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and development infrastructure and are therefore highly dependent on collaborative and re-
source-efficient processes. This article discusses the gap in existing systems and proposes a
conceptual model to stimulate collective creativity that is adapted to the realities of fashion
small and medium enterprises. The model emphasizes resource sensitivity, less formalized
management, and measurable results, including product novelty, go-to-market time, and
customer engagement. By treating creativity as a collective capability, this study contributes
both to theoretical insights into small and medium enterprises innovation processes and to
practical guidelines for fashion industry practitioners seeking to increase competitiveness. The
study concludes with recommendations for managers, policymakers, and future research on
the applicability of the creativity model.
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1. Introduction

Creativity has long been recognized as an important driver of innovation, competitiveness,
and long-term sustainability in the fashion industry (Cillo & Verona, 2008; Ratten, 2023). In
this highly dynamic sector, companies must constantly generate new ideas, re-interpret cul-
tural and aesthetic trends, and respond quickly to changing consumer demands. For small
and medium enterprises (SMEs), which are the backbone of the global fashion ecosystem,
creativity is not only a crucial factor but also a survival mechanism (Millspaugh & Kent, 2016).

Unlike major multinational companies, fashion SMEs typically operate with limited re-
sources, restricted access to research and development infrastructure, and less negotiating
power in their supply chains (Bicen & Johnson, 2015). These limitations pose challenges to the
continuous implementation of well-structured innovation processes. At the same time, SMEs
often have unique advantages, such as flexibility, proximity to customers, and integration into
cultural and social networks (Capaldo, 2007). To capitalize on these strengths, it is necessary
to adopt an approach that treats creativity as a collective capacity that emerges from the
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collaboration of designers, employees, consumers, and external partners, rather than as the
result of isolated individuals.

Although the importance of creativity in fashion SMEs is well known, research shows that
there is a shortage of structured, resource-sensitive systems that systematically stimulate
and guide collective creativity in these companies (Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). Current
creativity models are often designed for large companies with specialized innovation de-
partments, large prototyping budgets, or complex management systems that are unfeasible
for SMEs. As a result, many fashion SMEs rely on ad hoc or intuitive processes, which limit
the scale and sustainability of innovation outputs. This shortcoming points to the need for
a tailored model that would allow fashion SMEs to foster, organize, and implement collec-
tive creativity in a way that takes into account their limited resources while increasing their
competitiveness.

The purpose of this study is to develop and propose a conceptual model to promote
collective creativity specifically for SMEs in fashion. The paper examines the following research
question: how to develop a conceptual model to stimulate collective creativity in order to
strengthen the innovation capabilities of fashion SMEs?

This study employs a conceptual, theory-building research design. It is based on an inte-
grative narrative review and a synthesis of peer-reviewed literature from 2008 to 2025. This
literature is related to collective creativity, co-creation, open innovation, design thinking,
and SMEs innovation constraints within the fashion sector. Using deductive reasoning from
established theoretical frameworks and inductive identification of gaps in existing models
(particularly their lack of resource sensitivity and suitability for small firms), recurrent practices,
tools (e.g., the O-Generator and digital prototyping) and enabling conditions were mapped.
These elements were synthesized and structured into a new six-stage model to stimulate
collective creativity tailored to fashion SMEs. The resulting conceptual framework was itera-
tively refined for internal coherence and practical applicability; however, it remains untested
empirically. Validation will be deferred to future case studies or action research. This study
makes a contribution to both theory and practice. Theoretically, it adds to the literature on
collective creativity by applying it to the underexplored field of fashion SMEs, where innova-
tion processes differ significantly from those of large companies. In practice, the study sug-
gests practical advice for fashion business owners and managers on how to foster creativity
using resource-sensitive (sustainable) methods, such as teamwork based on design thinking,
digital prototypes, and a structured evaluation procedure.

Following this introduction, chapter 2 provides an overview of the relevant scientific lit-
erature on collective creativity, co-creation, open innovation, and SMEs innovation practices.
Chapter 3 describes the structure of the concept and the proposed model. Chapter 4 dis-
cusses the implications for practical action and future research and presents conclusions
summarizing the contributions and limitations of the work.

2. Theoretical approach and empirical background

Creativity is the key to competitiveness in the fashion industry, especially for small and me-
dium-sized companies, which need to continuously innovate to remain relevant in rapidly
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changing markets. Unlike major corporations, small businesses often lack the systematic re-
sources and frameworks to develop creativity in a systematic way (Bicen & Johnson, 2015).
Furthermore, the fashion sector is intrinsically collective in its creative processes, involving
the interaction of networks of designers, employees, customers, and suppliers (Goretti et al,,
2020). This chapter discusses the research literature on collective creativity, co-creation in
fashion SMEs, open innovation and ecosystems, tools and methods for fostering creativity,
bottlenecks faced by SMEs, and ways to measure results.

Collective creativity refers to the newly emerging group-level capacity to generate new
and useful ideas through the interaction of people, tools, and organizational structures. Col-
lective creativity is different from individual creativity because it emphasizes that organiza-
tions support collaboration, the exchange of ideas, and the integration of different approach-
es (Cernevi¢iuté & Strazdas, 2014). In the context of the fashion industry, collective creativity
is particularly important due to the cross-disciplinary nature of design processes, which often
require the integration of artistic, technical, and market insights (Cillo & Verona, 2008).

The foundation stage of collective creativity could be supported by business models (Li,
2020) analyses digital transformation in creative industries, developing a holistic business
model framework showing how technologies enable portfolio models for multiple market
segments. For fashion SMEs, this facilitates creative deployment of diverse models, though
innovations are often evolutionary rather than radical, highlighting trends like multi-business
model adoption. Santoro et al. (2020) examine collaborative modes with cultural and creative
industries, finding that heterogeneous knowledge sources moderate innovation performance,
while absorptive capacity does not. Informal collaborations produce stronger effects for SMEs,
supporting open innovation, but noting barriers such as trust issues. D'ltria and Colombi
(2023) propose a quadruple helix model (industry, government, university, and society) for
sustainable fashion innovation, driven by design actions such as reuse and recycling. For
SMEs, this fosters ecosystems for closed-loop chains, with government as facilitators and
society revising consumption, enhancing collective creativity through open knowledge flows.
Other sources by some authors (Ramos et al., 2024) on SustainMeter for sustainability as-
sessment (Borchardt et al., 2024) and on uncaptured value in social enterprises, indirectly tie
creativity to business models by addressing resource efficiency and circular practices, which
demand innovative rethinking in SMEs.

Focusing on inspirational stage, a 2025 analysis warns that data-driven fashion prioritizes
optimization and predictability over radical creativity, leading to generic designs optimized
for social networks and sales, potentially eroding artistic risk-taking. For SMEs, this implies
adopting low-risk, efficient models, but raises concerns about balancing algorithms with vi-
sionary expression to maintain cultural relevance, impacting collective processes by flattening
trends, and reducing friction essential for innovation.

The European Institute of Innovation and Technology Culture and Creativity's Fashion
Adaptor Programme (European Commission: EU Funding and Tenders Portal, 2026) offers
10-week training for SMEs on circular solutions, using digital tools to track impacts like
waste and emissions, with peer-to-peer collaboration, mentorship, and workshops to de-
velop transformation roadmaps. This fosters collective creativity through interactive exer-
cises, shared benchmarking, and ecosystem partnerships, yielding outcomes such as business
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model redesigns and investment-readiness, promoting regenerative practices and systemic
change in resource-constrained environments.

The importance of the co-creation stage is grounded by many authors. Research on fash-
ion designers’ SMEs shows that creativity is fundamentally social and dialogical. Designers
interact with colleagues, artisans, and customers to iterate design ideas (Goretti et al., 2020;
Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). Creativity in fashion SMEs often emerges through networks
rather than isolated individuals, confirming the notion that models of collective creativity
are more applicable to this sector than individualistic schemes (Capaldo, 2007). However, al-
though collective creativity has been conceptually explored, structured models of stimulation
tailored to SMEs are still underdeveloped.

Hur and Beverley (2023) address ideation tools for sustainable fashion innovation, evalu-
ating a toolkit through co-creation workshops with 147 participants (designers, marketers,
entrepreneurs). They highlight the need for tools that support the ideation phase, integrating
management control systems, like design thinking, to bridge gaps in sustainability practices.
The study critiques existing tools for lacking co-design focus, proposing guidelines for tool
development that emphasize transparency and user experience, thus enabling SMEs to sys-
tematize creative processes amid resource constraints.

Some authors (Canag et al., 2024) explore democratization of fashion engagement via
social media, noting how user-generated content and influencer collaborations foster co-
creation, challenging traditional styles, and promoting sustainability. For SMEs, this shifts
consumers from passive to active co-creators, though an attitude-behaviour gap persists
where price trumps eco-practices. This democratized creativity reduces market uncertainty
but requires tailored engagement strategies, echoing earlier co-creation discussions.

Sagala and Ori (2024) reviewed the digital transformation of SMEs, identifying core suc-
cess factors such as aligned strategies considering baselines and limitations, incremental
adoption, and investment in learning. In fashion SMEs, digitalization enables creative business
models, but the study critiques the lack of empirical knowledge, suggesting gradual innova-
tion to overcome barriers such as limited technological access.

Digital prototyping tools for fashion SMEs, such as CLO three-dimensional and Marvellous
Designer, enable faster and more cost-effective sample creation, reduce waste, and accelerate
product development cycles (Dai & Zhou, 2008; Zhang, 2022).These methods are well suited
to promoting collective creativity, as they require ongoing collaboration and feedback.

Co-creation with customers can give SMEs access to new ideas and reduce market uncer-
tainty (Millspaugh & Kent, 2016). Digital tools have expanded the possibilities for co-creation,
making it possible to engage in collaborative creation, online voting, and consumer-initiated
limited-edition collections. However, co-creation behaviour varies among different consumer
groups, so companies need to develop individual engagement strategies to achieve max-
imum results (Filler et al., 2011). Detailed research on team creativity was conducted by
researchers at Vilnius Gediminas Technical University, Lithuania, who identified factors that
influence the effectiveness of teamwork (Strazdas et al., 2015).

Integrating 2025 research findings further emphasizes the intersection of sustainability,
collaboration, and data to foster collective creativity for fashion SMEs. The creative indus-
tries 2025 conference The Road to Sustainability (University for the Creative Arts et al., 2025)
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highlights sustainability challenges such as carbon tracking and circular economy adoption,
recommending networks and forums for SMEs to enable scalable collaboration and knowl-
edge exchange. Collective creativity is promoted through storytelling for behaviour change
and design for circularity in fashion, aligning with United Kingdom policies like the 2024
Department for Culture, Media and Sport Sector Plan (UK Government, 2023), with calls
for shared standards and United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations:
Department of Economic and Social Affairs — Sustainable Development, 2026) integration in
education to build confidence in sustainable practices.

Recent literature emphasizes the importance of maintaining creativity and highlights the
social and collaborative nature of creativity in fashion SMEs. This literature often links creativ-
ity to sustainability, digital transformation, and innovation ecosystems. Some authors (da Silva
et al,, 2022) identify four explanatory factors for collective competencies in fashion design
teams — collective spirit, interaction, cooperation, and relationship — based on a survey of
22 designers. These factors underscore how synergistic group dynamics foster shared ac-
tions and organizational alignment, essential for resource-limited SMEs to enhance creativity
beyond individual efforts. This aligns with the dialogical view of creativity, emphasizing team-
based attributes for effective idea generation.

In the fashion industry, collaborative networks are particularly important due to the com-
plexity of global supply chains and the need for cultural sensitivity in design (Turker & Altun-
tas, 2014). Therefore, models of collective creativity in SMEs should integrate less formalized
governance mechanisms to manage openness while protecting the core brand identity.

Despite their creative potential, small businesses face serious obstacles in promoting
collective creativity. Studies on the resilience of SMEs to crises (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic)
reveal gaps in the areas of digital technology adoption and capacity building (Zamfirache
et al., 2025). Such challenges call for models that are resource-sensitive and adaptable to the
realities of SMEs.

Critically, these sources reveal a focus on sustainability-integrated creativity, with digital
and collaborative tools as enablers, but gaps in empirical validation and measurement persist.
They extend the literature by emphasizing hybrid approaches, yet underexplore non-digital,
craft-based creativity in diverse SMEs contexts. In addition, the literature reveals that collec-
tive creativity is highly important for fashion SMEs, but it is still not sufficiently systematized.
Although co-creation, open innovation, and digital prototyping are promising, small enter-
prises face resource constraints and management challenges that limit their adoption. There-
fore, there is a clear need to develop and evaluate a conceptual model to promote collective
creativity that is tailored to the unique circumstances of fashion SMEs.

3. Modelling collective creativity in fashion small and medium
enterprises

This chapter presents a conceptual model for promoting creativity in fashion SMEs based
on the literature review of collective creativity, co-creation, and SMEs innovation practices
(see chapter 2) and its main findings of foundation, inspiration, co-creation, and sustaining
collective creativity. The model was developed to address the problem of resource scarcity
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while simultaneously engaging internal and external stakeholders to generate, evaluate, and
implement innovative ideas. It consists of six interrelated stages: 1) foundation; 2) inspira-
tion; 3) co-creation; 4) evaluation; 5) implementation; 6) sustainability (see Figure 1). The
evaluation and implementation stages included keeping in mind the structure of innovation

development models:
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Figure 1. Conceptual collective creativity stimulation model for fashion small and medium
enterprises (source: created by authors)

1. Foundation stage. The basis for collective creativity in SMEs starts with a shared vi-
sion and an organizational culture that supports collaboration and innovation. Key
elements: 1.1. defining identity — a clear definition of the brand’s "deoxyribonucleic
acid”, core values, and target audience ensures that creative efforts align with the
company's strategic direction (Cillo & Verona, 2008); 1.2. setting creative boundar-
ies — mood boards, cultural references, and sustainability goals provide structure and
guide idea generation; 1.3. building trust — fostering psychological safety and open
dialogue encourages experimentation, “yes” thinking, and active participation from all
team members (Edmondson, 1999). A strong cultural foundation creates a safe space;

2. Inspiration stage (divergence). The inspiration stage focusses on generating a wide
variety of new ideas. This stage involves: 2.1. trend analysis — by regularly researching
fashion trends, street style, and cultural changes, teams stay informed about changing
market dynamics; 2.2. inter-industry input — insights from art, technology, music, sus-
tainability, and digital fashion can inspire new perspectives; 2.3. diverse perspectives —
engaging designers, marketers, artisans, and customers in the idea generation process
and integrating different perspectives encourage creativity. At this stage of divergence,
the emphasis is on the quantity and diversity of ideas rather than their implementation,
developing collective creativity. When generating ideas, it is recommended to use the

O-Generator tool (Strazdas et al., 2015);
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3. Co-creation stage (interaction). At this stage, ideas are refined through collaboration
and experimentation: 3.1. design jams — idea generation sessions through workshops.
These involve short sprints (2-3 hours) during which multidisciplinary stakeholder
teams create sketches, collages, or prototypes; 3.2. role rotation — by encouraging
participants to adopt alternative viewpoints (e.g., designers thinking like marketers), un-
derstanding is broadened, and cross-functional empathy is fostered; 3.3. customer co-
creation — engaging loyal customers in feedback sessions, surveys, or limited capsule
design voting strengthens market alignment; 3.4. digital prototyping — tools such as
CLO three-dimensional, Marvellous Designer, or artificial intelligence image generators
enable rapid visualization, iteration, and inexpensive testing. Co-creation transforms
diverse ideas into actionable concepts while fostering engagement and accountability
across the enterprise;

4. Evaluation stage (convergence). Evaluation narrows the range of ideas to the most
promising options. This stage involves: 4.1. criteria-based filtering — ideas are evaluated
based on their suitability to the brand, cost-effectiveness, sustainability, and alignment
with trends; 4.2. concepts clustering — similar ideas are grouped into coherent themes
for clarity and focus; 4.3. rapid testing — low-cost prototypes (digital or physical) are
tested internally or with target customers to assess their acceptability before further
investment. This convergence stage balances creativity and practical barriers, ensuring
that the selected ideas can be realistically implemented. When evaluating ideas, it is
recommended to use the O-Generator tool (Strazdas et al., 2015);

5. Implementation stage. In the implementation phase, approved ideas are turned into
market-ready products. This stage involves: 5.1. agile development — small capsules
allow repeated product releases, reducing risk compared to whole seasonal collec-
tions; 5.2. collaborative ownership — assigning “idea leaders” ensures responsibility and
momentum, rather than relying solely on managers; 5.3. feedback loops — continuous
information from teams and customers helps to refine the product and informs sub-
sequent iterations. Agile and collaborative implementation helps SMEs to effectively
convert creativity into commercial results;

6. Sustain creativity stage. The model emphasizes the long-term continuity of innovation.
This stage involves: 6.1. knowledge capture — documenting sources of inspiration, pro-
cesses, and results preserves institutional memory; 6.2. recognition system — publicly
acknowledging creative contributions boosts motivation and strengthens a culture of
innovation; 6.3. learning cycles — periodic review of the factors that have promoted or
hindered creativity allows continuous improvement. Sustainability mechanisms ensure
that collective creativity remains a permanent capability rather than a one-time activity.

The proposed model for stimulating collective creativity consists of six stages and forms

a coherent system tailored to SMEs in the fashion sector. By combining divergent and con-
vergent processes, involving internal and external stakeholders, and highlighting resource
sensitivity, the model provides both a theoretical framework and practical guidelines for
strengthening innovation capabilities in resource-constrained companies.
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4. Discussion, limitations, and conclusions

This study contributes to a better understanding of collective creativity in fashion SMEs by
providing a resource saving model that encompasses cultural foundations, divergent and con-
vergent processes, co-creation mechanisms, and sustainability routines. The results highlight
the potential of collective creativity as a systematic and repeatable capability rather than an
occasional or ad hoc phenomenon. In the model, creativity is linked to collaboration between
employees, customers, and external partners, responding to the demand for systems that
go beyond the individualistic aspects of creativity (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006; Perry-Smith &
Mannucci, 2017). The generated tree corresponds to the identified factors of team creativity
and broadens the principles applied in the O-Generator tool, adapting them to the fashion
sector (Strazdas et al., 2015).

The model’'s focus on resource-efficient practices is directly relevant to the circumstances
of fashion SMEs, as these companies typically lack the research and development infrastruc-
ture found in major corporations (Bicen & Johnson, 2015). Techniques such as teamwork/
idea generation sessions/creative workshops based on design thinking, digital prototyping,
and capsule collection launches allow SMEs to combine experimentation with implementa-
tion opportunities, enabling them to generate ideas in a structured way and test them in
the market. Drawing on research on co-creation and open innovation (Chesbrough, 2006;
Spithoven et al,, 2013), the model emphasizes the importance of involving customers and
partners, while recognizing the need for governance mechanisms to preserve brand identity
and manage knowledge flows.

Furthermore, the integration of routines that strengthen psychological safety and trust
is consistent with organizational learning theory (Edmondson, 1999), which demonstrates
that the conditions under which creativity unfolds are as important as the techniques used.
Thus, the six-step model is useful both theoretically and practically: theoretically, it broadens
research on collective creativity to the understudied context of fashion SMEs; in practice, it
provides fashion practitioners and managers with useful tools for stimulating innovation with
limited resources.

However, it is important to acknowledge several limitations. First, the proposed model is
conceptual and has not yet been empirically validated by long-term research or comparisons
of different cases. Its practical effectiveness may vary depending on the cultural context,
market segments, and company size, which limits the generalisability of the findings (Knight
& Cavusgil, 2004). Second, although the model emphasizes digital tools such as CLO three-di-
mensional or artificial intelligence-supported prototyping, barriers to adoption such as train-
ing needs, costs, and resistance to change may reduce their accessibility to micro-enterprises
(Zamfirache et al., 2025). Third, the model focusses primarily on measurable outcomes (e.g.,
innovations, time to market, customer engagement), but less tangible elements such as brand
reputation, informal knowledge exchange, and emotional value remain challenging to assess
(Im & Workman Jr., 2004). Fourth, the importance of creativity processes in SMEs depends
on context: for example, companies with strong craft traditions may prioritize different forms
of co-creation than digitally orientated startup companies. Finally, as with many concepts,
subjective assessments of practices and outcomes lead to diversity in their applicability, re-
quiring practitioners to adapt carefully to context.
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This article presents a model for promoting collective creativity, tailored to fashion SMEs,
comprising six interrelated stages: 1) cultural foundations; 2) inspiration; 3) co-creation; 4)
evaluation; 5) implementation; and 6) sustainability. By treating creativity as a collective ca-
pacity and incorporating resource-conserving practices, the model provides both theoretical
insights into the dynamics of collaborative innovation and practical guidance for managers
working in a constrained environment.

This research provides a basis for future empirical testing of the structured creativity mod-
el of small businesses, which could be adapted to other creative industries such as design,
media, and cultural production. For practitioners, the model provides guidance on how to
incorporate creativity into the daily activities of an organization to achieve more sustainable
and applicable innovation results. For policymakers and industry associations, the research
findings highlight the importance of supporting small businesses through accessible digital
tools, collaborative networks, and training programmes to maintain competitiveness in the
global fashion ecosystem.

In summary, although the model has certain limitations, it stimulates discussion on how
resource-efficient collective approaches can turn creativity into a sustainable driver of inno-
vation and growth for fashion SMEs.
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