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Fashion companies are involved in producing material commodities (clothes) but also in the parallel production of ideas (fashion). The consistent use of outsourcing in the fashion industry means that material production is constantly on the move to low cost locations. Still high cost countries have managed to retain a sizable presence in the world of fashion. For firms in such countries, the creation of value and profitability commonly rests on the ability to produce innovative fashion design, brand value, efficient marketing channels, logistics and distribution. The Nordic countries, for instance, play host to a range of fashion firms: from the multinational giant H&M to small, innovative designers, despite the fact that the customer base in the Nordic countries is relatively small. 

This creates an interesting strategic problem for firms: why root knowledge intensive functions in the Nordic countries when customers are likely found in distant export markets? What localized knowledge processes, networks and other factors make these firms keep their home base in Nordic places? This article suggests that both spatial proximity and the role of place are important to answering these questions. However, rather than just study Cartesian spatial proximity, we attempt to contribute to the literature on the spatiality of industrial proximity by focusing on the way in which fashion industry entrepreneurs attempt to create trust in ‘proximate’ relations in virtual worlds (that is in immersive 3D online environments, e.g., Second Life, Entropia Universe, that go beyond shop window style e-commerce). Since trust is central to the successful production of ideas and expectations in fashion as well as the commerce these ideas generate, it is important to understand how trust is reconfigured in virtual, open online worlds. Such immersive environments are increasingly visited and experienced by consumers and are leading edge examples of how online, virtual and augmented reality platforms can be used by commercial actors as well as consumers. 

Currently, in virtual worlds there is no easy way to validate individuals or organizations but yet, some customers trust some virtual ventures more than others. As such, this article discusses trust in relation to virtual proximity and suggests that in view of the increasing use of virtual spaces and augmented realities for economic activity, we must reconsider 1) which dimensions of trust are important to virtual commerce and 2) how these processes interact with wider trust-building strategies in the physical world.

To investigate the above, this paper uses data from observation and interviews with virtual entrepreneurs, virtual fashion stores, virtual resellers and customers within the two virtual worlds of Second Life and Twinity. These virtual data are supplemented by data from research in ‘real’ world fashion clusters.

In conclusion, three main findings are discussed: that fashion knowledge processes in virtual worlds are knowledge intensive processes constructed through mediated relations that can be analysed using notions of the role of spatial proximity in trust building; that fashion has a multifaceted relationship with space and is produced under conditions simultaneously characterized by both localization and globalization; that ‘place-making’ and proximity do play a distinct role in processes of fashion branding and more generally in the creation of immaterial value.
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