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By ANN ZIMMERMAN
Recession-scarred retailers are turning to collections of cheap-but-chic designer clothing to lure customers who love fashion but are watching their pennies. Designers, hit by the collapse in luxury sales, are eager to sign on.
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Barneys New York 

A dress by Thakoon Panichgul bought from Barneys New York for $1,145.

Are their outfits just flimsy knock-offs -- or a good deal for value-conscious shoppers? We decided to see if the experts could separate cheap-chic clothes from expensive-chic clothes.

We had a lot of outfits to choose from. Department stores, fast-fashion retailers like H&M and discount stores are increasingly signing designers to create lower priced collections.

Target Corp. spearheaded the cheap-chic movement almost a decade ago, introducing affordable versions of expensive housewares created by top designers such as Michael Graves. A few years later, it signed Isaac Mizrahi to create stylish clothing and accessories that appeared in its stores until the end of last year.

In 2004, Hennes & Mauritz SA's H&M chain took the concept further, getting big-name designers to create less-expensive clothing collections for several hundred of its stores -- items that frequently sold out in hours. Target came back in 2006 with Go International, which sold a limited array of apparel from up-and-coming designers for 45 days at a time.

Now everybody seems to be on board. In the past few months, J.C. Penney Co. introduced I Ronson, a street-chic line by downtown New York designer Charlotte Ronson; Wal-Mart Stores Inc. rolled out a Norma Kamali line featuring $20 jersey wrap dresses; and fast-fashion retailer Uniqlo, a Japanese-based chain with a Manhattan outpost, just signed minimalist luxury designer Jil Sander.

Meanwhile, the originators -- Target and H&M -- are ramping up their offerings. Target recently added inexpensive designer-accessory collections. For three months this spring, it is bringing in a jewelry line from Erickson Beamon, whimsical totes and handbags from Felix Rey and sandals from Miss Trish of Capri. H&M, which previously held its designer showcases only in the month of November, is rolling out two collections this spring from British designer Matthew Williamson.

The collections from H&M and Target always create a lot of buzz among the fashion cognoscenti, with bloggers competing to be first to comment on the clothing.
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Target 

A raincoat retailing for $45 that Thakoon put together for Target.

But experts say that shoppers today, while still interested in fashion, are equally focused on clothes that are well made and whose style and construction will last more than a season. Shoppers are turning to "value and a longer shelf life," says David Wolfe, creative director of Doneger Group, a fashion forecast and consulting company.

So what exactly are shoppers getting in terms of quality, style and construction? We asked Simon Collins, dean of fashion at Parsons The New School for Design, and Randi Rahm, a designer based in Manhattan, to analyze items from recent designer collections from Target and H&M -- and one expensive designer outfit we bought at Barneys New York.

Labels were removed or covered in all the garments, which included pieces from Target's recent collection from Thakoon Panichgul. Several pieces from a December 2006 collection created by NY designer Behnaz Sarafpour for Target also were included.

From H&M, our experts examined pieces from Comme des Garçons' collection last November and several garments from Roberto Cavalli's guest collection the previous year. All the H&M clothes were bought on eBay, where they were listed as new.

The cheap-chic items ranged from a $19.99 Thakoon cotton tank top to a $129 Comme des Garçons velvet and wool cocktail dress. We tucked into this array a $1,145 Thakoon dress from Barneys and asked the two experts if they could find the real McCoy.

Ms. Rahm, who sells her own line of pricey evening gowns at Bergdorf Goodman, immediately identified the pieces that were all designed by Thakoon, an indication, she said, that Target did a good job staying true to the designer's vision.

After balling up some of the garments in her hand, she pronounced some of the cotton used in Target's clothing "crunchy," an indication that it wasn't the highest quality, but that does help keep the costs down.

Both Ms. Rahm and Mr. Collins remarked on the high quality of the Target garments' construction, particularly in the pleated Thakoon cotton dress, with very detailed stitching in its full skirt, and a velveteen Sarafpour skirt that had trapunto stitching along the satin waistband.

Trish Adams, senior vice president of Target's apparel and accessories division, says the designers "are amazed with what we can come back with and still keep their creative vision. Our manufacturing muscle has allowed us to achieve high-end quality without having to make sacrifices."

Mr. Collins took issue with an inventive but poorly executed Comme des Garçons for H&M asymmetrical skirt ($79) made of boiled wool, cotton and polyamide. The zipper was put in on the right side, instead of on the left, as is traditional. The fabrics didn't mix well, he said, and the bustle-like detail on back just seemed "ill-conceived."

Two other H&M pieces had hooks and eyes that were falling off, and the elastic at the wrists of a Cavalli leopard-print silk tunic ($129) were too loose, he said. Still, he thought it looked like an expensive piece.
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A Comme des Garçons polka-dot shirt ($49) here is paired with an asymmetrical boiled-wool-and-cotton skirt ($79).

"Comme des Garçons is a fashion house always in the forefront, experimenting with garments, not following any rules," says Jennifer Uglialoro, U.S. public-relations manager for H&M. "We believe this was sufficiently translated into the [Comme des Garçons] collection for H&M."

Attempting to pick out the high-priced designer garment, Ms. Rahm eventually narrowed her choices to a flowered raincoat and summer cotton frock, both by Thakoon, which she said she could envision hanging in Barneys. She ultimately -- and correctly -- chose the dress, because she said the fabric seemed to be of higher quality, with a rich color palette and a soft "hand," or feel.

Mr. Collins bypassed the expensive Thakoon dress. He thought the outside seams looked to be of high quality, but without any other details, such as a zipper, he said there were no tell-tale signs indicating it would cost $1,145.

He chose instead the Thakoon flowered raincoat, because it had bold color, was soft to the touch but didn't feel flimsy, had concealed buttons when closed and lay flat because its full lining was sewn into the hem. It cost $44.99.

"They definitely didn't cut corners," he said.

Mr. Collins said that he didn't think most of the cheaper garments would last nearly as long as their luxury-priced counterparts. Still, he said, "it's clear that high quality can be had in the mass market."

Write to Ann Zimmerman at ann.zimmerman@wsj.com
