 

to convenience. I did my dissertation on car 

and clothes (Mercedes and Louis Vuitton) 

and how this generation is buying. I 

interviewed almost 1000 people in the 

southeast region to understand what 

motivates them to buy. What I found most 

fascinating are things like a student who 

doesn’t even make US$30,000 in one year. 

He will still go out and buy a $500 Hermés 

belt and a $600 Gucci bag because it’s 

aspirational. It represents the success 

to them.
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THE POWER HOUSE

If the same old strategies for retail 
marketing are not working anymore, 

where should we put our efforts? 
How can the sector truly innovate?

The luxury sector knows what they are doing 

in terms of opportunities. They’re focusing on 

great products. They know what the consumer 

wants to buy. It’s an investment. A woman 

doesn’t want to have 10 bags anymore. She 

may only want to have one or two good bags. 

I don’t want to have 10 fast-fashion t-shirts. I 

want to have two good shirts.

Now that we’re working at home, staying more 

at home, we realise that we don’t have enough 

space for all these things. While we go through 

We have to get away from the Ps of marketing. 

I talk about the Es of marketing: to educate, 

to excite, to engage, to empower and to offer 

a great experience. That’s where we have to 

really pivot to if we want to be sustainable in 

the long term. That’s what I’m teaching. 

We forget that consumers don’t know what 

they want until we tell them: "You want this." 

We have to do a better job as a brand, and put 

in place the people who represent what we 

do. The first person is the gatekeeper. When 

I go into your store, you are inviting me into 

your house. I want to feel comfortable, I want 

DIONNE L. BOYD
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these difficult days, what do we really need? 

You start to think about what is important. For 

me, it is just my family. I would rather spend 

time and money on my family than buy more 

stuff. For the retailers, they need to think 

about what people are going to buy. What are 

they going to invest in? It’s not fast-fashion.

Highlights: Now, it’s about the E’s of 

marketing: to educate, to excite, to engage, 

to empower, and to offer a great experience.

to feel relaxed. And I want to know that you 

really want me in your house. You’re going to 

fight for me, and you’re going to entertain me. 

You’re going to educate me, and you’re going 

to give me a great experience. Remember to 

ask how people are doing. Do a temperature 

check, while asking, "How’s your day going?"

It’s so much better, especially in the climate 

now, because everyone’s nervous, everyone’s 

scared. A smile, with excitement and 

enthusiasm, goes a long way. Then you can 

sell me anything you want, because the wall is 

down, and I feel comfortable with you.

Have you all felt Dionne’s energy from 
where you are? This is how you make 
an experience. 

Thank you, Dionne, for taking us into your home 

and making us feel comfortable. Whatever you’re 

selling, we’ll buy it!

Reference: Veblen, Thorstein. The Theory of the 

Leisure Class. New York: Macmillan. (1899).
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Art, Technology, 
& Society

XII.

an Interview with

Gerfried Stocker from Ars Electronica

Once upon a time, in a magical land where the 

most beautiful river runs, there was a small 

community of innovators and visionaries. 

They were passionate about the future, arts, 

music, and much more. One day, the small 

community decided to tell the world about 

their inventions and projects, and this day 

became known as the opening day of the Ars 

Electronica Festival.

“Technology is culture, and culture 
shapes technology.” — Gerfried Stocker, 
Artistic Director of Ars Electronica

This is not a modern fairy tale, but the story of 

a forward-thinker who found his place within 

this amazing community. Our main character 

has grown up in this magical land and 

became a master of innovation, combining 

his intense creativity with his technical skills. 

Meet Gerfried Stocker, Artistic Director of Ars 

Electronica in Linz, Austria.
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INTERVIEW
with Gerfried Stocker

Ph
ot

o 
sh

ow
in

g 
G

er
fr

ie
d 

S
to

ck
er

, A
rt

is
ti

c 
D

ir
ec

to
r 

of
 A

rs
 E

le
ct

ro
n

ic
a.

C
re

di
t:

 A
rs

 E
le

ct
ro

n
ic

a 
/ 

R
ob

er
t 

B
au

er
n

h
an

sl

But don’t be misled by the techy background; 

he is an artist, a musician and media artist 

who developed the groundbreaking exhibition 

strategies of the Ars Electronica Center with 

only a small team of collaborators. Gerfried 

was also responsible for the setup and 

establishment of Ars Electronica’s own R & D 

facility, the Ars Electronica Futurelab, and has 

overseen the development of the program for 

international Ars Electronica exhibitions since 

2004.

But after 40 years of festivals, everything 

has changed in 2020. Due to the COVID-19 

situation, they weren’t able to gather the most 

innovative minds in the world to see their 

exhibitions, be present for the most fruitful 

discussions, and live the experiences at Linz’s 

centre. How can we reproduce things such 

as Ars Electronica in these days of social 

distancing? The answer lies in their history: 

the community.

Gerfried has been the artistic and 
managing director of Ars Electronica 
since 1995. He is a communication 
technology engineer, and holds an 
honorary doctorate from Aalto 
University, Finland.
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THE POWER HOUSE

The exhibitions sector is struggling 
worldwide this year, due to the COVID-19 
crisis. Most of the events were cancelled, 

but you managed to keep the Ars 
Electronica on, and, after 40 years 

of success, were able to reinvent the 
festival with the Kepler’s Gardens. 

How was the process of reinventing 
such an established event?

The idea with the Kepler gardens actually 

has a long and winding history by now. It 

started in a time when we didn’t expect that 

something like corona could happen here. 

The place where we were holding our festival 

would no longer be available, and we had 

to look for a new location anyway. Also, the 

festival was requiring more space. There was 

this major explosion of attention towards the 

digital revolution and digitalization; it was no 

longer only this rather small group of people 

who were interested in digital art or media 

art, but suddenly it became a big thing for 

the broad audiences.

At last year’s festival, we ended up having 

more than 100,000 visits, 540 different 

GERFRIED STOCKER

projects, and more than 1,500 contributing 

artists and lecturers. We needed to find a 

new place for such a large festival. We found 

a great opportunity and a great partner in 

the local university of Linz, the Johannes 

Kepler University. They have a huge campus, a 

wonderful area that is just perfect for us, and 

this is the story behind Kepler’s Garden.

So here we were, planning a festival bigger 

than ever before, with this new partner, and 

COVID-19 happened. Suddenly, we had to start 

from scratch again. Not only once, but several 

times. And it’s still ongoing. The problem is 

this uncertainty; we don’t know what the 

situation will be in a few weeks. 

Also, it would be a great opportunity to use 

this new life in the digital world, to be able to 

reach out to all those people who are usually 

coming to Linz to attend Ars Electronica 

and can’t this year. To reach out to this 

community, we definitely needed to go online.

At the same time, it became clear to us 

that the way we are now seeing festivals or 

conferences, it’s not enough. This idea of 

just remaining in the era of broadcasting, 

and doing our festivals online, has two big 

flaws. One is conceptual: the internet is not 

a broadcasting medium. The internet is a 

social space, and it allows us to explore it as a 

social space. Second, it’s naive to believe that 

just because we are Ars Electronica, people 

will consume our content. There is more than 

enough great content out there. 

Still, I would encourage everybody to bring 

good content to the internet. The more cultural 

and artistic content we have on the internet, 

the better. We wanted to find a way where we 

were not dissolving into the network with our 

program. From the very beginning, we were 

concerned with how a festival could emerge 

GERFRIED STOCKER

from the community. 

It also became very clear that it was an 

opportunity to have a real use case for how 

we had been thinking about the internet and 

social spaces, to show that this is not only 

something that we are thinking and talking 

about. For us, the internet is horizontal. It’s 

about taking and giving, and not only giving 

and sending. Let’s explore how this can feel, 

in a five day festival, and even in the whole 

preparation and development of a system

 

The first thing we did was reach out to many 

of our partners. We immediately got a really 

overwhelming response. Everybody had the 

same problem. The most important thing 

for an art and science organization at this 

time is to remain connected. We are facing 

really harsh times when it comes to the 

economic aftermath of the coronavirus. By 

now, everybody understands that Covid will 

be with us for a long time; it’s a challenge 

that we have to deal with. And challenges are 

something that we can do much better if we 

join forces, if we exchange, in particular, art 

and culture.
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THE POWER HOUSE

For the last 40 years, you have built a 
strong community not only in Europe, 

but across the world. Do you believe that 
it was this sense of community that 
helped you to overcome the specific 
challenges for this year, and all that 

could be about to come?

One of the reasons why Ars Electronica has 

a very strong network and community is 

because, very early, we have started to see our 

festival not only as our stage, but understand 

it is a service as a platform. And a big 

challenge is how can you extend the benefits 

of the service. As we move from the real into 

the digital world, many things are changing, 

but certain parameters don’t. And the more 

competition there is, the more important the 

GERFRIED STOCKER

time that you choose to spend on one the 

services becomes. 

On one side, there is the issue of quality 

content, but on the other side, there is also 

an issue of the quality of social exchange 

and communication. How can we develop 

the next level of networking, where we are 

not disappearing into the vast space of 

possibilities, but where we are emerging out 

of it?

“Challenges are something that we can 
do much better if we join forces, if we 
exchange, in particular, art and culture.”

This is one of my main frustrations with social 

media. There are a lot of great things, despite 

the problem that it’s owned by a few digital 

landlords. But when we leave this aside for a 

moment, it’s a wonderful thing because it is a 

social space. 

What we learned in other ways is to make 

a difference between quantity and quality. 

GERFRIED STOCKER

“How can we develop the next level 
of networking, where we are not 
disappearing into the vast space of 
possibilities, but where we are 
emerging out of it?”

This is where art and culture comes into 

place. Who else should be able to explore 

these differences, to come up with ideas 

and prototypes? To show how to use digital 

technologies, how to design them to really 

create services, that social interaction that 

is not about quantity, but about quality?
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GERFRIED STOCKER

THE POWER HOUSE

For recreating this social space online, 
aren’t we just trying to reproduce the 

“real world” into the digital instead 
of creating a new one, enjoying the 
unlimited opportunities of digital?

Yes, but that’s the only way it works. Look at 

all the history; when every new media was 

developed, it imitated the media before. Radio 

and television, the internet itself. I think it’s 

a natural thing for us, as explorers; we need 

to go from what we understand to explore the 

new.

The second point is that it makes a lot of 

sense to look at how we are doing things 

in physical space and see how we can find 

equivalencies, not necessarily in imitating the 

procedures, but in maintaining the values, 

the qualities, the desires, and the needs. What 

we can’t avoid is that we are physical, that 

we need physical space around us, and that 

we need physical contact. The good thing is 

that we are seeing that this is a very big part 

of what it means to be human. And now from 

this point on, we will try to translate it, not 

just transfer it, but translate it in the digital 

realm. It’s just a small step, but it’s a good 

way to start.

THE POWER HOUSE

Talking about innovation, and specifically 
about how to overcome the limits of 

innovation, what do you believe is 
happening in the world now and in the 

Ars Electronica community that we 
can recognize as truly innovative?

I’m skeptical about this idea of brilliant 

minds who have a vision for the future, and 

know how to save the planet. I believe this 

is a human quality and it is what makes us 

thrive. This is not a quality of single humans, 

but the quality of humanity collectively and 

communities. And I think this is what we have 

been trying with Ars Electronica from the very 

beginning. 

40 years ago, they already named it as a 

festival for Art, Technology and Society. It 

GERFRIED STOCKER

is really a remarkable thing that has been 

fueling our visions and the way we work since 

then, thinking about the benefits for society 

of using art and technology, and in particular 

the collaboration of art and technology as a 

means to create benefits for society. It’s about 

the energy that can be unleashed when you 

bring these people together. But what you 

need to do is to find a way to communicate it 

to society, to take people on board to go with 

you together on this journey.
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Ars Electronica started as a festival with 

exhibitions and a symposium. It was a small 

group of people discussing subjects in which 

they had expertise. But at the same time, they 

created a big public outdoor event, which 

they called "Klangwolke" (Cloud of Sound), 

to which they invited the local orchestra to 

perform a polka by a local composer. They 

broadcast the music, not only on the radio, 

but on big loudspeaker systems in several 

places all over the city. In sync with the music 

project, contemporary artists were invited to 

visualise the song through laser lights and 

fireworks, and they turned the music into 

some electronic noise. 

This was already great enough! But then the 

Ars Electronica founders had this wonderful 

idea: in 1979 they involved Austrian radio and 

television as collaborators. They created a 

campaign, telling all the people in the region 

to tune into a certain radio station on an 

exact day and time, put their radios in their 

GERFRIED STOCKER

windows and turn up the volume! Thousands 

of people actually did this. With no social 

media back then, they created a new idea 

about how media could become social, a way 

to engage.

I always come back to this very original idea, 

because this is a never ending story, the way 

that technology is progressing, the way that 

application of technologies are becoming 

part of everyday life because of their 

commercial application. This is creating a new 

battleground for this very important question: 

how can we utilise the energy that comes out 

of art and creative sectors? How can we utilise 

it, and not only make wonderful art projects, 

but what possible contribution can it make to 

deal with these challenges in our society? And 

I think this is the future vision we are seeing 

right now. It is something that has to be 

continuously explored and developed to keep 

pace with the developments out there.

From what we’ve learned from Gerfried 
Stocker, the future will be bright and 
united. Keep our eyes on our society, be 
aware of our surroundings, and enjoy art 
and technology, in order to remember our 
human condition and feel related to it.

Gerfried, thank you for the inspiration and the 

hard work you did at Ars Electronica. Innovative 

communities like yours are vital to the world. 

Whether it is physically, digitally, or in a modern 

fairy tale, your work will inspire young creative 

technologists and futurists.Vi
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ARTICLE
Written by Dora Coelho

Researcher at CeNTI since 2013, and currently 
also Customer Relationship Manager.

Overcoming Global 
Issues Through 

Nanotechnology & 
Advanced Materials

XIII.

an Article written by

Dora Coelho
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Innovation in these areas is being driven 

by increasing demand for disruptive and 

advanced materials to augment, optimize 

or upgrade solutions for the betterment of 

our health, well-being and safety. The major 

challenge with transfer of new nanotech and 

advanced material technologies into products 

for the above mentioned sectors is not only 

societal mainstream mindset to adopt new 

solutions and new approaches, but also 

technological hurdles faced by industry and 

scientific communities to find new products, 

processes and services to tackle and 

overcome emerging global problems 

and needs.

Research and innovation projects, both 

at national and international level, 

are fundamental to boost sustainable 

competitiveness and creation of new 

opportunities for new products and tangible 

economic added-value, fostering socio-

economic development of Europe. Through 

successive funding programs, the European 

Commission is promoting concerted and 

strategic research and innovation missions, 

focused on addressing pressing global 

challenges, while enhancing European 

industrial competitiveness. Given the current 

pandemic situation, research and innovation 

projects addressing the fight against COVID-19 

have been also forcibly included into the 

strategic missions and RTD targets.

Nanotechnology and Advanced 
Materials have been part of our 
daily life for some time.

Concurrently, considering the general 

overview of some businesses and institutions, 

it  became critical to join an encompassing 

range of technological solutions for managing 

current R&D partnerships, severely hindered 

or having underwhelming results given 

the operational difficulties imposed by the 

pandemic situation, that are now being 

steered to provide solutions that may 

contribute to attenuate the economic and 

health impacts of COVID-19. 

Technological Interface Centres, such 
as CeNTI – Centre for Nanotechnology 
and Smart Materials, a private non-
profit R&D institute located in the north 
of Portugal, have been dedicated to 
develop, support and promote disruptive 
technologies, products and services with 
high added-value.

This proactive multipronged technological 

approach to the enormous challenges 

facing our society has relied heavily on the 

development of new nanotechnologies - from 

nanofilms and nanofibres for enhanced 

protective barriers to new drug research, 

and the European Commission and national 

governments have not balked and have been 

expedite in redirecting funds to help the 

pressing urgency of the projects.
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CeNTI promotes activities of Research, 

Technological Development, Innovation 

and Engineering in the fields of smart and 

functional materials and systems in multi-

sector and multi-technology areas. Driven 

by the current pandemic framework, CeNTI 

has joined efforts with other Portuguese 

entities, to deliver nanotech and advanced 

material technologies against COVID-19, 

offering innovative solutions that efficiently 

respond to the new needs. Supported by 

special national funding in the scope of 

COVID-19 pandemic, these projects intend 

to enhance community protection, through 

the development of protective masks 

able to monitor user’s breathing pattern 

via disposable and integrable sensor 

(SenseBreath); individual, reusable and 

innovative protection visor, with anti-viral 

and anti-fog properties (Mould2Protection); 

and facial masks with humidity saturation 

signaling (Hydromask). 

Complementary collaborations and synergies 

within the value chain ecosystem of a product 

or process is an important factor in R&D 

projects, because taking advantage of the 

experiences and potential of each partner, 

disruptive technologies and innovative 

products will be developed, leveraging 

outcomes and business growth with an 

overwhelming social and economic impact.
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Space Resilience: 
How the Space Sector 
can Contribute to our 

Current Challenges 
on Earth.

XIV.

an Interview with

Chiara Manfletti from Portugal Space
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Major Tom to Ground Control: Planet Earth 

is blue, and there is a lot of marvelous stuff 

going on out there.

It’s been a while since our society started to 

dream about space, conquering the moon, Life 

on Mars, and so on. We all know that we are 

still far away from our 1960s and ‘70s dreams, 

as rocked by David Bowie, but there are 

increasing investments in this new venture, 

the space sector.

Our interviewee is one of the people who is 

making it happen: Chiara Manfletti, President 

of the Portuguese Space Agency, Portugal 

Space, and an enthusiast of space as a 

source for innovation on Earth. She has dual 

Italian and German citizenships, and holds a 

Master’s Degree in Aeronautical Engineering 

from Imperial College London (2001), a 

Master’s Degree in Space Studies from 

the International Space University (ISU) in 

Strasbourg (2002) and a PhD from the German 

University of Aachen (2010). She also holds a 

Bachelor’s Degree in History from the UK Open 

University (2013).

Chiara worked for the German Aerospace 

Center, DLR, as a Research Engineer in the 

field of liquid rocket propulsion, and later 

joined the European Space Agency (ESA) in 

2016, where she was the Programme Advisor 

to the Director General at the agency’s 

headquarters in Paris.

Let’s go for a spacewalk with Chiara Manfletti:
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INTERVIEW
with Chiara Manfletti
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THE POWER HOUSE

Working with space science always 
looks fascinating from the outside, 

so tell us: how did you end in this field, 
being a leading part of this new 

age of exploration?

For me, it started with international 

experiences. My first best friend at school was 

a French girl. And then, at the age of six, it was 

a Japanese girl. So it was a very international 

experience straight from a young age. When 

I left school, I started to go to an Italian 

university, but the international dimension 

around me was missing.

I ended up going to the UK, where I studied 

aeronautical engineering. And then, I was 

looking for every opportunity I could to 

touch base with space. During this time, I 

rediscovered my childhood passion for space. 

As an engineer, it was a combination of 

fascination and doing the techie stuff. 

While I was at the Imperial College in London, 

I discovered the International Space University 

in Strasbourg and started considering 

going there..

CHIARA MANFLETTI

I turned down a PhD in studying helicopters, 

which was one of the topics I would have done 

otherwise with much passion, and went to the 

International Space University. There, I started 

working and looking into space propulsion.

I really wanted to become involved in the 

propulsion side of launchers. I found that 

very fascinating. I ended up doing an 

internship at the French company Snecma, 

which does the integration of liquid rocket 

systems. I left the internship and went to 

the German Aerospace Centre to do a PhD in 

the field of liquid rocket propulsion systems. 

There, I started to do testing on engines and 

started working on new technologies for liquid 

rocket propulsion systems, such as 

new propellants, and laser ignition.
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It was a very intense time of campaigns 

and testing and understanding a whole new 

approach to scientific failure, which I think 

is important when we talk about innovation. 

The approach is that failure is something 

that is just a data point. And on the other 

hand, failure can actually teach you more 

than success. Success doesn’t necessarily tell 

you whether your assumption was right with 

absolute certainty, but failure says to you, 

"you did something wrong". You can learn by 

examining what went wrong.

The hands-on experience, the quick 

turnaround times of campaigns, working 

with industry, it all brought me a lot. I also 

started getting interested in decision making 

processes. At that time, the German Aerospace 

Centre, which acts also as a space agency 

representing Germany in bodies like the 

European Space Agency, was negotiating with 

France to decide what would be the future of 

space transportation systems in Europe. And 

in that frame, I received the opportunity to 

become responsible for coordinating several 

CHIARA MANFLETTI

institutes to support the decision making 

and providing advice to the decision-makers 

in Germany on what would be the next space 

transportation system, the next big launcher.

I came in direct touch with the European 

Space Agency, and I ended up working there 

as a Programme Advisor for the Director-

General. It was a very innovative and 

crucial position..

During this experience, I helped set up a 

business plan for the Portuguese Space 

agency. I was in contact with the Portuguese 

government. And then, they asked me if I 

would be interested in coming to Portugal 

and supporting their efforts in setting up the 

space agency. After some thoughts, I accepted, 

and that’s how I became the president of the 

Portuguese Space Agency. This is how I went 

from being a free but important electron 

within an organisation to being a startup 

from the early days of the agency to building 

up a name for Portugal in space on an 

international level.

“Failure is just a data point, it can
actually teach you more than success.”

THE POWER HOUSE

There are some high expectations 
regarding the new space sector in 

Portugal, in terms of generating 
businesses, developing new technologies, 
and creating jobs for the country. How is 
the Portugal Space generating business 

within the Portuguese industry?

The Portuguese Space Agency has the 

mandate to multiply the space sector by a 

factor of 10 and create thousands of skilled 

jobs in the next decade, until 2030. It’s not 

the aim of the agency to grow itself, but 

the aim of the agency is to be a business 

development unit for the space ecosystem 

and for the country.

We are here to serve the country and society 

as a whole because the fundamental belief 

is that space is a sector in and of itself, but 

space is a solution to problems. So when 

you ask me how we develop this business, 

I can say that it is about raising awareness 

for companies and entities so that, with 

space, they can be more competitive or have 

products which they couldn’t have otherwise.

If an energy company wants to set up 

a solar power plant somewhere, having 

the information of how the solar power 

is distributed across a certain area is 

fundamentally important information and 

we can have it through space. Or a company 

CHIARA MANFLETTI

that has decided that, for food production 

purposes, it is going to the oceans, from 

Earth observation satellites, we can 

understand where the best location is for 

your aquaculture. If you want to be even 

more technological and innovative, you can 

have these agricultures using GNSS (Galileo) 

information, moving around autonomously 

so it can optimise where to spend how much 

time to spend to ensure the best production.

Portuguese companies, so far, aren’t very big 

in space. They have been triggered or pushed 

to diversify. So some of them aren’t just in 

space, they’re in other sectors, also. I believe 

that being involved in other sectors has 

helped Portuguese companies to understand 

or cross-feed this to space as well. In my 

opinion, Portuguese companies are very much 

prepared to tackle a new space mentality, 

rather than having a traditional approach to 

space. There is already an interconnection 

of space and other sectors, which is very 

advantageous.
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You can only be sovereign if you’re 
resilient. You can only be autonomous 
if you’re resilient. And I believe that to 
be resilient, we need to pass on some 
positive messages, as well. We need 
positive messages for the younger and 
older generations, so that humanity 
moves forward.

THE POWER HOUSE

Considering the current crisis, how do 
you believe that the space sector can 
help to overcome situations like this, 
in terms of innovation, anticipating 

future risks, and so on?

There’s been a high focus on how space can 

contribute to avoiding pandemics. I recently 

gave a talk on this, which I called "Resilience 

Made in Space." I started it by asking, "OK, 

let’s project ourselves 50 years into the 

future. What will space be able to do for 

pandemics?" This is an extremely important 

element, because it also links to digitalization, 

ubiquitous connectivity, and the closing of 

digital gaps. Where will we be in 50 years, in 

terms of society, in terms of jobs? And how 

will we be living?

Are we learning anything from this pandemic? 

What’s important now is to take the lessons 

we are learning, and make sure that we move 

forward in a positive way. Again, failure is a 

data point. What are we learning from it, and 

how can we improve?

Space, in general, can contribute to making 

our societies more resilient. By resilience, 

I also include having backup solutions, 

being prepared. For example, we have a 

terrestrial system of communication, which 

is complemented by a satellite system of 

communication. Satellites can reach remote 

areas, which the terrestrial systems can’t. In 

times of fires or pandemics, which isolate 

us, we are prepared, with multiple systems to 

CHIARA MANFLETTI

support us. By monitoring from space, we can 

detect threats and analyse what the impacts 

of these could be. But we can certainly look 

at whether we can prevent, protect or 

mitigate things from happening. If something 

does happen, we can use space to respond 

and recover.

I don’t know if you’ve seen the film Surrogates 

(2009). It is about a society in which the 

people stay seated in chairs all day, and they 

have robots living their experiences, on a daily 

basis. They sit still, and the robots interact 

in the outside world. My question is, where 

are we going as a society? Is this where we’re 

going to end up? Honestly, I hope not! But I do 

hope that the jobs of the future will be more 

about providing experience and adding value 

to products.

Another dimension of the contribution of 

space travel to crises on Earth is astronaut 

life-support systems. They are clearly 

connected to how the homes of our future will 

look: being able to sustain ourselves, recycling 

water using solar energy, and using thermal 

energy from inside the earth. These things will 

make our homes more sustainable, and make 

us more resilient.
One small step for Woman, one giant leap for 

Humankind. Thank you, Chiara, for sharing your 

positive message about resilience and for teaching 

all of us about how to conquer space, step by step, 

from our homes.
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What’s Next? 
Final Thoughts and

Future Opportunities

XV.
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If you were able to read the full content of this 

report, congratulations! We know that it was 

a lot, and the answers did not always come 

easily and quickly. But this is how the times 

are in which we are living: they’re not easy.

Be suspicious about anyone who is offering 

Have you noticed their strong presence 

all through our pages? They were there, 

permeating all the interviews, as an ongoing 

thread. Through all the interviews, articles, 

history, theories and empirical examples, 

we’ve seen that:

Different industries can perform better when 

they share knowledge, when they collaborate 

with each other.

Being flexible means being lean and quick in 

responding to demands, as much as we can 

pivot, during a crisis.

Being an educator and being open to 

education are on the greater path to 

innovation.

Looking at your customers and clients with 

empathy, as if you are opening your house to 

them, is the key to having them come back.

The same goes for your employees- be ethical 

and fully sustainable. Looking after our 

you quick solutions for the crisis; what 

we’re going through is unprecedented for 

most of the living generations. If you were 

lucky enough to socialize with someone who 

survived the Spanish flu, please ask them 

about how it was, and come back to us.

community allows us to grow and to develop 

in a sustainable mode.

And be prepared. Resilience is preparation. 

Be aware of what is happening and what could 

happen. It is not by chance, a lucky strike, or 

even a tragedy. As innovators, we should be 

able to foresee and adapt to what’s coming, 

and we should be open minded, even though 

we may be completely in love with the old 

techniques and ancient traditions.

The future doesn’t rely only on what wasn’t 

invented yet. Most of the innovative solutions 

are based on old things and practices. We 

should listen to the past as a way to foresee 

the future.

Pay attention to the cycles. Pay attention to 

old behaviors.

And talk to people.

The people on the streets are the ones who 

have the answers to our questions.

Remember the keywords that we 
talked about in the first article: 
Collaboration, Flexibility, Education, 
Empathy, Ethics and Resilience.

Listen to your consumer. Go out 
and watch carefully what and 
how they are doing.
You will learn so much about 
your business and your value.
Go, learn, and please get back 
to us to share your experience.

We all need to be aware of our 
surroundings, and we want to 
learn from you as well.

This is the State of the Presence.
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A Thank You Note

XVI.

For all the ones who contributed to this report, 

our most sincere thanks to you.

To the Municipality of Porto, for supporting 

this activity through ScaleUp Porto Call for 

Activities.

To the Ars Electronica team, who accepted this 

report as part of their festival program, our 

gratitude.

A special thanks to Joana Lacerda for making 

this happen, and to Sara Teixeira for the final 

sprint. To Inês Vieira and Ana Noversa, from 

Mano a Mano, for all the love in the format of 

the graphics you can see in these pages.

And to all our interviewees, we are eternally 

grateful for the knowledge you shared. I hope 

you liked the result as much as we liked to 

interview you!
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The PowerHouse
 GMBH

XVII.

As the European ThinkTank for innovation 

through technology, ThePowerHouse develops 

new concepts in fashion tech and smart 

textiles adapted to a fully digital, flexible 

and sustainable approach. 

Whether to disrupt the status-quo of the 

fashion industry, launch a new product with 

a creative marketing idea or build internally 

a more innovative team, ThePowerHouse 

develops special programs for companies 

and teams to help facilitate incubator and 

promotion programs. 

The nimble and experienced team at 

ThePowerHouse represent a wide range of 

diverse backgrounds that complement one 

another to create progress towards innovation 

in Europe: Lisa Lang - Founder & CEO is a 

serial entrepreneur, technologist and futurist, 

recognized by Forbes as one of the Top 50 

Women in Tech (EU), high-level adviser for 

the European Commission for the Creative 

Industries and Artificial Intelligence. Livia 

Stroschoen Pinent (PhD) - Head of Research 

& Editor-in-Chief, is an Anthropologist with a 

PhD in Communication Sciences, an educator, 

researcher, consultant and entrepreneur 

with over 12 years of experience in digital 

communication and marketing. Joana Lacerda 

- Head of Business Development, has been 

recognized by Forbes as one of the brightest 

entrepreneurs, innovators and game-changers 

in the Law and Policy category, Forbes 

30 Under 30 and she is also a high-level 

advisor to the European Commission for the 

implementation of the European strategy 

for Artificial Intelligence. 

ThePowerHouse GmbH is the leading 
innovation agency working towards 
re-think, re-design and re-educate 
the European innovation ecosystem.
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ScaleUp Porto

XVIII.

...together with the local stakeholders, as a 

first step of a collective effort to develop a 

sustainable entrepreneurship ecosystem 

in the city of Porto. This vision is part of a 

broader municipal strategy for innovation 

and competitiveness.

Since the launching, ScaleUp Porto has been 

supporting tech communities and companies, 

promoting knowledge sharing, supporting the 

development of talent, connecting markets 

and the ecosystem to funding opportunities.

In Porto, innovation meets tradition, and 

history paves the way to the future. The strong 

connection between academia and know-

how, a strong entrepreneurial community, 

the collaboration between public and private 

stakeholders and the Municipality, make 

this an interesting city to the ones shaping 

the future.

ScaleUp Porto was launched 
by the Municipality of Porto...
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