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ABSTRACT 

In the past, only one world fashion system was known by fashion enthusiasts and it 
was normally dominated by the westerners. Today, due to wider Islamic revival 
movement which involves more fashionable styles, more and more Muslim fashion 
designers have emerged and their products are often favored by many from around 
the globe, both Muslim and non-Muslims consumers. This recent interest in Muslim 
fashion also signals the changing dynamics of the ever-increasing interaction among 
Eastern and Western cultures (Hanzaee and Chitzas, 2011). As suggested by Easy 
(2009), fashion goes through a period of great change; hence proper marketing for 
managing its growth and change is necessary. Moreover, Miremadi et al. (2010) 
mentioned that fashion marketing is a profitable field to work on, especially when 
most Muslims demand for Islamic goods and services. Therefore, this paper will 
explore the concepts of contemporary Muslim fashion designers in Sarawak and to 
identify their methods in their attempts to tap into non-Muslim markets. The research 
method involves open-ended interviews with few budding contemporary Muslim 
fashion designers in Sarawak whom are identified to be able to penetrate the 
international market (headgear, clothing and accessories). Their views are 
transcribed and presented in tabulation forms. The significant findings show that 
Muslim fashion designers need to constantly study the market and upgrade their 
products so that they will be able to penetrate into international market successfully. 

Keywords: Contemporary, design concept, Muslim designers, non-Muslims 
market 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The Muslim typical style of wearing the hijab, the head covering donned by many 
Muslim women in public, is not a usual scene in high fashion, especially in the 
western world. But time is changing in which we witness the transformation of 
mindset and way of life. The conventional way of dressing in Islam somehow is 
undergoing the cultural shift in today’s society especially for the Muslim community 
who lives in the Western country. They are dressed in a way that is more tolerable to 
the western community, normalize hijab with the surrounding, break down 
stereotypes and demystify misconceptions (Elturk, 2016). 
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The fashion world was surprised by the release of Dolce & Gabbana’s 2016 
collection of hijabs and abayas, garments which are engineered for modesty. A 
breakthrough of Islam contemporary modest fashion was spotted in New York 
Fashion Week (NYFW) held in September 2016 where the event featured its first 
show of hijabs worn on the runway. The most established fashion and lifestyle 
magazine, Vogue, has also included hijab-clad women in its roundup of the best 
street style spotted at NYFW. 

The scenes are considered as promising in the economic perspective as that 
indicates the booming in Muslim fashion industry. The number of Muslims around the 
world is projected to increase rapidly in the decades ahead, growing from about 1.6 
billion in 2010 to nearly 2.8 billion in 2050 (Worldforum, 2015). These numbers could 
not be ignored as the rapid growth gives opportunity for the fashion entrepreneurs as 
it projects the market that they can tap. The growth of Islamic consumer society, 
which is creating specific links between religiosity and fashion and encouraging 
Muslims to be both “covered and fashionable, modest and beautiful,” has become 
the focus of a small but growing literature (Kilicbay and Binark 2002; Sandicki and 
Ger 2007; Balasescu 2003; 2007; Abaza 2007; Akou 2007; Gokariksel and Secor 
2010; Lewis 2007; 2010). This area is worth to study upon as Miremadi et al. (2010) 
mentioned that fashion marketing is a profitable field to work on, especially when 
most Muslims demand for Islamic goods and services. Muslim fashion, as mentioned 
earlier, has captured the attention of the non-Muslim fashion enthusiasts as well. 
Hence, this paper explored the concepts of contemporary Muslim fashion designers 
and to identify their methods in their attempts to tap into non-Muslim markets. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The veil worn by Muslim women is often seen as a marker of subjectivity, and 
women’s subjectivity within Islam is under constant scrutiny (Pham, 2011; Britto and 
Amer, 2007; McCloud, 1996; Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2004). Within the Islamic culture 
industry, however, Muslim women navigate the market and online media with their 
expressions of religiousness, creating an Islamic consumer culture that allows 
religious adherence to coincide with consumerism (Gokariksel & McLarney, 2010). 
This marks the new area of expertise that has arisen in this industry, such as the 
‘modest fashionista,’ or ‘hijabista.’ A ‘hijabista’ is a Muslim woman who dresses 
“stylishly” while still adhering to an array of “modest” apparel that coincides with 
Islamic dress codes (Waninger, 2015). The influence carried by these hijabistas has 
somehow created awareness of Muslim contemporary fashion and attracting non- 
Muslim fashion enthusiasts as well. Many Muslims have become entrepreneurs, 
establishing businesses that combine economic and religious motives. They have 
engaged in the creation, labeling, and advertising of the objects, narratives, 
representations, and performances of Muslim womanhood that combine Islamic 
teachings and practices with new (and old) conceptions of piety, beauty, fashion, 
lifestyle, motherhood, professionalism, and citizenship (Gokariksel and 
McLarney,2010). 

International and global trends have significantly impacted the Islamic fashion and 
dress practices (Hassim, 2014). As a result of global capitalization and risen of new 
media and digital technology, Kamal (2015) affirmed that peoples’ exposure and 
access to novel fashion trends has increased. The expanding Islamic fashion 
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however has led to debate and critique. Nonetheless, a number of recent studies 
have demonstrated that the rise of Islamic fashion in fact allows Muslims to enact 
ethical lives in a way that not only challenge the alleged irreconcilability of 
consumption and devotion but also serve to deconstruct the false and sometimes 
forced divisions between Western and Islamic fashion worlds (Akou, 2007; Joneas, 
2007, 2010; Kopp, 2002; Koskennumi-Sivonen, Koivula and Maijala, 2004; Tarlo, 
2010). 

Young Muslim entrepreneurs around the world are making their own fashion 
statements, modestly, challenging the status quo in their communities as well as 
stereotypes outside (Young, 2007). These changes in Islamic fashion happened not 
only in the Western countries, but also the fashion industry in Malaysia. The new 
generation of fashion designers or fashion entrepreneurs in this era of internet and 
social media has demonstrated many practical and proactive ways of bringing 
fashion and faith together. Thus, they have come up with a concept of modest 
fashion considering the new needs and demands, as well as to meet various 
categories of consumers in order to widen their market base, including the non- 
Muslim market. The importance of coming up with new concept and ideas that cater 
to new needs and demand has become an integral part of Islamic fashion industry. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

The research applied qualitative method which involves open-ended interviews with 
four emerging contemporary Muslim fashion designers in Sarawak whom are 
identified to be able to penetrate the international market. Three sample categories 
were selected which include headgear, accessories and clothing designer. The 
participants were selected due to their emerging contemporary designs and their 
experiences in the fields; obtain qualification such as training and education as well 
as achieving some awards of achievement, their capabilities in tapping into both 
Muslim and non-Muslim market and their potentials to enter the wide-ranging 
international market. The interview questions were divided into two sections: Section 
A is a Demographic Section, asking about the personal profiles like gender, 
professional qualification in fashion design, their experiences, nature of business, 
mode of marketing, achievements and reasons that inspire their involvement in this 
fashion and lifestyle industry. Section B focuses on the participants’ opinions like the 
marketing strategies used in their attempts to venture into non-Muslim markets. Their 
views were transcribed and presented in tabulation forms. 
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ANALYSIS OF THE STUDY 
 

Table 1: Demographic Profile of the Participants 
 

Items 

 
Designer 1 

 
Designer 2 

 
Designer 3 

 
Designer 4 

Professional 
Qualification in 
Fashion Design 

 
Self –trained 

 
Self -trained 

 
Self -trained 

Bachelor in Art 
And Design 
(Hons)(Fashion 
Design) 

Experience in fashion 
line 

 
2 years 

 
4 years 

 
2 years 

 
4 years 

 
 
 

Nature of Business 

 
 
 

Clothing 

 
 
 

Clothing 

 
 

Headgear and 
Hijab 

Ready to wear 
(RTW) designer 
and 
casual/contemp 
orary apparel & 
accessories for 
women. 

Mode of marketing Online Boutique & 
Online 

Boutique & 
Online 

Boutique & 
online. 

 
 
 

Achievements 

 
 
 

Joined Fashion 
Valet 

 
 
 

Joined Fashion 
Valet 

 
Appeared        in 
Malaysia Hari 
Ini,    MHI   (TV3) 
and Selamat 
Pagi Malaysia, 
SPM (TV1) 

2nd  place 
Sarawak 
Fashion Awards 
and Designer of 
Jeny Tjahyawati 
for Jakarta 
Islamic Fashion 
Festival 2012 

 
 
 
 
 

Reason to  be 
involved in fashion 
and lifestyle industry 

 
 
 
 
 

Fill in the gap of 
modest fashion in 
Malaysia 

 
 
 
 

Fashion has 
always been my 
passion, and it 
feels like a part 
of life 

 
 
 
 

Express ideas 
and to add more 
options in the 
industry 

I love   being 
creative,     and 
into  arts   and 
passionate 
about   fashion. 
So  I    study 
fashion   design 
and  make  a 
career out of it 
because     this 
field  is   both 
business and an 
art. 

 
Table 1.0 shows that the designers’ demographic profiles, and the  data indicated 
that all participants’ had between 2-4 years of experiences but they have achieved 
different levels of accomplishments such as joining Fashion Valet, appearing in TV 
programmes and receiving awards in few fashion festivals. They polished their skills 
through self- trained and only one participant underwent formal education in fashion 
design. Their main mode of marketing was online (Consignment, Online stores, and 
Social media advertising). Additionally, they are motivated to be involved in fashion 
and lifestyle industry because they have observed that modest fashion (Muslim- 
friendly fashion) in Malaysia is still in the state of growing. Most of them remained 
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generic (Kaftan and long dresses for office wear and even for their daily wear), 
obtain great passion for fashion that it becomes a part of their life, and lastly, they 
also want to express their creative ideas and to add more options in the industry. 

 
 

Table 2: Participants’ Design Concept 
Designer How do you describe the concept of your design? 

Designer 1 Minimal and modest designs 

Designer 2 Minimal designs structured without compromising comfort. 

Designer 3 Simple yet significant. 

Designer 4 contemporary style, simple, wearable, rich palette of colorful colours and 
ethnic motifs in garment that combine traditional prints with modern 
silhouettes and can be worn by Muslim and non-Muslim 

 
Table 2.0 elaborates on the participants’ design concepts and all participants chose 
a minimalist and contemporary design that is suitable and comfortable for fashion 
enthusiasts who would want to look fashionable and beautiful without trying too hard, 
even while all covered up decently. 

 
Table 3: Participants’ Perception and Feedback on the non-Muslim Market 

 

Designer 

How do you view the acceptance of 
non-Muslim customers towards the 
idea of your design (wearability, 
marketability, return customer and 
others)? 

How well the response or feedback is 
received from the non-Muslim fashion 
enthusiasts? 

Designer 1 They have not categorized us as a 
typical Muslim wear attire because 
our pieces are more versatile  and 
not focusing only Muslim buyer. We 
also have loyal customers who are 
non-Muslim too which I think it is a 
good sign for us. 

Alhamdulillah, so far it is beyond our 
expectations. non-Muslim fashion 
enthusiasts support our brand. They 
appreciate our brand’s direction and 
concept. They are not judgmental at 
all even though most of our campaign 
photos are all “aurah” covered. They 
see it as a trend with everything 
oversized 

Designer 2 Very well accepted, we do not 
market it based on religion, or 
Muslimah oriented, so it helps to 
make the product open to everyone. 

Very positive from the start as we try 
to maintain the positivity and 
openness of our products 

Designer 3 Demand from the category is 
increasing 

Exquisite response. It is no longer 
seen as a ‘religious’ apparel. 

Designer 4 My design is not only for Muslim 
fashion, but it is more about 
facilitating a modest way of dressing 

The feedback that I received was 
very well.Half of my customers are 
non-Muslim & foreigner women and 
they like the style and are looking for 
unique clothing 
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Table 3 displays the participants’ perception and feedback regarding the non-Muslim 
Market. According to the participants, in these modern days, non-Muslims are getting 
more open as well as giving positive reactions towards the growth of Muslim fashion 
in Malaysia. It seems that many non-Muslim consumers admire modest look through 
their unique designer pieces and concept. In fact, some designers have been 
featured in local media where the owner is non-Muslim. 

 
Table 4: Participants’ Perception on Marketing their Products (Non-Muslim and 
International Market) 

 
Designer 

How do you market your design to 
penetrate into the non-Muslim 
market? 

In your opinion, how far would your 
design go internationally? 

Designer 1 We have joined Fashion Valet (FV) 
last year and so far as I am concern, 
FV has a huge database which 
includes non-Muslim buyers too. So 
it is easier for us to be recognized  
by them 

We have received a lot of 
international buyers ever since we 
started the business. In fact, we have 
been invited to join London Modest 
Fashion Week last year, but 
everything is just too fast for us. 
There are also a few companies who 
asked us to collaborate with them by 
placing our pieces at their stores. It is 
one of the ways to promote our brand 
in their particular countries. 

Designer 2 We do not limit our marketing to 
Muslimah customers only. We 
campaign our products decently and 
appropriately to make it appealing to 
both Muslim and 

non-Muslim clients. 

Global in another 5-10 years as we 
take things a step at a time to 
establish our brand 

Designer 3 By using tribal element in the design 
and materials 

With enough resources and research, 
it will be easily accepted 

 
Designer 4 

To penetrate into  Non-Muslim 
market such as the internet, and 
media and this is the most exciting 
opportunities available for me to 
reach to my target customers. 

My design can go far by expanding 
my business or collaborate with a 
designer who is already renowned in 
international countries. Perhaps, in 
collaboration with the designer, it will 
help to raise my brand internationally 

 
Table 4 shows the participants’ perceptions on their marketing strategies to achieve 
Non_Muslim and International Market. Most participants agreed that to penetrate  
into the non-Muslim market; they must not limit their design to certain concept and 
they have to make it suitable for both Muslim and non-Muslim customers, such as 
adding tribal Sarawak element in their design and materials. Promoting via decent 
campaigns and media also ensure their products to be well established. To add, to 
be recognized internationally, joining International shows and having collaboration 
with renowned designers and fashion companies will aid the designers to introduce 
their design products to be known internationally. 
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Table 5: Participants’ Feedback on their Support Funding 
 

Designer 

Do you receive any support from 
government or entrepreneur support 
agencies or NGOs? 

If yes, what kind of support do you 
receive? 

Designer 1 Yes Tunas Usahawan Bumiputera in 2015 
and received a grant worth RM15,000 
from SME Corp, won the best 
business plan where I received extra 
RM2,500 from Credit Guarantee 
Corporation. 

Designer 2 No - 

Designer 3 Yes MARA for marketing tools 

Designer 4 No - 

 
Among participants, two of the participants received supports from government or 
entrepreneur support agencies or NGOs in term of marketing tools and capital for 
them to conduct their business (Table 5). Therefore, government or other supports 
from other organizations might give bonus in starting and sustaining their 
businesses. 

 

Table 6: Participants’ Future Expectations towards their Business 
Designer What kind of future do you see yourself in this contemporary design 

concept industry? 

Designer 1 We believe that a strong concept and direction of a brand can help you 
survive in this fashion industry. It is not always a money-making industry;  
it about staying true to your identity so that people will recognize you. We 
believe that we have our targeted market 

Designer 2 There is real potential for future growth for my business. We also plan to 
be more involved in fashion events around Malaysia such as KLFW to 
establish our brand name 

Designer 3 Challenging yet exciting 

Designer 4 I would love to have more international clients since half of my customer is 
foreigner, from London, Taiwan,Paris,United States and more and maybe 
expand my business internationally. It sounds a bit of a fantasy now, but 
who knows 

 
According to Table 6, the participants believe that a strong concept and direction of a 
brand can help the designers to survive in this fashion industry. They also need to be 
true to their identity so that they will be able to attract more international clients. The 
designers should also plan and be more active like being involved in fashion events 
around Malaysia such as Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week (KLFW) to introduce and 
establish their brand name. 
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Table 7: Participants’ Prediction for Islamic Fashion Industry 
Designer How do you predict Islamic fashion industry as a whole? 

Designer 1 Alhamdulillah, this past few year I have seen Islamic fashion to  be 
growing successfully. Just my honest opinion, they are quite a lot of 
brands having similar looks. There will be many brands coming up in the 
future, but hopefully, they are unique and more creative in producing 
pieces. 

Designer 2 It is booming in Malaysia, and more people are tapping into this 
opportunity. There is also a global market for it as there are demands for it 
in Indonesia, Brunei, and even the United States 

Designer 3 Modest wear is gradually accepted globally. More  labels will venture to 
that category. 

Designer 4 Islamic fashion industry upscale believed to be growing rapidly as the 
development of Islam will become the world’s largest religion. Even 
designers around the world such as Dolce & Gabbana,  DKNY,  have 
been aware of this new fashion trend. 

 
Future predictions for Islamic fashion industry from the views of the participants are 
seen to be optimistic where it is emerging in Malaysia, where more people are 
tapping into this opportunity. Meanwhile, many famous designers around the globe 
are also aware of this fashion trend that can endeavor both Muslim and Non-Muslim 
clients. As long as there are great global demands for such fashion, Islamic fashion 
industry will continue to thrive successfully. Although, there will be many brands 
coming up in the future, the uniqueness and creativity of each piece will be still in 
demand. 

 
Summary and Recommendations 

This paper has explored the concepts of contemporary Sarawakian Muslim fashion 
designers and to identify their methods in their attempts to tap into non-Muslim 
markets. Notably, the future for contemporary Muslim fashion designers in Sarawak 
industry is seen to be booming as many fashion enthusiasts are keen into buying 
their products, including the non-Muslims and those from around the globe. As 
mentioned by Young (2007), due to wider Islamic revival movement which involves 
more fashionable styles, more and more Muslim fashion designers have emerged 
and their products are often favoured by many from around the globe, both Muslim 
and non-Muslims consumers. Though the participants have less than 4 years of 
experience in fashion designing and most do not have formal training in this line, 
staying on to their unique yet contemporary identities and producing versatile fashion 
concept products will ensure the designers to market their products effectively. This 
new generation of fashion designers with the aid of internet and social media, has 
illustrated many practical ways of harmonizing fashion and faith. In fact, proper 
collaborations with prominent local and international fashion designers would allow 
the designers to penetrate into international market. Other significant marketing 
strategies suggested are to be proactive in fashion events around Malaysia and to 
gain support from governmental and other relevant organizations. 
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It is recommended that Muslim fashion designers need to constantly study the 
market, then upgrade their products’ variety and quality, so that they will be able to 
tap into the international market productively. It is vital for the designers to come up 
with new concepts and ideas that cater to the community’s new needs and demands 
as their designs have become a fundamental part of Islamic fashion industry growth. 
Moreover, there should also be extensive promotion or advertisement programs that 
would boost the Muslims’ contemporary fashion products from inside the country as 
well as overall throughout the world. Having extensive exposures to numerous 
fashion valets, festivals and activities would also be congruent to warrant constant 
acceptance from fashion enthusiasts and entrepreneurs. 
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