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The Venn Diagram of International Fashion 
From neon to neutrals, distinct differences in style still have similarities. 
 
By Amanda Hawkins and Rebekah Meiser 
 
Gwen Stefani made Japan known for her Harajuku girls’ flamboyant ensembles, fine 
tailoring immediately comes to mind when thinking of Italian style and wearing all black 
has been influenced by French fashionistas. But what differs in style from country to 
country, who influences whom and what is universal in fashion? After a bit of 
investigative work (it should be noted that in this case “investigative work” means 
stalking foreign students in Gordy Hall) the cultures on campus are the influential factor. 
 
Athens is not immune to international fashion influences from European to Asian 
cultures. The number of international students and professors at Ohio University alone is 
a reflection of how international boundaries have become increasingly blurrier and that 
American is truly a melting pot of cultures and fashion. 
 
The Asian Approach  
If flamboyance, bright colors, and over-the-top ensembles are commonly associated with 
Japanese style, Chinese fashion could not differ more, said Zoe Zhang, Ohio University 
Chinese exchange student whose inspiration comes from fashion magazines and 
American television shows like Gossip Girl and The Vampire Diaries. In acid wash jeans, 
white wedges and a blue, open button up, Zhang said that Americans are more creative, 
colorful dressers and that the Chinese dress in a traditional way, gravitating towards 
simple colors like white and blue.  
 
The Chinese, with their rich and long history, choose to add traditional elements to their 
modern wares. Zhang admits adding certain elements from traditional festival wear are an 
important part to looking fashionable in China. 
 
But traditional ensembles and subdued colors have no place in Japanese style. Google 
“Japanese Fashion” and pink, tulle tutus, oversized metallic bows and lime green hair 
dominate the results. There is no fear of retribution or suppression of style; they dress to 
stand out. Or travel to Hong Kong to find something a little bit different: Men carry 
handbags and are infatuated with accessories. Women are label obsessed and strive to 
find the newest, craziest look to stand out among their friends. But move westward into 
Europe and style boundaries set in. Europeans aim to stay on trend – everything they do 
is intentional. 
 
Subtly Chic Europeans 
Professor Francesca Colloredo, from Milan, Italy, noted that Italian style is based around 
one to two colors, vastly different from the many neon hues that make up Japanese dress. 
 



Yolande Helm, a French professor who hales from Belgium, says French style is similar. 
Helm suggests that French fashion is discreet; a woman may look effortless but one can 
safely bet that she – and he – consistently receives hair and skin treatments at the salon. 
Both professors also asserted that European casual and American casual are vastly 
different; bedazzled sweatpants won’t be found strolling around the grocery stores. 
 
“American casual is the best at a certain level,” Colloredo said. “Americans are much 
more formal in business attire than Italians – but way less in leisure.”  
 
Helm agrees, “I think women [in France] are perhaps more conscientious about hot they 
dress, they just like to dress for special occasions. You wouldn’t see someone in the street 
wearing tennis shoes.” 
 
But according to Helm, casual ware while running errands is becoming more common in 
countries like France. However, this lackadaisical approach to dressing has its limit – one 
might wear flip flips while dropping off laundry but never tennis shoes.  This new 
advancement – wearing thong flip-flops, is no longer a show faux paus thanks to the 
Americans who have influenced this footwear. 
 
When Helm’s students return from studying abroad in France or Martinique, a French-
ruled island, she sees that they have adapted a more polished European style. 
 
“When my students come back from France, you can tell,” she said. “They wear high 
heels; they wear more make up. So there is a little bit of that influence.” 
 
And while French designer fashion is much more prone to influencing American 
designers, some styles have slowly trickled down from high-eng European designers to 
casual American styles. 
 
“If you look at designer fashion, you see an influence from the French,” said Dr. Sky 
Cone, an associate professor in Retail Merchandising. “I remember a long time ago, black 
and white was in fashion. Everything was black and white. And it came here [to 
America] maybe a few years later. So I think there is some influence but it’s more 
designer clothing, not just your average person.” 
 
Even with this newfound acceptance of casual ware, Colloredo and Helm agreed that 
Europeans dress more elegantly than Americans on a daily basis. European cultures 
possess a strong awareness of style. It is a social necessity and innate desire, not a fun 
hobby. Brand names are not merely purchased for quality, but exude wealth and good 
taste. Classmates torment other students if they are not wearing a certain brand, and many 
people go without eating certain foods to afford an it-bag or in-top.  
 
Starve, in the Name of Love 
Craving brands is a cultural similarity between European and Asian societies. In the 
August 2009 issue of Marie Claire, a 25-year old Japanese woman’s attempt to afford a 



Gucci watch through starving herself is an extreme, but quintessential, example of the 
importance of brands in Eastern societies. 
 
Devon Turchan, a junior who studied abroad in Hong Kong, said Hong Kongers’ style 
flaunts brand ownership. It is customary to wear clothing and accessories adorned with 
the brands’ names – a way to flaunt their wealth. Turchan also hear similar stories in 
Hong Kong, of men ad women alike going without food for months at a time in orer to 
afford a Louis Vuitton handbag or Chanel accessories. 
 
The Melting Pot of Style 
Italians may wear Missoni to pick out veggies, but the country’s younger generation is all 
American. Stores like Abercrombie and Fitch, despite the price level matching that of 
some designer labels, are extremely popular among Italy’s youth. Colloredo pointed out 
that many brands that start in America often morph their image to sell to the Italian 
market. One such example is Carhartt, an American brand known for their premium 
outdoor wear and work clothes, which has been marketed as a fashionable men’s store to 
Italian customers.  
 
Abercrombie is much loved by the Chinese youth too, according to Zhang. And while 
this mass-produced brand resonates in both cultures, Zhang and Colloredo say that most 
shopping is done at boutiques, not malls are uncommon. 
 
“Boutique owners are like friends. People don’t go to window shop, there is always an 
intention to buy,” said Colloredo. 
 
However, Turchan saw designer stores on every corner of every busy street in Hong 
Kong, and large malls were always present. 
 
Dr. Cone reasons that American fashion sticks out among the flamboyant colors of the 
Asian cultures and the chic, put-together clothes of the Europeans because Americans 
have perfected the “casual dress.” 
 
“It’s not to say that our culture is a bunch of bush pigs that don’t care about what they 
look like, and it’s not that [fashion] is not important to us,” Cone said. “We are a casual 
dress culture, so that’s definitely how we’re motivated.” 
 
And as feeling comfortable and looking casual motivates American fashion, Asians dress 
to stand out and Europeans dress to it in. While each culture has specific trends and 
different spending patterns, fashion is still universal. 


