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Abstract 

This paper explores personal styling as a human-centered, emotionally driven service within the Indian context. Drawing from 

an ethnographic study at KASH Studio, a boutique styling firm in Bengaluru, it investigates how personal stylists serve not 

only as fashion consultants but also as emotional caregivers, identity facilitators, and cultural translators. The research is 

grounded in theories of Symbolic Interactionism, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, fashion psychology, and emotional labor, 

framing styling as a therapeutic and transformational experience rather than a transactional one. 

 

Through case studies and qualitative data, the study highlights how clients undergoing life transitions — such as postpartum 

changes, career shifts, or identity redefinitions — rely on styling sessions for emotional recovery, confidence building, and 

self-expression. It also exposes the hidden emotional labor stylists perform, including managing breakdowns, negotiating 

cultural expectations, and fostering body acceptance. 

 

The findings emphasize the urgent need to incorporate emotional intelligence, cultural sensitivity, and psychological training 

into styling education. In a fast-paced, tech-dominated fashion landscape, human stylists offer something irreplaceable: 

empathy, intuition, and context. This study repositions personal styling as a form of emotional support and identity 

empowerment, calling for a deeper understanding of its psychological and cultural significance in India. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The fashion industry in India is experiencing a profound cultural and psychological shift. No longer confined to 

runways or red carpets, personal styling has become an important medium for individuals to express identity, assert 

confidence, and navigate complex social roles. At the intersection of fashion, psychology, and cultural context, 

personal styling in India is transitioning from a trend-driven, surface-level service to a deeply human-centered and 

emotionally resonant practice. 
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As India’s middle class expands and digital platforms continue to democratize access to fashion inspiration, clients 

are seeking more than just outfits — they want authenticity, confidence, and personalized self-expression. Stylists 

are no longer just curators of wardrobes; they are emotional translators, identity builders, and trust anchors in a 

world overwhelmed by options. While artificial intelligence has entered the fashion space with algorithms that 

suggest color palettes, silhouettes, and entire outfits, it remains devoid of the emotional nuance required to 

understand a client’s hesitations, cultural values, insecurities, or aspirations. Human stylists, on the other hand, can 

read body language, respond to emotional triggers, and build safe spaces for self-expression — especially important 

in a country like India, where clothing is deeply entangled with tradition, body politics, gender expectations, and 

familial influence[1]. 

Studios like KASH Studio represent this human-centered approach in action. Located in Bengaluru, KASH offers 

a combination of in-person and virtual styling experiences tailored to each client’s psychological and cultural 

context. Their work emphasizes wardrobe therapy, personality-based curation, and emotional safety — making 

them not just a fashion service, but a well-being service[1]. Whether it’s helping a client rebuild their style identity 

after a breakup, dressing a bride nervous about body image, or supporting a postpartum mother regaining 

confidence, personal stylists today are navigating emotional terrain far deeper than aesthetics.  

Despite the clear importance of emotional labor and identity formation in styling, limited academic attention has 

been given to these facets in the Indian context. Most discussions focus on retail behavior, celebrity fashion, or 

technology-driven personalization. This paper addresses that gap by analyzing human-centered personal styling as 

an emotional and psychological service — exploring how stylists in India manage identity transitions, regulate 

client emotions, and operate as cultural and emotional translators. Drawing from ethnographic observations and 

interviews at KASH Studio, this study positions the stylist as a critical player in the client’s emotional journey and 

in shaping fashion as a form of self-actualization rather than self-decoration. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

Personal styling is not merely about selecting clothes that flatter the body — it is an interpretive and emotional 

process rooted in psychology, social theory, and identity work. In the Indian context, this practice becomes even 

more layered due to traditional norms, class codes, gender expectations, and cultural symbolism embedded in 

clothing. Understanding the deeper meaning of personal styling requires examining the psychological and 

sociological frameworks that shape how individuals interact with their clothes, their image, and their sense of self.  

2.1 Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Dressing 

Symbolic Interactionism, introduced by George Herbert Mead and further developed by Herbert Blumer, explains 

how people form meanings through social interactions[2]. Clothing, within this framework, acts as a symbol — a 

non-verbal communicator of identity, mood, aspiration, or belonging[6]. Personal stylists operate as translators of 

this symbolic language, helping clients align their external presentation with their internal self-concept. 

In India, this symbolic dressing is intensified by cultural cues[7]. A crisp cotton saree might symbolize intellectual 

gravitas for an academic, while a lehenga with sneakers might signal youthful rebellion. Stylists must decode and 

guide clients through these layered codes. A case from KASH Studio involved a non-binary client exploring 

androgynous silhouettes[2]. The stylist carefully avoided rigid gendered categories, instead building a wardrobe 

that reflected the client’s evolving sense of identity — one that conventional retail algorithms would fail to serve. 

2.2 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Dressing Behavior 

Maslow’s hierarchy, when applied to fashion, demonstrates how clothing choices evolve from basic functional 

needs to self-actualization[3]. At the base, clients may seek protection or comfort, but as they progress through the 

hierarchy, clothing becomes a tool for social belonging, confidence, and ultimately, authentic self-expression. 

http://www.jetir.org/


© 2025 JETIR June 2025, Volume 12, Issue 6                                                                    www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162) 

 

JETIR2506913 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org j99 
 

In personal styling sessions, stylists are attuned to these needs. For instance, a young professional returning to work 

post-maternity may initially want modest, comfortable clothing (safety level), but the deeper ask is to feel competent 

and attractive again (esteem level). Stylists at KASH often structure consultations to uncover and address these 

unspoken emotional goals, helping clients climb their personal fashion pyramid with empathy and intentionality[5]. 

 

Figure 2.1 Maslow’s need of hierarchy of needs  

 

Table 2.1 Styling at Every Maslow Level 

Need Level Styling Need Stylist’s Strategy Example / Insight 

Physiological Weather protection, 

modesty, body comfort 

Thermal layers, breathable 

fabrics, comfort-focused fits 

Velvet lehenga for winter bride 

Safety Dress codes, uniforms, job-

appropriate dressing 

Neutral tones, professional 

silhouettes, grooming standards 

Wardrobe for returning-to-

work mom 

Belonging Fit into groups, social 

scenes, culture 

Trendy wear, traditional-

modern fusion, peer-aligned 

looks 

Styling for college fresher or 

Indian bridesmaids 

Esteem Feel attractive, regain 

confidence, look capable 

Body-positive styling, power 

dressing, uplifting colors 

Postpartum makeover, job 

interview transformation 

Self-

Actualization 

Showcase values, 

personality, creative 

identity 

Signature look curation, cultural 

styling, brand alignment 

Craft-based styling for artists, 

influencers 

 

2.3 Styling as Emotional Labor 

Arlie Hochschild’s concept of emotional labor — the regulation and management of emotions in service-based 

roles — is especially relevant in personal styling[1]. Stylists are expected to perform optimism, patience, and 

validation, even while clients express self-doubt, anxiety, or dissatisfaction. Unlike many service roles, however, 

stylists often engage in unbilled emotional work: responding to late-night texts for outfit reassurance, comforting 

clients during body-image breakdowns, or navigating high-stakes events like weddings or post-breakup 

transformations. 

An ethnographic case at KASH involved a bride who became visibly distressed during her final blouse fitting, 

overwhelmed by family pressure and body insecurities. The stylist paused the session, provided emotional 

grounding, changed the order of outfit trials to reset the client’s mindset, and gently reframed the narrative to 
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highlight confidence and joy[1]. This scenario, while not uncommon, exemplifies the deep emotional labor stylists 

perform — acting as counselors, crisis managers, and emotional anchors. 

2.4 Fashion Psychology and Consumer Behavior 

Fashion psychology explores how clothing choices affect cognition, emotion, and behavior. The theory of enclothed 

cognition suggests that what we wear influences our mindset and performance[4]. Stylists often use this principle 

— knowingly or not — when recommending power suits for job interviews or flowing fabrics for healing and 

comfort. 

Color psychology is another major tool. Warm colors like red may boost confidence and visibility, while cool tones 

like blue evoke trust and calm. A stylist at KASH designed a wardrobe capsule for a female entrepreneur using a  

neutral base with occasional pops of red — aligning with her desire to appear composed yet assertive in corporate 

settings[5]. 

Table 2.2 Color Psychology 

Color Emotional Association Styling Use Case 

Red Passion, Power, Assertiveness Date nights, boss-babe looks, press events 

Blue Calmness, Trust, Professionalism Corporate styling, presentations 

Yellow Energy, Optimism, Youthfulness Creative branding, casual brunch styling 

Black Authority, Mystery, Sophistication Evening wear, fashion-forward power looks 

White Purity, Simplicity, Modernism Bridal edits, minimalist aesthetics 

 

Silhouette psychology also plays a role. Sharp tailoring signals authority; fluid drapes suggest vulnerability or 

openness. Stylists curate not just clothes, but feelings. They help clients tap into latent traits — confidence, 

sensuality, serenity — through what they wear, fostering deeper emotional engagement with their wardrobe[9]. 

 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, ethnographic research design to explore the emotional, psychological, and symbolic 

dimensions of personal styling in India. The chosen site for fieldwork was KASH Studio, a boutique styling service 

based in Bengaluru known for its human-centered, emotionally attuned approach to client engagements. 

3.1 Research Design and Approach 

Ethnography was selected as the primary methodology due to its strength in capturing lived experiences, emotional 

dynamics, and spatial-social interactions. The researcher assumed the role of a participant-observer, immersing 

themselves in the studio’s day-to-day activities over a three-month period. This role enabled access to real-time 

stylist-client interactions, studio rituals, and the affective labor that often remains hidden behind polished styling 

outcomes. 

3.2 Data Collection Methods 

Data was gathered through the following strategies: 

 Participant Observation: The researcher attended multiple styling sessions, documenting gestures, verbal 

and non-verbal communication, emotional responses, and the use of space and tools (e.g., color swatches, 

fabric textures, mirrors). 
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 Semi-Structured Interviews: Conducted with three senior stylists, two junior stylists, and ten clients from 

diverse demographic backgrounds. These interviews explored motivations, emotional experiences, identity 

shifts, and perceptions of the styling process. 

 Artifact Analysis: Client lookbooks, moodboards, and stylist logs were examined to understand the visual 

and psychological curation process behind each session. 

 Visual Mapping: Spatial layouts, lighting setups, and the physical arrangement of studio areas (lounges, 

color analysis zones, fitting spaces) were documented photographically to assess environmental influence 

on emotional safety and self-expression. 

3.3 Sampling Strategy 

Clients were selected via purposive sampling to include a variety of life stages and styling needs — brides, 

postpartum mothers, working professionals, gender-nonconforming individuals, and clients undergoing personal 

transformations (e.g., post-breakup or career changes). Stylists with over six months of experience at KASH were 

chosen to ensure deep familiarity with studio practices and philosophies. 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants, with clear communication about the research purpose and use 

of data. Anonymity was maintained for all client names and personal identifiers. Sensitive moments, particularly 

those involving body image or emotional distress, were approached with care, and participants had the freedom to 

withdraw at any point. 

This methodology facilitated a holistic understanding of personal styling not as a transactional service, but as a 

deeply emotional, psychological, and identity-driven process shaped by both the client’s inner world and the 

stylist’s empathetic skillset. 

 

4. Key Findings & Discussion 

The findings of this ethnographic study reveal that personal styling in the Indian context extends far beyond 

aesthetic enhancement. At KASH Studio, styling is an emotionally immersive and psychologically supportive 

practice. The following themes emerged as central pillars of human-centered styling: emotional labor, identity 

formation, symbolic dressing, and the healing power of clothing. 

4.1 Styling as Emotional Support and Confidence Recovery 

Across observed sessions, stylists acted not just as fashion advisors but as emotional first responders. One striking 

case involved a postpartum client who described feeling "invisible" in her new body. The stylist designed looks 

using mid-waist jeans, vibrant dupattas, and soft-textured tunics to emphasize comfort and confidence. The result 

was more than a flattering outfit — it was a reintroduction to the client’s new sense of self[10]. Styling here became 

a quiet, compassionate ritual of visibility and reclamation[9]. 

Another case involved a client navigating heartbreak after a six-year relationship. Rather than using “sexy” 

silhouettes, the stylist recommended structured tailoring and deep jewel tones — projecting power and control. The 

client later reported feeling "stronger, not just better dressed.” This reflects what fashion psychologists call 

enclothed cognition: the feedback loop between what we wear and how we feel[4]. 
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Figure 4.1 Color Analysis Section 

 

Figure 4.2 Color Analysis demo 

4.2 Identity Transitions and Symbolic Dressing 

Indian clients often arrive with unspoken internal transitions — from student to professional, from daughter to 

bride, from wife to independent woman[8]. Stylists interpret these transitions through symbolic choices[2]: a blazer 

for a tech startup founder to project competence; an angrakha kurta for a teacher seeking authority without 

harshness; a belted sari for a bride wanting fusion without losing tradition. 

KASH stylists frequently used client moodboards to interpret aspirations that clients themselves couldn’t always 

articulate. For example, a non-binary client rejected both lehengas and sherwanis for a sibling’s wedding. The stylist 

co-created a look with fluid drapes, layered jackets, and muted tones — reflecting freedom, not androgyny. The 

styling wasn’t just about breaking gender norms; it was about affirming identity through fabric[12]. 

 

4.3 The Invisible Labor of Stylists 

Stylists at KASH performed high levels of emotional labor daily[1]. From helping anxious brides handle family 

pressure to decoding the shame associated with weight gain or aging, stylists managed emotional breakdowns, 

body-image insecurities, and cultural friction points. 

For instance, during a fitting session, a bride panicked over a slight tummy bulge in her blouse. The stylist didn't 

rush the process or shame the reaction. Instead, she paused, offered comfort, changed the outfit order to a more 

forgiving silhouette, and reframed the situation with gentle affirmations. These micro-decisions, though invisible 

to outsiders, are the foundations of emotional safety in the styling process[1]. 
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This labor, while essential, is often unpaid and unacknowledged. Stylists reported receiving texts at odd hours 

seeking reassurance, or being asked to emotionally “anchor” family disagreements about the client's look. In many 

ways, they embody dual identities — aesthetic experts and emotional caregivers. 

4.4 Styling as Emotional and Social Healing 

Fashion in India is never just about fashion — it is entangled with class, religion, occasion, and community[6]. 

Clients who had never worn sleeveless blouses were encouraged to try on cap sleeves first. Men hesitant to wear 

embroidery were introduced to subtle textures. Clients weren’t forced out of their comfort zones — they were 

invited to expand them. 

In these interactions, styling became a therapeutic process. It healed inherited insecurities, challenged rigid gender 

norms, and allowed clients to form new associations with their bodies[9]. One client described her experience as 

“talk therapy, but with clothes.” 

These findings align with broader scholarship on symbolic interactionism and identity negotiation — reinforcing 

that clothing is not just visual packaging, but a mirror of evolving selfhood[2]. 

 

Figure 4.3 Body and Face Analysis Catalog 

 

Figure 4.4 Color Analysis and Event Styling Catalog 

4.5 Summary of Insights 

 Styling is often a turning point in identity reinvention. 

 Emotional labor is a core, but unacknowledged, part of styling work. 

 Cultural cues in Indian styling add complexity to identity negotiation. 
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 Clothes function as emotional tools — not just visual outcomes. 

Through these insights, it becomes clear that styling — especially in India — must be reframed as both a design 

service and a form of emotional support. 

5. Implications and Conclusion 

This study highlights personal styling as a critical emotional and identity-support service, especially within the 

Indian socio-cultural context[1]. Through the lens of emotional labor, symbolic dressing, and fashion psychology, 

it becomes clear that personal stylists are not merely “style experts,” but navigators of transformation, translators 

of selfhood, and facilitators of emotional healing. 

5.1 Implications for the Styling Industry 

The findings urge a redefinition of what it means to be a stylist in today’s world. As clients increasingly seek support 

for confidence-building, identity transitions, and cultural negotiations, stylists must be trained in emotional 

intelligence, body language interpretation, and cultural sensitivity. This points to a crucial gap in styling education 

— the need for soft skill development alongside technical skills[9]. 

Studios like KASH are already embodying this shift, showing how trust, empathy, and human connection can 

elevate fashion from product to process — from vanity to vulnerability. If more styling services integrate these 

human-centered principles, the entire fashion industry stands to gain in both social relevance and emotional 

impact[1]. 

5.2 Implications for Mental Health and Fashion Psychology 

There is untapped potential for interdisciplinary collaboration between stylists, psychologists, and wellness 

practitioners. As this paper shows, the dressing room is often where therapy unofficially begins. By acknowledging 

the mental health intersections of personal styling, future practices can become more inclusive, affirming, and 

empowering[9]. 

Imagine postnatal clinics offering styling consultations, or styling workshops as part of grief or transition therapy. 

The opportunities are vast — and deeply needed. 

5.3 Conclusion 

In a world increasingly dominated by data and algorithms, human stylists offer something technology cannot: 

empathy, intuition, and context. They don’t just help clients “look better” — they help them feel seen, reclaim their 

story, and show up as their most authentic selves. 

In the Indian fashion landscape, where clothing is tangled with tradition, status, and gender norms, the role of the 

stylist is especially profound. This research affirms that styling is not a superficial or elitist luxury — it is a powerful 

emotional and cultural tool, capable of shaping how individuals see themselves and how they move through the 

world[6]. 

To support this evolution, we must train stylists not only in fabrics and silhouettes, but in listening, empathy, and 

psychological understanding. Because in the right hands, fashion is not just transformation — it’s liberation[11]. 
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