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This book is dedicated to my darling sister, Janelle.
In my heart forever, until we can laugh again together.
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A note to readers

Big Dress Energy is all about giving you the tools to develop a stronger relationship with your clothes. For too long, these insights have been confined to stuffy academic papers that most people can’t read for lack of access – and also because, well, they can be kind of boring. Between the Beyoncé references and nods to The Real Housewives franchise, I’ve made this research accessible, fun and useful. If you want to be empowered with science-based tips on how to curate a mindful wardrobe, let go of harmful shopping habits, and only wear clothes that speak to who you are at your core, then this is the book for you.
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Introduction

What on earth is fashion psychology?

Ten years ago, I didn’t have a bloody clue what fashion psychology was either. Now, I honestly consider it essential for the well-being of anyone who wears clothes – and since leaving your house with your bits out is considered a bit of a faux pas these days, that basically means everybody. This book isn’t your run-of-the-mill style guide. Don’t expect to learn a bunch of rules about which accessories give French girl chic vibes or how mixing navy and black is some sort of cardinal sin. This is not that. It’s the culmination of a decade of research, two degrees, and a lot of groundwork, and my aim is to give you the ultimate guide to rewiring your brain so that you can embrace a healthier relationship with your wardrobe (and, hopefully, I’ll make you laugh along the way too).

Nothing gives me more satisfaction than watching the cloud of confusion clear from someone’s face as I explain what fashion psychology really is. Their frown softens, their eyes widen, and, if you’re really quiet, you can hear bells ringing in their head as they eagerly nod along. Most people have a basic understanding of fashion psychology. You know that if you dress good, you feel good and that it’s possible to power-dress your way into bigger rooms and better conversations. But for most people, the knowledge stops there, which crushes me. It’s frustrating because a good deal of the quality research I’ve included in this book isn’t new. It’s simply been kept just out of reach. The sheer brainpower it takes to decipher what’s actually being said in some of these academic papers is enough to make you fall asleep, but I’ve done all of the tedious work, so you don’t have to. Allow me to break it down. In a nutshell, fashion psychology is:

• the way your clothes allow you to navigate different versions of yourself

• the reasons why you buy the things you do

• the way your clothes change not only your mood but how you think and behave

• the way clothes impact your body image

• the way people use their style to define themselves and others

When I graduated in 2016, I became the first Black woman to earn a master’s degree in psychology for fashion professionals. My graduation picture, in which I’m wearing a sickening (if I do say so myself) black French Connection dress and proudly waving a singular fist up high, went viral. I managed to stay on cloud nine for about five seconds after that happened, because that’s how long it took for the trolls to descend. Between comments like ‘You’re going to end up working at McDonald’s’ and ‘Good luck paying off those student loans’, I gathered that the general attitude of the nay-sayers was that it’s stupid to care about clothes that much. But I’ll tell you what the OG of fashion psychology, psychologist and award-winning author Michael Solomon told me: ‘It can’t be trivial because it pertains to what we’re all doing.’ Michael’s right. It doesn’t matter if you work in luxury fashion or construction – fashion and style are neither beneath nor above you. Even if you claim to put very little thought into your wardrobe, the truth is that just by buying clothes, choosing how to wear them and getting dressed in the morning, you’ve become an active participant in the process of fashion.

We often think of our clothes as possessions separate from ourselves, when in reality they act as a second skin. The most crucial power your clothes possess is the ability to help you lean in to who you truly are in a way that’s bigger than ‘you are what you wear’. Costume designer Cobbie Yates, who’s worked on sets for TV shows like The Fear Index and movies like Pirates, told me: ‘A well thought-out style starts with an understanding of yourself.’ I couldn’t agree more. Most style tips are based on rigid dos and don’ts that align to a specific stylistic viewpoint or aesthetic that doesn’t give room for self-expression. Throughout this book, I’ve included fashion psychology tips based on scientific research to help you use your personal style to embody both yourself and your self – your essential being, the thing that differentiates you from other people.

If you zoom out a bit and look at what’s going on in fashion right now, you’ll see a paradox. People want more from their clothes. They want their clothes to look good, feel good, help them belong and at the same time be functional. They want their clothes to be ethical and sustainable, but at the same time, they simply want more clothes. How easy is it to drown out those videos featuring heaving piles of clothing waste with the knock-knock-knock of a delivery driver ready to lift your spirits with a new pair of jeans? And how come you have enough clothes to dress a small village and still have nothing to wear? For too long, fashion psychology has been missing from the equation. I’m not trying to vilify people for loving clothes, because I love them too, and I’m not here to paint brands and retailers as comic book villains – although I can’t lie, they do have a couple of tricks up their sleeves. From the moment we set foot in a shop, click on a webpage or tap on a screen, we’re bombarded with psychological tactics. These tactics make it incredibly tricky to shop smart, but it is possible – and it’s easier to do when you know your stuff. When you think about it, curating a wardrobe or a look that you’re proud of is simply a matter of making the right decisions. Sure, it may be easier said than done, but psychological studies have proven that it’s all about carefully weighing your options, asking yourself the right questions and checking in with your mental and emotional processes.1 This book shows you how to do just that.

I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge that your personal style extends beyond your clothes. I’ve always been the cousin who turns up to small family gatherings with a full face of make-up and gets asked, ‘Why are you doing the most?’. I’ve always considered experimenting with my appearance, no matter the occasion, to be a profoundly moving experience, and research in beauty psychology supports that. The way your skincare routine doubles as a legitimate form of self-care, how your make-up channels your creativity, and how your hair is inextricably tied to your identity means anything you do to maintain these parts of yourself could never be ‘too much’.

I didn’t just wake up one day and think, ‘Hmm, let me pick a degree that almost no one has heard of. Yeah, that’ll be easy.’ You don’t exactly see ‘fashion psychologist’ vacancies posted on LinkedIn job boards, but my love of clothes, hair and beauty ran too deep for me to not give it a try. Growing up, I wanted to be a dancer. I learned the routine of every dance break from the early 2000s, but my body couldn’t keep up with the boom-kaks the other girls were hitting. When I got my first sewing machine, I wanted to be a fashion designer, but I broke my needle too many times and quickly lost patience. After I got a ninety-eight in my A level psychology exam, I decided I would become the Black female Frasier; those were my exact words. Still, the reality of a career in clinical psychology knocked me on my ass when I got to university.

Not willing to give up on my love of fashion, I used my social psychology class as an opportunity to explore my hunch about the impact of clothing on our cognitive functioning – and I was blown away. So, I started the blog Fashion is Psychology, got an internship with a kick-ass style psychologist (hey, Kate!), and found a sympathetic advisor in Professor Adrian Furnham, who gave me the grace to write an entire dissertation about the intersection between race, hoodies and first impressions.

As if by design, a random Google search during a post-graduation existential crisis led me to a master’s course in psychology for fashion professionals at the London College of Fashion. I was hesitant at first, but I applied after the third ‘You’re stupid if you don’t do this’ from my mother and sister. If you’re unfamiliar with fashion schools, I’ll paint you a picture. Luxury labels are the norm, and people are so well put-together they could easily be mistaken for runway models. Then picture me, a broke twenty-one-year-old psychology geek who watched Coronation Street, was always trying to discuss the latest Soca song and could barely tell her McCartneys from her McQueens.

On top of that, I was the only Black person on my course, and one of the few Black faces walking around the entire campus. Talk about a fish out of water. When I say this book is for everyone, I mean it, because I know what it’s like to be excluded from the conversation and to feel like great style is only possible for a certain type of person. The more I researched, the more I realised that great style doesn’t look one way – and it’s certainly not found in a price tag.

Measuring your Big Dress Energy

Let’s get into this title. I know it’s giving ‘no one knows what it means, but it’s provocative’, but I promise you there’s a method to the madness. Before I delve into the explanation, I’ve crafted a handy quiz to help you determine how much Big Dress Energy you have right now.

The big ‘Big Dress Energy’ quiz

For each statement below, give yourself a score from one to seven, with one being ‘strongly disagree’ and seven being ‘strongly agree’.
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‘Clothing is not a random decision, but an
unspoken yet important language which tells many
things about us; our personality traits, attitudes,
social position and our take on life.’

Nida Samreen

Results

Total: 169–252 – Big Dress Energy

A score within this range means you have Big Dress Energy: a solid and healthy relationship with your wardrobe and overall appearance. You regularly curate mindful looks that speak to your most authentic self, and as such, you turn your style into an act of self-love. You allow your clothes, accessories, hairstyles and cosmetic choices to celebrate your body while honouring your changing moods and attitudes towards it. It’s also easy for you to let your clothes speak on your behalf because you know precisely what they’re saying. When you wear an outfit with Big Dress Energy, you just know you’re killing it.

With all of the pressures we face, from social media to our own insecurities, maintaining this energy is not always easy. It’s simpler to just follow a trend and keep buying stuff in the hope that it will help you feel something. Consider the coming lessons as a road map to keep you on the right path. At the end of this journey, you’ll be able to use psychology to understand what it is that you really want and how to appear as your best self so you can stop clogging your closet and feeding your most basic impulses with sale items.

Total: 85–168 – Medium Dress Energy

Most people find themselves somewhere within this range. Perhaps you know the basics of fashion psychology, but you don’t know how to take your style to the next level. The ‘dress’ in Big Dress Energy doesn’t refer to a literal dress by the way. I’m not expecting everyone to start going to the cinema in a poufy dress by British designer Molly Goddard (who somehow managed to make ten pounds of tulle look effortlessly cool). You could be wearing a basic pair of jeans and a plain white T-shirt and still exude Big Dress Energy. The ‘next level’ is about ensuring that your sense of style and the things you choose to buy serve the right purpose. That purpose has to be dictated by you. But how can you know what that purpose is if you don’t take a beat and ask yourself the right questions? Each chapter of this book is purposely designed to challenge you and put you in a state of self-reflection so you can stop thoughtlessly dressing and evolve from Medium to Big Dress Energy.

Total: 1–84 – Small Dress Energy

Oh Hunny, if you’re in this range, go ahead and read this book twice for me. We’ll get through this together.

Come with me, we have work to do

I’ve worked with global brands like Next, Stitch Fix and Afterpay. I’ve had my thesis published in the International Journal of Market Research. I’ve been featured in almost every major publication, from Forbes to the Wall Street Journal to Harper’s Bazaar and many more. I’ve achieved all of this because I just can’t shut up about fashion psychology. You know that feeling when you watch a good documentary, and you have a burning desire to tell everyone and their grandmother about it? That’s how I feel all the time. I will never be able to explain just how much it warms my heart to know that this once incredibly niche topic will be embraced by so many people.

This will be a fun but by no means content-light read, by the way. Every page is jam-packed with useful information, and I’m hoping the studies featured will blow your mind (if only just a little bit) and resonate with you in unforgettable ways. So let me ease you in by offering a breakdown of what to expect: Chapters 1 to 6 are designed to alter the way you consider your personal style, and will delve deeply into the power of clothes to explain all the different ways in which your outfit choices impact how you navigate day-to-day life. This knowledge will serve as a foundation so that by the time you get to Chapters 7 and 8, where you’ll be revamping your wardrobe and doing away with your old shopping habits, the process will be a lot less daunting. You’ll be equipped with every insight needed to tackle these challenges head-on. Big Dress Energy doesn’t just start from the neck down, though, so in Chapter 9 we’ll move beyond clothes and accessories and uncover all there is to know about beauty psychology. This will be a deep dive into the holy trinity that some call the ‘jewellery of the face’: skincare, cosmetics and hair. At the end of each chapter, I’ll provide key takeaways to help you fully digest all of the lessons we’ve learned. So, without further ado, let’s get cracking.
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Chapter 1

It’s giving what it’s supposed to

How to dress with your identity and external perceptions in mind

‘Dress like there’s no tomorrow. And then
tomorrow, do it again!’

Dorit Kemsley

If you follow the institution that is The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, then you’re well aware of Dorit Kemsley’s commitment to her outfits. If you don’t, then the best way I can explain it is by asking you to imagine someone doing a big shop in Tesco, but dressed as if they’re accepting an award at the Grammys. If your reaction is to roll your eyes, then you’ll join many of the show’s fans and some of Dorit’s costars, who malign the housewife for doing ‘the most’. OK, true, some of her looks can be a bit out of place. Even as a self-confessed over-dresser, I too thought stilettos to a family barbecue was a bit much, but I commend Dorit for her commitment to dressing in a way that feels authentic to her.

People will always judge others for being too interested in fashion. They’ll tell you that being concerned with your personal style makes you vapid, materialistic and shallow. I’ve definitely been on the receiving end of that kind of criticism. Let’s take a moment to ask those people one very rhetorical question, delivered with a squint and a slight tilt of the head: ‘Should we all just dress like prisoners instead?’ No, seriously, I often wonder how happy these people would be if the world transformed into the set of Squid Game, leaving us with only a green tracksuit, a pair of black plimsolls and an embroidered three-digit number to differentiate us. Sure, it would be a lot easier to get dressed in the morning in this fashion-free utopia, but, as I will explain in this chapter, those extra minutes you save won’t be even the slightest bit worth it.

When we talk about fashion, the question should never be whether you care about it or not, because that’s simply irrelevant. It’s irrelevant because you are constantly communicating through your styling choices, whether intentionally or unintentionally. You’re also constantly making assessments about other people based on their styling choices. You might be thinking, ‘But I don’t judge books by their cover!’ Hush, my dear, we all do – and we do it because the way we dress or ‘cover’ ourselves is important. First impressions occur within the blink of an eye, so it’s your outward appearance, including your clothes, that speak for you.

I know the thought of your clothes having such a considerable impact might feel worrying, but it really shouldn’t. Fear not; my aim is for this book to inspire you to a higher level of self-awareness when it comes to your personal style. I want to empower you to really think about how the way you dress represents you beyond the surface level, and how it influences the way you’re treated by those around you.

Who wore it best? Your style, according to your different selves

‘We use clothing as this paradoxical combination
of camouflage and self-revelation, a shield for and
stripping to our basic humanity.’

Maria Popova, writer and founder of The
Marginalian

I’ve talked about how clothes have the power to help you embody your true self – your essential being. Psychologists have been exploring this concept for years, but a 2000 study by Alison Guy and Maura Banim provides arguably the best explanation. The pair investigated the relationship between clothing and the self over several weeks by getting a group of participants to engage in a range of tasks, such as keeping a clothing diary, completing a wardrobe interview and providing a detailed response to the question: ‘What do clothes mean to me?’ After gathering all that data, the psychologists concluded that we have a dynamic relationship with clothing that affects the different ways we view ourselves according to the following three categories:

1. The person you hope to be

2. The person you fear to be

3. The person you are most of the time

When we get dressed, we can appear as the person we hope to be if we wear clothes that ‘formulate positive self-projections’.1 That’s psychologist speak for clothes that make you feel like the shit and give you confidence – basically, outfits that give Big Dress Energy. We’re more prone to dress this way when we take the necessary steps to level up psychologically and emotionally and then decide to physically display this internal change. Wearing those favourite pieces helps to bridge the gap between you now and the ultimate version of you. For some, it could be a luxury accessory acting as a gateway to a more financially stable self; for others it might be a vintage jacket that signals the entry point to a more sustainable lifestyle.

The second and slightly scary category, the person you fear to be, speaks to all the times you wear things that, for whatever reason, just don’t work. We slip into this category when our wardrobes become a physical manifestation of any negative thoughts and feelings we’re experiencing. It’s also the negative version of us that appears when we wear deeply unflattering clothes, or dress in a way that draws attention to the parts of us we like the least. For me, this came in the form of the scruffy jumpers and decade-old, holey leggings that I often wore on the school run. Sadly, my big sister passed away when my niece and nephew were just two and five years old. Suddenly, at the age of twenty-five, I went from going to after-work drinks to hanging out with grandmothers in the playground at 3.15pm. It just wasn’t how I had envisioned my life going, and those trips were a constant reminder of my grief, from which, at times, I feared I would never heal. Without realising it, the utter lack of care I put into my outfits for these school runs served as the external projection of my internal fear (we’ll look more closely at the role of clothing in challenging difficult emotions in Chapter 5).

While categories one and two represent the highs and lows of the role clothing plays in self-presentation, category three – the person you are most of the time – is the most consistent and stable. These are your go-to outfits. They’re the clothes that signify who you are most of the time and arguably showcase your most authentic self.

While a lot of this might seem a bit daunting, Guy and Banim concluded that our relationship with our clothes is both ‘ongoing and dynamic’, and that our clothes act as a ‘major source of enjoyment’ because they help us navigate between these different versions of ourselves.

Equally, many people don’t realise that the clothes we don’t buy are also significant. The clothes that we put in our shopping basket and the clothes that make us wince and ask, ‘Who would ever buy that?!’ all form part of our likes and dislikes, and so combine to say something about who we are.

‘Appearance is at least as important in
establishment and maintenance of the self as
verbal communication.’

Gregory P. Stone, psychologist at Arizona State
University

If you think of yourself as fearless and bold, but you make very conservative fashion choices, a discrepancy will exist between the reflection in the mirror and the true you. A psychologist named Edward Tory Higgins discovered this back in 1987 and called it ‘Self-Discrepancy Theory’. According to this theory, a discrepancy between who you are and how you dress can result in a range of nasty side effects, including lower self-esteem and a lack of pride.

Cultivating a wardrobe that is closer to the person we hope to be is a choice most of us can make, yet we often fall into a habit of wearing the same old things and dressing like the person we fear to be. This might be due to a lack of confidence or simply being stuck in rut – only you can truly know. Even if you take the necessary actions to become the person you’ve always wanted to be, the profound relationship between clothing and self means that if your style doesn’t evolve with you, the side effects that Higgins describes will probably remain.


Fashion psychology tip

If more than one of the outfits you’ve worn this week fall into the person you fear to be category, you need to take a step back and consider why that is. Start by asking yourself two questions:

• What do you need to do to get closer to the person you hope to be?

• What does the person you hope to be look like?

Outfits belonging to the person you fear to be probably mean very little to you. That’s why it’s so important to consider the true value of the clothes you’re wearing. In doing so, you’ll be able to process how you can better use your clothing choices as a tool to embody the best version of you. Allowing your clothes to work for you in this way will reduce any psychological discrepancy and positively benefit your mental well-being.



As the frontier between the self and the ‘not self’ (anything and everything that is inauthentic to who you are), style is first and foremost about seeking approval from the person who matters most – you. Then, it’s about solidifying your place in the world, and this is where other people get involved. We’ve just talked about the role of style and the self, where ‘self’ refers to your sense of who you are and what you are. In the following pages, we will look at the role of style in identity. Identity is your ‘social self’: the meaning you apply to your ‘self’, negotiated via your everyday interactions with other people.2

Which identity are you verifying today?

When I think about the question ‘Who are you?’, my brain always conjures up images of fingers flicking quickly through countless files in a drawer marked ‘Identity’. Often my answer is simply, ‘a Black, cisgendered woman’, but the more I think about it, the more descriptors I add to that sentence – and before you know it, I’m left with a pretty long list.

On LinkedIn, I add ‘fashion psychologist’ to that list. During my school days, ‘Catholic’ made an appearance. When I spend time with my family, ‘Trini’ pops up, and when I speak to my American friends, ‘Londoner’ gets tacked on. On Instagram, I’ve been known to identify as a ‘baddie’. On TikTok, a ‘dancer’. On Hinge, ‘single and looking for love’ (although I’m hoping that will no longer be applicable by the time this book is out). As you can see, identity is fluid – our identities are subject to change, and on many occasions, they overlap. As a result, it’s often difficult to express who you are in words, so your appearance and how you choose to style yourself helps you to articulate your identity in the messiness of everyday life.

Your clothes can visually express multiple overlapping identities, like your age, gender, race, culture, social class, sexuality, politics and personal interests. Even the saying ‘wearing different hats’ is a comment on how different outfits spotlight different facets of our identity. For example, I’m more Trini than Londoner when I’m draped in the sequins and feathers that constitute my carnival costume, and more fashion psychologist than Insta-baddie when I’m wearing my best power suit. However, I’m still all of these things – and more.

Clothes also assuage the common fear of a lack of control. They give us autonomy over our individuality,3 and can act as a vehicle to showcase our emotions when we simply don’t feel like talking. Who hasn’t worn headphones (even when nothing is actually playing), a massive hoodie or other items of what I call the ‘socially distanced outfit’ to ward off the threat of conversation on a terrible day?

Clothes also give you the power to cultivate the identities you present to the world, allowing you to reveal and conceal as you please. One example is the popularity of the fake designer bag. For every ‘It’ bag, there will be a fake. It will continue to be this way until people stop making bags. In their Menswear Fall/Winter 2020 runway collection, even Gucci made fun of this phenomenon by embossing the wording ‘FAKE’ across the collection, citing ‘a playful commentary on the idea of imitation’. On the surface, the popularity of fakes can simply be seen as the desire to own something you can’t afford. On the other hand, it also illustrates how we can use clothes and accessories to conceal our true social class.

When I spoke to Joanne Entwistle, author of The Fashioned Body (which is essentially the holy grail of all things fashion and identity), she explained: ‘We occupy multiple positions in the world; we have multiple roles that we play. Identity is always in process. We’re always changing, we’re always evolving, but identity is stabilised through clothing.’

Part of the gang

Another important thing that our clothes communicate is our inherent need to belong, which is fundamental to who we are as human beings. Even on our off-days, on our ‘I hate people’ days, at our core, we’re social beings and our desire to belong is crucial to developing our social identity. Another theory for you to learn, social identity theory, was developed by psychologists Henri
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S

I use clothes and accessories to
help me navigate different sociel
situations.

Im careful about buying from

certain retailers because | want

them to align with my personal
beliefs.

Iuse my clothes and accessories
to express my culture.

I'm aware of the best way to
dress to support my career

Mast of the clothes and
accessories | own give me
confidence and help me fael
self-assured.

=

The way | dress is important in
giving me a sense of contral over
my life.

&

1 own clothes and accessories
that remind me of happy
moments in my lf.

I

1 don't buy new clothes and
accessories for every single
oceasion.

[

I never rush to buy a new outfit
1 wait to make sure | really like it
and that it will have longevity.

E

I don't own a broad selection of
clothes that I've only worn once.

| utilise cosmetics to express my
creativity and showcase my inner
beauty.

1 only buy clothes and
accessories | feel a salid
connection to.

F I want to feel a certain way,
I consider the clothes and
accessories I'm wearing,

| 2hways treal my skincare routine
25 an opportunity for self-care

| explore a variety of hair and
make-up styles to help me
explore different parts of myself

I'm aware of the way different
colours make me feel.

Im & walking mood ring. You can
tell how I'm feeling by the clothes
and accessories I'm wearing.
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27

I don't own a wide selection of
clothes that no longer fit me.

28

When I'm dissatisfied with a
part of my physical appearance,
1 wear clothing thet draws.
attention away from it

29

| wear clothes that showcase the
parts of my physical sppearance
that satisfy me.

1 regularly shake up my personal
style.

E

I rarely get upset when | don't it
into a particular clothing size.

32

I never cleim to have nothing,
to weer.

33

Irarely worry about being over-
or underdressed when | go out.

I don't confine myself to a

signature shyle. Instead, my
wardrobe allows me to easily

explore a variety of styles.

35

After | gel dressed, | always
check to make sure | feel
comfortable.

36

| often customise my clothes to
make sure they're a good fit.

Totals

Grand total

Quiz adapted from Samreen, N. (2014), Proximity of clothing to self-concept: Understanding differences across the
demographics in Pakistan’. European Journal of Business and Management, & (18), 100101
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Score

Strongly
disagree

1

Strongly
agree

7

What | wear is often consistent
with who | am.

| sometimes use my wardrobe
to help me become the person |
wank to be.

w

| use clothes and accessories o
help me express or manage my
emotions.

| wear different styles to reflect
different parts of my identily.

| often wear certain clothing to
let people know what kind of
person | am.

Iwant my clothes and
accessories to make a statement
about me without any need for
words.

I'm aware of the impression my
personal shyle gives of

| know how to control the way I'm
perceived through my style.

'm aware of how my behaviour
changes when | wear different
outfits,
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