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Career Profile: Maureen French, Personal shopper
Maureen French spent 25 years in the fashion industry before bringing her style skills to individuals on a one-on-one basis as a personal shopper. With an
eye for what flatters any figure, French earns a living by dressing men and women so they look their best. Personal shoppers are making a good living as this
field steadily grows. This fashion maven loves her job, but cautions shopaholics that her job is more than just playing dress-up. Today, we learn what talents
are needed in this line of work and what a typical day looks like for French.
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When shopping for a client, Maureen French,
personal shopper, balances trendy styles with core pieces
that should belong in every closet.

By Charlotte Cusack
Staff Writer

saying, ‘I never would have chosen this for myself.’

Do people call a personal
shopper because they lack complete fashion sense?
I think for some people, walking into a large department store
and seeing all that’s offered is an
overwhelming experience. They
don’t see the possibilities, but
the limitations. You develop a radar as a personal shopper; you
keep an image of your client at
the forefront of your mind when
you’re shopping for them and can
tune out what isn’t going to work.
Therein lies why I do what I do: I’m
like an interpreter and can take all
the styles and translate it so that
it works beautifully on a client. I
try to stay true to what their style
is, but I also try to get them out of
their comfort zone.
As a personal shopper, we try
to use what already exists in the
wardrobe and create a “core”
wardrobe; after that, you can add
accessories, shoes and handbags.
You have to start with foundational
pieces and then build from there.
I work with some clients every
season, one or two seasons a year
or only once for a complete wardrobe overhaul. Usually, you can
accomplish your goal between
one to three shopping outtings.
It is my job to know what’s going on, fashion-wise, in regards to
the latest colors, fits and trends.
That’s part of the expertise that
people pay for because they don’t
have the time or inclination to seek
out that information themselves.

What’s the age range of people that you cater to?
I shop for everyone, from college-age individuals to people in
their mid-70s; on average, I cater
to 35 to 45 year olds.

What might a day look like?
I would hold a consultation with
a new client and give them a questionarre. I’m looking at an individual’s complexion, coloring, height,
figure, weight, etc. I’m looking to
enhance their look. I then start
with a person’s closet. When
people first show me their closet,
they say, ‘You’re going to be appalled.’ I typically respond with,
‘I’m sure it’s not the worst that I’ve
seen.’ [laughs] I first go to a store
without a client and pick out clothing, and then merchandise it in the
dressing room. When we meet on
our shopping appointment, I go
through my explanation on why I
pulled what I did.
The best compliment a person
can pay me is a client happily buying something I picked out and

How has the role of personal
shopper evolved?
I think that it started at the
higher-end department stores,
where they had personal shoppers within the stores for their customers. In the ‘80s, the idea of personal shoppers as we know them
today didn’t exist; the impression
was that only the wealthy and celebrities could afford them. I think
that’s completely changed now.
The industry itself has exploded
over the last five to 10 years.
Shows like What Not to Wear raise
awareness of what we do, too.

How did your background
lend itself to your success as a
personal shopper?
I’m from the East Coast; I’ve
lived in Mahanttan, which was my
training ground. I was used to not
only many retail options, but it offered great people watching opportunities. New York as a fashion
captial of the world gives you an
insider’s view of the whole industry.
My skill set from an early age
was that I could envision something in my head and then go find
it at a store; if I saw something in
a magazine or on TV, I could really
take a style and run with it.
When I went to college, my
major was speech communications, not fashion. I was later approached by a wife of an owner
of a restaurant and she loved my
taste in fashion and asked me
to join her in opening a clothing
store. I’ve worked for Bloomingdale’s, Macy’s and Emporium in
both San Francisco and New York.
Years later I was recruited by the
Academy of Art Institute and ran
the Fashion Merchandising program. I started my own business
as a personal shopper nearly five
years ago.

How do you make a living
from doing this?
Most personal shoppers charge
by the hour. The range given by
AICI (Association of Image Con-

sultants International) is $75/hr. to
$250/hr. depending on the level of
expertise of the personal shopper.
I do this full-time.
What should someone understand before pursuing this
career?
I think one of the biggest misconceptions of what we do is that
people believe that because they
like to shop, they would make a
good personal shopper. Shopping
for someone else is completely different than shopping for yourself.
You need to know body type, fit,
style, silhouette, color — and be
able to translate that into what’s
going to enhance someone else.
You have to put your own likes
and dislikes aside in quest of
what’s going to look the best for
this client.
In my opinion, you need to have
some kind of training; certainly you
can study fashion in college, but I
also think working in a boutique or
retail store and studying with professionals is beneficial as well.
I belong to AICI. You don’t
have to be certified to join, but it’s
a great place to network and get
training. Through the organization,
you have the opportunity to attain
certain levels of certification. There
are three different levels. The first
is a test you have to pass, the second is becoming a Certified Image
Professional — which I am — and
the third is Certified Image Master.
Have you noticed men seeking out professionals like yourself more and more?
Absolutely. I think, generally
speaking, men want to look good
and they want to make a good first
impression. I think they appreciate
the power of that and therefore are
not afraid to hire someone to assist in making a statement. I still
see more women than men — 70
percent women, 30 percent men
— but I think that men are coming to realize the importance of the
services we provide and are taking
advantage of it.
For more information, contact
Maureen French, personal shopper, at 510-482-SHOP (7467), via
cell 510-205-9347 or visit www.
maureenfrench.com.
If you would like to appear in
“Career Profile,” contact Charlotte Cusack at ccusack@bayareanewsgroup.com.

