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abstract: The relation between creative activities and the cities in which they are concentrated is that of mutual influ-
ence and dependence. This kind of dynamics is well described by the concept of the creative field by Scott (2006, 2008, 
2010, 2014). According to this concept, there is a shared relational context among creative actors in a given place, as 
well as between them and the local socio-economic-institutional context. Consequently, the economic profile and inno-
vation capacity of a city are determined by the main sectors based there. In this paper, I discuss the role of the creative 
field in developing the relation between the city of Berlin and creative actors of the fashion design sector, as well as 
elements of the creative field that are considered relevant by fashion designers in their creative work. This perspective 
allows the underscoring of some relevant drivers that have made Berlin one of the most relevant places for fashion 
design in Germany and the whole of Europe. This research has been supported by administrative data from the peri-
od 1990–2015, along with personal interviews in the fashion design sector. Shown are not only the existing relations 
between the urban context and the creative activities of designers, but also how the development of the creative field 
of the city might be influenced. Consequently, the creative work of fashion designers and their location decisions have 
to be considered in relation to the creative field as a dynamic combination of variable elements that influence, and are 
influenced by, each other. 
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Economic agglomeration and urban 
growth

Cities have always been places of creativity 
and innovation, which is as true today as it was 
in previous historical periods (Hall 1998). The 
creative forms of production, as well as knowl-
edge-intensive sectors, are characterised by their 
relations with urban centres, especially big ones 
(Krätke 2011), which function as catalysts for cre-
ative processes. 

This relation between cities and creative- and 
knowledge-intensive activities can be described 
as cognitive-cultural capitalism (Scott 2014), 
which identifies economic activities based pri-
marily on the cerebral capacities of the labour 
force. Economic activities of cognitive-cultural 
capitalism are seen as the driving force of the 
next wave of urban economic growth, the central 
element of this process being represented by the 
job-generating capacity of cities and human-cap-
ital-intensive sectors, as well as the creative im-
pulses that are generated by the agglomeration 
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and interaction of local actors (Moretti 2012; Scott 
2014).

Creative activities and creative actors are 
distributed unevenly in space and tend to con-
centrate in urban centres, which then become 
regional poles of innovation and social variety 
(Boschma, Fritsch 2009), constituting central ele-
ments for potential economic growth. Cities are 
traditionally places of encounter between people, 
ideas, and cultures, and, in some cases, a creative 
atmosphere can develop that stimulates and fa-
cilitates the recognition of innovation in specif-
ic sectors, and gives a city a central position in 
a specific historical period (Jacobs 1961; Hall 
1998; Merkel 2008; Mundelius 2008). A creative 
city, or an agglomeration of cultural-cognitive 
capitalism activities, can therefore stimulate ide-
as and information exchanges that potentially 
lead to innovation. This is not only characterised 
by economic activities, but also has aspects that 
are not primarily related to production activities 
(like private spheres of individuals, their life-
styles, and their consumption habits), creating an 
open environment for entrepreneurial and cul-
tural activities (Zukin 1995; Bagwell 2008; Pratt 
2008; Evans 2009). 

Creativity and its expression forms are not 
simply the result of the cerebral activity of sin-
gle individuals (Stryjakiewicz et al. 2014), but 
are also activated and projected by relations that 
local actors develop in their working activities, 
social relations and urban context - hence, what 
is presented as a creative field (Scott 2006a, 2008, 
2010, 2014). As Scott points out (2014: 9), “today, 
forms of urban creativity reside substantially in 
the specific socioeconomic relationship built into 
the new cognitive and cultural order”. Therefore, 
in this sense, the production processes within 
creative sectors are related to urban spaces in 
a multi-layered and multidirectional structure. 

In this paper, I discuss the sectoral and spatial 
dynamics of fashion design in Berlin, focusing on 
the relation that the creative actors in this sector 
(fashion designers) have with the city, and on 
which elements of the city are considered relevant 
for the location decision of their creative activity. 
In order to accomplish this, I use the theoretical 
framework of the creative field, which represents 
the result of interactions between creative actors 
and the city, as well as changes in the economic 
and social structure of the city. The creative field 

is therefore characterised by path-dependent 
dynamics. However, when describing the rela-
tions between the creative field and actors, Scott 
(2006a, 2008, 2010, 2014) tends to refer to creative 
actors or creative sectors in general, and not to 
specific sectors. 

Consequently, in order to integrate this the-
oretical perspective, I argue that the relations of 
actors with the creative field have to be consid-
ered for a specific creative sector, as they might 
change from sector to sector. Furthermore, ele-
ments of the creative field recognised as relevant 
by creative actors might have different natures 
and involve the presence and activity of other 
creative actors (from the same or different sec-
tors) as well as elements of the socio-economic 
context of the city. This perspective allows one to 
underline some elements that have driven Berlin 
from the dismantling of its industrial-based mod-
el to becoming one of the most relevant places for 
fashion design (and creative industries in gener-
al) in Germany and the whole of Europe.

Methodology

The reflection on the role of the urban con-
text in creative production starts with two per-
spectives concerning drivers of agglomeration 
processes of creative actors: one identifies crea-
tive people and the other the local job market as 
a central feature for economic growth. The con-
cept of the creative field has to be positioned be-
yond those two perspectives, as it does not focus 
on single causal explanations of urban economic 
dynamics. A creative field is the unique result of 
interactions between creative actors, socio-eco-
nomic dynamics, and historical processes in 
one place. Therefore its analysis requires differ-
ent kinds of data: for the economic structure as 
a whole and for the chosen creative sector (in this 
case fashion design), in order to understand their 
interaction that actually contributes to generating 
the creative field itself. 

The analysis of the creative field of the city and 
its perception by fashion designers is supported 
by statistical data on the city’s economic and so-
cial structure and by qualitative data in the form 
of personal interviews conducted with Berlin-
based fashion designers. Fashion design was 
chosen because it is one of the most important 
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sectors within the creative industries of Berlin 
and has a long tradition in its economy. All in-
terviews were conducted between 2011 and 2013 
with 25 Berlin-based fashion designers and are 
between 30 and 80 minutes long.1 The different 
designers interviewed are indicated in the text 
with IDs and the number of the interview (e.g., 
ID03 refers to the third designer interviewed).

What is understood as “creative industries” 
and what kind of sectors fall under this concept 
cannot be defined in general, but the definition 
has to be based on local experience and practices 
(Pratt 2005). In Germany, there is a shared defi-
nition at the federal level in which sectors are 
considered part of creative industries (BMWi 
2012; Enquete-Kommission 2007). Therefore, as 
fashion design is part of this definition, it goes 
beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the 
definition of creative industries and, for the same 
reason, the terms “creative industries” and “cul-
tural and creative industries” will be used here 
as synonyms. 

Two perspectives on drivers 
of agglomeration processes of creative 
actors

Before focusing on interactions among actors 
and between actors and the city, let me discuss 
why creative people and activities tend to con-
centrate in specific cities. The existing relation be-
tween location decisions of creative actors, their 
economic activity and urban economic growth 
can be explained by two lines of argumentation 
that identify different central elements as driv-
ers of agglomeration processes of creative actors: 
creative people on the one side and the local job 
market on the other. There are therefore two 
main approaches to revitalising the local econo-
my of urban areas, according to Moretti (2012): 
one consists of attracting workers in the hope 
that more companies will follow (e.g. improving 
the quality of life and attractiveness in the eyes 
of specific professionals), while the other focus-
es on attracting companies, hoping that work-
ers will follow (e.g. with fiscal advantages; see 

1 As some interviews were conducted in German, di-
rect quotes from ID09, ID03 and ID19 in this paper are 
translated into English.

also Boschma, Fritsch 2009; Stryjakiewicz 2010). 
Shared by both perspectives is the idea that cit-
ies are places where creativity and innovation 
concentrate, and that these elements are central 
in defining regional economic production struc-
tures (Hoffmann, Lompscher 1998: 252). These 
two perspectives are discussed briefly below. 

Jobs follow people: amenities

During the last decade the argument has been 
raised that creative people tend to be concen-
trated in a particular city because of its specific 
amenities and characteristics. One of the most 
authoritative voices for this line of thought is 
Richard Florida. He believes that the central ac-
tor for urban economic growth is the creative 
class, a heterogeneous group of highly special-
ised workers and actors involved in artistic activ-
ities that tend to focus in urban areas where there 
is a good quality of life and a stimulating envi-
ronment to spend their free time (Florida 2002). 
Furthermore, a climate of tolerance and local 
cultural opportunities are also highly valued by 
creatives (Florida 2002), and other authors have 
considered other elements of the urban environ-
ment as crucial to attracting creatives, such as the 
climate (Glaeser 2005) or urban attractions (Clark 
et al. 2002). Therefore, in this type of dynamics, 
work becomes a consequence of the presence of 
creative people; as a result, companies tend to 
cluster where there are creative actors. This leads 
other companies, also from different related sec-
tors, to relocate to those areas. The presence of 
creative actors attracts more creative people as 
well as companies interested in taking advantage 
of this agglomeration. The pillars that explain 
the dynamics of urban economic growth from 
this perspective are talent, technology, and toler-
ance (Florida 2002). Therefore, from this point of 
view, a region should be attractive to the creative 
class in order to favour innovation and economic 
growth, as the concentration of creative actors is 
not only the central element of entrepreneurial 
success, but also that of urban economic growth 
(Youl Lee et al. 2004). The concentration of differ-
ent kinds of creatives and the presence of useful 
infrastructure for creative sectors generate a local 
creative milieu in the city in which creatives can 
operate and interact, consequently contributing 
to entrepreneurial and local “economic success” 
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(Landry 2000: 133). Ergo, creativity and personal 
interaction, from this perspective, become pre-
conditions for economic growth, especially in cre-
ative and innovative sectors. Cities that intend to 
improve upon their competitiveness, which is the 
underlying message, should focus on elements of 
the local context supporting a local climate of tol-
erance and openness that can potentially attract 
creative actors (Boschma, Fritsch 2009). 

People follow jobs: the job market

From a viewpoint different to the one that po-
sitions amenities and creative people’s choices 
regarding their free time as the central driver for 
agglomeration processes and urban economic de-
velopment, other authors see the job market and 
companies’ decisions as the driving element for 
urbanisation processes and economic competi-
tiveness for both regions and companies (Storper, 
Scott 2009; Moretti 2012; Scott 2014). The potential 
availability of jobs represents the central element 
in the settlement decision of actors, while ameni-
ties and related services can be made available or 
developed in a further step. However, they are 
mainly a consequence of the presence of com-
panies and creative actors, and not a driver of 
their presence. Amenities do not represent, from 
this angle, a central element in the location de-
cision-making of creative and knowledge-inten-
sive companies. Therefore, a city builds its com-
petitiveness and power of attraction primarily on 
the dynamism of locally-based companies and 
the market, and only secondarily on cultural and 
leisure activities. For companies, spatial concen-
tration reduces transaction costs and allows high 
specialisation and vertical disintegration in pro-
duction processes, generating urbanisation econ-
omies (Storper 2013: 36) that attract new compa-
nies and new, specialised workers (Moretti 2012).

Even though the whole production network 
has reached a global scale, the most creative and 
human-capital-intensive phases of production 
processes tend to focus in specific cities, contrib-
uting to the specialisation of the economies of 
urban areas. Actors increase their competences 
via their reciprocal (formal and informal) inter-
actions (Moretti 2012), while simultaneously de-
veloping symbolic and cultural elements that not 
only characterise business activities, but are also 
reflected in the creative products of that city (e.g. 

Hollywood films, Broadway musicals, Parisian 
fashion; Scott 2008; Storper 2013). Undoubtedly, 
cities with a solid economic basis in creative and 
innovative sectors also tend to be culturally stim-
ulating and open. However, the cause and the 
effect should not be confused, as often cities with 
dynamic economic foundations in innovative 
sectors also tend to be attractive, but it is not al-
ways the other way round (Moretti 2012). 

The creative field of the city 
and its path-dependent nature

Interactions between creative activities and 
the city, as well as their impact on the urban 
economy, have a complex and multi-layered na-
ture and are at the very centre of the understand-
ing of creativity-driven urban economic devel-
opment, not to mention creativity itself (cf. Hall 
1998; Landry 2000; Florida 2002; Merkel 2008, 
2012; Scott 2010, 2014; Krätke 2011; Storper 2013). 
Creativity plays a relevant role in the under-
standing of entrepreneurial activities, especially 
in the creative- and knowledge-intensive sectors, 
as the immaterial resources that are generated 
from local interactions increase not only produc-
tivity and competitiveness for the companies in 
an agglomeration, but also the attraction forces 
of the city (Moretti 2012). In this sense, the city 
becomes a place where creativity is generated, 
applied, and, at the same time, influenced by the 
creative activities taking place there. This dynam-
ics is described by the concept of a creative field 
(Scott 2006, 2008, 2010, 2014), as it underscores 
that creativity-based economic activities depend 
on different factors that can influence each other 
without implying deterministic causal relations. 

The creative field “is represented by sets of in-
dustrial activities and related social phenomena 
forming spatially differentiated webs of interac-
tion that mould entrepreneurial and innovative 
outcomes in various ways. …. Both the field on 
the one side and its effects on entrepreneurship 
and innovation on the other are reflexively inter-
twined with one another” (Scott 2006b: 54). This 
definition stresses the importance of social inter-
actions in the different contexts in which entre-
preneurial and creative actors develop a diffused 
creative atmosphere, as well as the reflexive ef-
fects that the interactions of those actors have on 
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the creative field. Individuals tend to internalise 
elements of their environment and reflect them in 
their creative production and social interactions 
(Scott 2010: 119).

In another definition, the creative field is de-
scribed “as a system of cues and resources pro-
viding materials for imaginative appropriation 
by individuals and groups as they pursue the 
business of work and life in urban space. But it is 
also a sort of canvas on which creative and inno-
vative acts are variously inscribed” (Scott 2010: 
121). Here the creative field is a source of inspi-
ration for creatives and the background for their 
actions while also being shaped by those actions. 
Hence, knowledge production and exchange 
among actors in an agglomeration is the result 
of exchanges in social and professional contexts. 
The relation between creativity and innovation is 
socially constructed, not causal. Creativity, which 
also has a component in the intellectual capabil-
ities of single individuals, requires a context that 
not only favours it, but that also helps to identi-
fy creative results and their value or application. 
Therefore, in a specific context, some forms of 
creativity are more highly valued than others, so 
that innovations in one sector are more supported 
than others (Scott 2006: chapter 2; Scott 2010). It 
follows that the creative field is made up of three 
different levels: networks of firms and workers 
and their interactions; infrastructural and social 
capital facilities (e.g. schools and universities); 
as well as norms and culture and conventions 
that develop in a local production agglomeration 
(Scott 2006a: 8).

The creative field and its related economic de-
velopment, due to their relation to locally-based 
actors and contextual elements, demonstrate 
path-dependent behaviour, and it follows that 
the economic profile and innovation capacity of 
a city are determined and directed by the main 
sectors based there (Hall 1998; Scott 2008; Storper 
2013).2 In the concept of the creative field, crea-
tivity is understood as a combination of personal 
qualities and social interactions. Actors are em-
bedded in a socio-institutional context that influ-
ences the stance on innovation processes and in-
terpersonal knowledge exchange. It is the result 
2  Examples are Detroit for automotive production, Sil-

icon Valley for the semiconductor industry, Los An-
geles and Hollywood for film production, London for 
finance, and Paris for fashion. 

of material and immaterial elements that togeth-
er stimulate creativity in local actors; therefore, 
a creative field cannot be identically reproduced 
somewhere else and is, in this sense, character-
ised by path dependency (Scott 2010). The devel-
opment of specific sectors and the related spe-
cialisation of the local job market drive creative 
energies and the innovation orientation. Hence, 
it is essential to understand the need for the rec-
ognition of creative results, because, when a spe-
cific sector is highly represented in a city, creative 
impulses for this sector are sought after and pro-
moted, while in other sectors they are not.

In this sense, it is more feasible and requires 
less effort to develop or specialise a sector al-
ready present in a city’s economy than to try to 
change it completely. Actors in the creative field 
are linked to the local sectoral production sys-
tem through the labour market, local knowledge 
exchanges, and production (Storper, Scott 2009; 
Storper 2013), so that the process of knowledge 
creation and learning is extended at the terri-
torial level (Boschma 2004). The creative field, 
sector agglomerations and urban economies are 
related within this path-dependent structure, as 
“cultural regions specialise the way firms do, 
and ideas that are consistent with the core ideas 
defining the region will have a survival advan-
tage. The reason for this is that an environment 
filled with semantic associations, symbolic mean-
ings and cultural representations that reflect the 
core set of ideas can trigger people to perceive 
a new idea as being consistent with that set than 
when such associations are absent” (Staber 2008: 
573). The relation between the city and creative 
economies is therefore related to the uniqueness 
of the place and its historical evolution, as it is 
very difficult, or even impossible, to recreate the 
same exact conditions for a specific creative field 
in a different location (Molotch 1996). The case of 
Berlin should therefore be approached from this 
perspective. 

Berlin as a creative field 

In order to identify the creative field of the 
city, along with the historical, social, and eco-
nomic variables that have contributed to shaping 
it, as well as the relation between creative actors 
and the creative field, it was decided to combine 
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quantitative data on the city of Berlin and per-
sonal interviews with creative actors. The quan-
titative data are indicators of elements that shape 
the creative field with its stimulating atmosphere 
and those of the economic profile of the city, 
while the qualitative data are from interviews 
I have conducted with fashion designers, taken 
here to be representative creative actors of the 
city’s sector of creative industries. 

The perspective of the socio-economic 
structure of Berlin

The historical features of the last several 
decades in Berlin, and with them the econom-
ic and social features, are unique and diverge 
from those of the other European capital cities. 
During the time of the city’s division (1961–1989), 
the two halves faced different trajectories: West 
Berlin had almost no supra-regional relevance, 
with the exception of the subventionary cultur-
al sector (Görnig, Häusserman 2002), while East 
Berlin was the most important city in the German 
Democratic Republic, where a third of all workers 
in the service sector were concentrated (Gornig 
2012). After the reunification, East Berlin has lost 
its central role in the supra-regional industrial 
sector, and many industries in West Berlin, fi-
nanced by federal support, have closed because 
of their structural weakness (Krätke 2004). From 
the 1990s on, the city’s economy has been char-
acterised by a higher unemployment rate than 
in the other German metropolitan regions, being 
also one of the highest in the nation. Moreover, 
during the 1990s, the “traditional” economic 
sector defined the urban economy (Krätke 1999; 
Krätke, Borst 2000), as the city struggled to estab-
lish a new economic identity. Despite the growth 
of the last decade, Berlin still has a weaker eco-
nomic position than the other German metropol-
itan areas and one of the highest unemployment 
rates, though constantly decreasing since 2010 
(14% in 2010 and 11% in 2014; Amt für Statistik… 
2011, 2012c, 2013, 2014, 2015).

The distribution of workers among the differ-
ent sectors of the Berlin economy has changed in 
the last 25 years. Even if the general number of 
workers changed only slightly between 1991 and 
2014, employment in industrial sectors decreased 
(from ca. 40% to ca. 18%), while in service sec-
tors it increased (from ca. 60% to ca. 82% (Amt für 

Statistik... 2011: 73; Amt für Statistik... 2015: 79).3 
Those changes reflect the transformation of eco-
nomic and production functions that took place 
in Berlin after its reunification.

From 2000, and especially from 2005, the 
Berlin economy has been on the rise, growing 
faster than in the other German regions (regard-
ing the GDP and the number of workers), even 
if it has remained under the national average 
(Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder 
2016; Brenke 2010). Entrepreneurial activities in 
Berlin are characterised by high dynamism, and 
the opening and closure rates of new companies 
is higher than in the other German metropolitan 
regions (Gornig 2012).4 

The three sectors that contribute the most 
to the economic growth of the city are tourism, 
knowledge-intensive activities, and creative in-
dustries (Krätke 2011; Gornig et al. 2012). Actors 
of creative industries and knowledge-intensive 
sectors tend towards spatial concentration, and 
creative activities especially cluster in the inner 
part of the city, with actors of similar or comple-
mentary sectors spatially nearby (Krätke 2004; 
Heebels, van Aalst 2010). This kind of concen-
tration increases knowledge exchange among 
creative actors as well as social interactions that 
stimulate the activities of the urban creative field. 

Another element that contributes to shaping 
the city’s creative field is provided by the popu-
lation of Berlin, as it is relatively young and has 
a strong cosmopolitan component. In the last two 
decades5, the bigger age group has been that be-
tween 25–45 years old, while residents between 
18 and 25 years old comprise the third group 
(after that aged 45–60; Amt für Statistik... 2012a, 
2015). 

3 The expression “industrial sectors” includes the fol-
lowing statistical administrative categories: produc-
tion industries, manufacturing trade and construction 
industry, while “service sectors” embraces the catego-
ries: commerce, hotels and restaurants, and transport, 
financing, renting, and service providers, as well as 
public and private service providers. 

4 According to the author, 36% of Berlin-based compa-
nies were opened after 1995, and 47.5% were closed. 
Therefore, if, on the one hand, this dynamism is a pos-
itive feature of Berlin, on the other hand, it might also 
suggest entrepreneurial incapability and a structural 
market weakness.

5 Data for 1992 and 2014. 
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Berlin residents represent 160 nationalities 
that cover all five continents, although the larg-
er part comes from European countries and the 
Mediterranean region (Amt für Statistik... 2012a). 
These features are more evident in the inner city 
where most activities in fashion design and cre-
ative industries in general also concentrate: here, 
the biggest age group is that between 18 and 45 
years old. In this area, a lower average age and 
a greater cultural variety can be found, and, if the 
east-west division is considered, the eastern dis-
tricts are the ones with a higher concentration of 
foreigners (Amt für Statistik... 2012a).

Besides the age and nationality, Berlin’s pop-
ulation is characterised by immigration and em-
igration as well as internal migration, so that 
a significant part of its inhabitants (from a sta-
tistical point of view) have changed. In fact, be-
tween 1995 and 2012, from 115,267 to 164,577 new 
residents (from Germany and abroad) came to 
Berlin every year, while from 106,881 to 133,335 
people left the city (Amt für Statistik... 2012b). If 
we hypothesise that in Berlin, a city of about 3.5 
million inhabitants, the people who come are dif-
ferent from those who leave, then, after ten years, 
approximately a third of the population would 
have changed. This high mobility is to be found 
in the group between 20 and 35 years old, because 
young age groups, both Germans as well as for-
eigners, often come to and go from the city (Amt 
für Statistik... 2012b). Therefore, in the inner dis-
tricts of the city, not only the creative companies 
and actors, but also a significant portion of young 
and international residents tend to concentrate. 

The sector of creative industries in cities and 
Berlin has a relevant role at the national level. 
Creative industries in Germany have grown rap-
idly over the last ten years (especially between 
2009 and 2011), accounting for 3.2% of the sales 
volume generated in Germany in 2013 (BMWi 
2015), while representing 7.6% of the German 
economy (BMWi 2015) and employing about 
1,037,100 workers (BMWi 2015). Around 10% of 
all creative workers in the German creative sec-
tors are concentrated in Berlin (Brenke 2007; Senat 
WiTF 2014). The sectors have also grown faster 
than in other German cities (Geppert, Mundelius 
2007; Senat WiTF 2008): between 2000 and 2005 it 
grew by 30% (Geppert, Mundelius 2007), while 
between 2009 and 2012 the growth rate decreased 
to 14% (Senat WiTF 2014: 6). This rapid growth 

is partially related to the fact that these sectors 
are characterised by a small size of companies, 
as more than half are one-person firms, at least in 
Berlin (Geppert, Mundelius 2007; Mandel 2007; 
House of Research 2015), that both compete and 
cooperate with each other. This is also reflected 
in the general increase in self-employed workers 
(Brenke 2010) and small enterprises. 

However, Berlin is characterised by a concen-
tration and activity of creative actors as well as 
flows of young and international people. This 
dynamism also has to be related to the relative-
ly low costs of renting living and commercial 
spaces (for private or commercial activities) that 
have characterised the city since the reunifica-
tion (House of Research 2015). Even though the 
perception of this situation started to change as 
creatives started to feel the pressure of swelling 
living costs (House of Research 2015), the densi-
ty of creative activities is still a vital element of 
the urban economy in Berlin. However, an open 
question is what influence a rise in living costs 
would have on the young population and crea-
tive actors of the city. 

The perspective of fashion design

The fashion design sector contributes to de-
fining the profile of Berlin in creative indus-
tries, largely due to the concentration of actors 
of this sector in the German capital (Statistisches 
Landesamt 1991; Amt für Statistik ... 2015).6 At 
the national level, fashion design is one of the 
sectors of creative industries with the highest 
number of companies, number of workers, and 
turnover volume (BMWi 2012). The design sec-
tor, within which fashion design is listed, is one 
that, between 2002 and 2014, showed the highest 
growth rate in company formation in Germany 

6 In Berlin there has been a steady, rapid decrease in 
industrial activities in apparel and textile production 
since 1990, dropping from 84 companies and 4,231 
workers in the textile industry and 175 companies and 
3,989 workers in the apparel industry in 1990 to five 
companies and 501 workers and three companies and 
178 workers, respectively, in 2014. Out of the decrease 
in industrial activities has grown the activity of crea-
tive actors, and fashion designers in particular, and in 
this sense the change reflects the transformation of the 
city’s economy. 
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(BMWi 2015).7 This is also true for Berlin specif-
ically, where the design sector, like cultural and 
creative industries in general, has been growing 
faster than in other German metropolitan areas 
(Geppert, Mundelius 2007; Gornig et al. 2012).

Fashion design in Berlin grew rapidly un-
til 2010 and continued to do so in the following 
years (Gornig et al. 2012; Senat WiTF 2005, 2008, 
2014), making Berlin a city with the highest con-
centration of fashion companies in Germany 
(Berlin Partner 2013). The density of actors in 
the fashion-design sectors is due not only to de-
signers, but also to fashion-related events (e.g. 
the Berlin Fashion Week, which has taken place 
twice a year since 2007), fashion schools (there 
are now 13 institutions that offer fashion-related 
courses), and other creative actors related to the 
work of fashion designers (e.g. photographers, 
graphic designers, and models). 

Fashion designers are focal creative actors in 
this sector, and since they work with their own 
labels they are entrepreneurs as well. Therefore, 
elements that play a role in their relation with 
their urban environment and elements of the cre-
ative field perceived as relevant to their activity 
are crucial for understanding aspects that are 
more valued by designers in their creative and 
entrepreneurial relations with the city of Berlin. 
Through personal interviews with fashion de-
signers are identified motives of those creative 
actors for choosing Berlin as their place to work 
and live, as well as elements which stimulate 
their creativity, in order to understand the bind-
ing aspects of their creative work with the city. 
In other words, what elements and aspects of the 
urban creative field are recognised and valued by 
the designers as relevant to their work. 

The elements of the creative field that are rel-
evant to a fashion designer can be divided into 
three categories: (1) aspects related to the histor-
ical and economic dimensions of the city, (2) the 
concentration of fashion designers and other cre-
ative actors in Berlin, and (3) the socio-cultural 
variety and the relatively young age of the popu-
lation affecting everyday life. 

The historical development of the city in the 
last decades has led to the availability of space 
7 However, between 2012 and 2014 the highest growth 

rate was recorded in the software sector and the 
games industry, while the design sector claimed third 
place.

as well as relatively low rents and living costs 
compared with other German cities.8 The ‘emp-
ty’ spaces and the diffused construction projects 
are also seen by designers as stimuli for their 
creativity, as sources of inspiration for creative 
processes: 

So far, Berlin (…) has been a place character-
ised by incompletion; I mean, the fact that it is full 
of holes, of incomplete and moving things (…). 
Furthermore, I am an artist, so I am particularly 
sensitive to this point, this movement and half 
emptiness, or half fullness, of things that have 
surrounded me have always put me in a creative 
state, because it pushes my brain to complete, as 
you are not in Paris, where everywhere you look 
is clean, golden, and lacquered, finished. In Paris, 
you have to make a bigger effort to be creative. Of 
course, you can be creative anywhere, but, in the 
unfinished, (…) in an empty space is where you 
can think of what doesn’t exist. If you are in a full, 
completed space it is harder. Berlin for me was 
this; it had this specific function of being, with its 
incompletion, the place that allowed me to invent 
the new. (…). Berlin, for me, has allowed me to 
create something that I wouldn’t have been able to 
create in another place in Europe and at a ridicu-
lous cost, compared with what it would have cost 
in Milan (ID09).

Next to the inspiration from the physical ur-
ban environment for creative processes, the rel-
atively cheap living and the availability of free 
space have two main advantages for designers: 
on the one hand, they allow a person to live on 
less money and therefore allow the designer to 
earn less and still be able to pay for an atelier 
and shop, or to finance it with a part-time job if 
their design activity doesn’t finance all of it. On 
the other hand, less cost pressure allows more ex-
perimentation and the trying out of new ways of 
working without many economic consequences 
in cases of non-success. It was described by a de-
signer in the following interview: 

I think there are a couple of reasons. First of all 
(…) I think Berlin is well-positioned in Europe. It 

8 This situation and its perception are now, however, 
rapidly changing (House of Research 2015; Caspari 
2015).
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has a very good reputation, it’s a very creative city 
in a way, there’s a lot of inspiration if you want, 
and it’s a little bit off the centre of fashion. So, for 
me at least, being a new brand, it’s a little bit eas-
ier. I was able to make a few mistakes and correct 
them and not be at the centre of attention. If you 
start a brand in Paris and you create a collection, 
and the collection is not nice, or if you make a mis-
take, or your quality is not perfect, you don’t get 
a shit of a second chance. In Berlin, I had the op-
portunity to work, to try, to make mistakes, to cor-
rect them and still not burn myself out. Another 
aspect is an economic aspect. It’s much cheaper 
to start a business in Berlin and to live in Berlin, 
rather than to live in Paris and to start a business 
there – everything costs more. To have a shop like 
what I have here in Paris, I think I would need to 
pay maybe five times more than I pay here, both 
to make it and for on-going costs. So, that’s a very 
practical choice that I have made. I wanted some-
where where I could create my stuff that was not 
going to be detached completely from the fashion 
world, but not going to be completely in the centre 
of it, and I could afford to see my ideas come to life 
without burning, because I had no, let’s say, busi-
ness experience before I started this, only creative 
experience, so the business part was very new for 
me and I knew my resources were quite limited. 
So, if I were to start a business in a place where 
every day costs so much money, it would be very 
dangerous for the success of the business (ID07). 

Therefore, contained costs also allow more 
entrepreneurial mistakes and give a designer the 
opportunity to learn from them and try out dif-
ferent ideas. 

The relatively low living and rental costs of at-
eliers and shops allow designers to afford open-
ing costs of their activities for a longer time than 
in other cities, so they feel the pressure of fixed 
costs less: 

Well, I mean, obviously it’s all about trying 
new things, but you’re part of a space, you pay 
assistants, you pay for fabrics. Every day that I 
open the store costs me a certain amount of mon-
ey, and, in Berlin, at the time I could afford, let’s 
say, a year in my calculations, without earning 
so much money. In Paris, that year would have 
been three months. And in three months, with the 
money I had, I would not have been able to launch 

a business, so I would have needed that time in 
order to make my business much more durable in 
terms of style and business before I could move 
on (ID07). 

The lack of intense economic pressure allows 
a designer to be more creative and to experiment 
more, and, because of the relatively small start-
up capital needed to initiate a label, having more 
entrepreneurial initiatives. Even if it might lead 
to mistakes and a related low selling volume, it 
still will not have a drastic impact on the label. 
The low living costs also allow patchwork time 
management in which, alongside the label activ-
ities, the designer earns additional money with 
a part-time job that somehow finances the living 
costs and entrepreneurial activities.

The second central element recognised by 
fashion designers in their relation with Berlin is 
the presence of fashion events and trade fairs that 
contribute to making it a fashion city. In a broad-
er sense, Berlin offers creative stimuli to design-
ers via local artistic activity as well as through 
the presence of young and cosmopolitan people. 
Therefore, it is not possible to consider discrete 
urban elements as creative inspiration without 
considering the general context and the creative 
field, comprised of social and emotional interac-
tions, as well as the personal dimension. Berlin 
is characterised by the activity of many artists, 
which has the capacity to stimulate the work of 
fashion designers and connect it with the urban 
context of diffuse creativity: 

You can meet a lot of creative people here, also 
a lot who do creative innovative stuff, new stuff 
(…). At least you know there is someone and an-
other one there, you have heard something, read 
something, there was an exhibition, another one 
here. Everyone is so young and so independent 
(ID03). 

In this sense, artistic activity as well as muse-
ums and exhibitions are elements that contribute 
to the creative development and stimulation of 
the designer. However, it would be incorrect to 
consider them in a causal relation with creativity 
(of the designer). 

The presence of many young people is reflect-
ed in the lively night life and leisure activities, as 
well as in artistic experimentation: 
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Designers in London and designers in Paris 
and designers in New York are definitely coming 
to Berlin to see what’s going on, because Berlin is 
very famous for its underground culture, is very 
famous for its street culture and also for its diver-
sity and openness, obviously. So, if you are a good 
designer, anywhere in the world, Tokyo or Milan, 
you’re coming to Berlin in one way or another, to 
see what’s going on. And we are really lucky to 
live here, because not only we have the people 
who live here, but we have people from all around 
the world who are coming and experiencing this 
(ID20).

As the third element, in different interviews, 
the uniqueness of Berlin among German cities 
emerges as a creative element for designers. This 
is due, on the one hand, to the feeling of living 
in an international and young metropolis and, on 
the other hand, to the daily life and its influence 
on creative work in general. Everyday life, with 
its (real or potential) interaction with different 
cultures and consequently culturally-influenced 
places, offers designers stimuli for reflection and 
feelings that can then be conveyed in their work: 

Because it is a nice inspiring city, it is very 
comfortable to live here, so free, so creative. In 
Germany, it is, in my opinion, the only place 
where it is fun. It’s always becoming more inter-
national, it is a metropolis. If I lived in the country-
side, I would surely make different clothes than in 
the city. Yes, to me, it is always a new inspiration, 
and also the public that I want to reach (ID19). 

Therefore, as presented by fashion designers, 
there are different elements of the urban context 
that work to create a specific, local atmosphere 
which helps them in their creative processes. 

However, the creative process and the devel-
opment of new ideas is not only related to specif-
ic elements of the city and its social life, but also 
to personal and other experience, such as media 
(e.g. books, movies), fabrics, previously designed 
collections, travel, or the emotional world of 
a designer. Another possible inspiration source 
is offered by communication within the label or 
with partners, but it might also be that, even to 
designers, it is unclear where their creative ideas 
come from. 

Conclusions

On the basis of the data provided, it is possible 
to recognise the sectoral and spatial dynamics of 
fashion design in Berlin and – more precisely – 
the existing relations not only between creative 
actors (fashion designers) and the creative field, 
but also between the city and the creative field. 
In this sense it is necessary to underline elements 
of the urban context that are considered relevant 
by the designers for their creative work and that 
might contribute to their location decision. 

The first is the concentration in Berlin of other 
creative actors, both of fashion design and other 
creative sectors, as well as a diversified cultural 
offer. Concentrated in the city are relevant cul-
tural and fashion institutions (like museums and 
fashion schools), events like the Fashion Week 
that take place regularly, furthermore Berlin has 
the highest concentration of fashion designers in 
Germany and is also a place where many other 
creatives live and work. The presence of those 
actors and institutions is recognised by fashion 
designers as an important stimulus for their cre-
ative work. 

The second element of the city that contrib-
utes to creating the creative field and is acknowl-
edged by the designers as having a positive effect 
on their creativity is the socio-cultural variety 
and the relatively young age of Berlin inhabit-
ants. The presence of a young and international 
population sharing a multicultural environment 
affects positively the work of fashion designers.

The third element that attracts creatives and 
contributes to forming creative stimuli is related 
to the consequences of the specific historical and 
economic contingency of the city. In the last 25 
years the dominant sectors of the local economy 
have changed, and living costs are relatively low 
in the city, and space for both, residential pur-
poses and entrepreneurial activities as well as 
‘empty’ spaces have become available. The de-
signers consider this a relevant aspect that facili-
tates their creative activity. The perception of this 
situation has now started to change, as the living 
costs are felt to be increasing (House of Research 
2015), and purveyors of creative activities have 
started to face their urban location choices from 
a different perspective, which might lead to 
repositioning. 
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However, the creative field generated in a giv-
en city does not automatically provide a dynam-
ic job market for creative and qualified actors, 
which is a central element in urban economic 
growth. Consequently, the urban context and its 
creative field have to be considered in a dynamic 
combination of variable elements that influence, 
and are influenced by, each other and that con-
tribute to the structuring of the city’s socio-eco-
nomic development. What remains an open 
question for the moment is to what extent loca-
tion decisions of creative actors will be affected 
when the socio-economic context that makes the 
city attractive has changed. At the moment, for 
fashion designers the city’s creative field is a re-
sult of the socio-economic context rather than of 
the job market of creative and innovative sectors. 
It might also be interesting to identify central el-
ements of the creative field for fashion designers 
in other European cities, as they will probably be 
slightly different from those identified in Berlin. 

As a concluding remark it should be under-
lined that the relations of both creative actors 
and a city with the creative field have to be con-
sidered in order to understand the development 
path and the potential of the creative sector in an 
urban economy, as well as the challenges and is-
sues related to the conversion of a creative poten-
tial into a growth element. 
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