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a choice for women that enables them to get more from their 
active lives, social lives, as well as working lives.    

Another participant from the United States highlighted the 
social aspect of modest fashion in serving the whole market 
to turn mainstream fashion towards modesty.  This is much 
bigger than just the Muslim market and also encompasses 
the social aspect to break barriers and defeat stereotypes.  

A final comment from a participant summarized the wealth of 
resources that Islam provides about the need to be moral and 
to help the world, which it connects back to charity as well as 
offering ideas for women’s rights, social entrepreneurship and 
ethical rules for business.

SESSION THREE:
Building Modest Fashion Brands

w	 Modest fashion needs to work on training, education and internships to help 
aspiring young designers understand the professional side of the business.  This 
includes market knowledge, products, service, sales & marketing, production, 
human resources, and finance.  Incubators or accelerators could help modest 
fashion SMEs in this regard.

w	 Similar to the challenge facing SMEs in other sectors, modest fashion SMEs find 
it hard to attract investors and/or secure financing to achieve scale, including 
from risk-averse Shari’ah-sensitive investors or Islamic financial institutions. 

w	 It is hard to get investors to pay just to achieve scale to reach the market because 
investors need to understand the market size.  While there are top-line numbers 
for the Islamic Economy, they need to be better defined within each market.  At 
the moment the information is just starting to be collected and it is not defined 
well enough to attract Series A or Series B funding yet.  The market has a lot 
of room to grow to define the market opportunity and then it can build larger 
companies through consolidation.  

w	 Until then, there are some opportunities through crowdfunding.

w	 The time has passed for billion dollar fashion companies and modest fashion 
labels should look to examples such as Black Milk Clothing, a company that only 
makes leggings with crazy patterns and which has attracted a huge audience 
through social media, and also drawn in investor attention.  

MODERATOR:
Dr. Sayd Farook 
Projects Advisor 
Dubai Islamic Economy 
Development Centre (DIEDC)

SPEAKERS: 
Rabia Zargarpur 
President and Creative Designer 
Rabia Z

Alberto Brugnoni 
Founder and Chairman 
ASSAIF

Session Summary:
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T
he final session in the roundtable began with the 
DIEDC’s Dr. Sayd Farook  taking the conversation 
from previous sessions as a starting point to provide 
context about what the modest fashion industry 

needs to develop.  

Most of the existing players are struggling SMEs and while it 
is necessary to be cognizant of that, there has to be a bigger 
vision to create global brands.  Can acceleration programs help 
develop these players and narrow the gap between the big 
fashion brands and the Islamic brands, he asked.  Technology—
the great leveler—and e-commerce can help modest fashion 
brands reach new markets and become global.  However, 
what more can governments and the financial sectors do to 
support this growth?  

The Business of Fashion
To start the discussion, the roundtable heard from Rabia 
Zargarpur, of the eponymous modest fashion label Rabia 
Z, who emphasized that what modest fashion lacks is the 
important progression to go back to the basics of business 
and fashion.  There are many home-based businesses, online 
retailers and Instagrammers selling ready-made modest fashion 
but it is inconsistent in quality and size which lags behind the 
standards of the professional fashion industry.  

The fashion business is the fifth largest money earning busi-
ness in the world and the modest fashion sector has too many 
people working on their businesses as a hobby or to try to 
gain overnight fame.  The existing offering does not generate 
substantial sales leading to a conclusion that to become a 
real industry, modest fashion has to understand the difference 
between a hobby and a business and take the time needed 
to learn the skills to run a business.  

The industry needs to work on training, education and in-
ternships to help aspiring young designers understand the 
professional side of the business.  This includes market 
knowledge, products, service, sales & marketing, production, 
human resources and finance.  

It has taken a long time for modest fashion to get where it is 
today, she said, and the Thomson Reuters State of the Global 
Islamic Economy report released in 2013 was the first report 
on the business that has people paying attention.  Muslim 
brands and labels have to step up now or Western brands 
will take over, she stressed.  

One participant compared the ‘hobby’ mentality to the early 
leaders of the technology industry and suggested the need 
for incubators and internships to help people learn and work 
together collaboratively.  

Ms. Zargarpur agreed that this would be an improvement 
to help develop a brand identity by training, educating and 
learning as well as through an incubator.  For example, the 
presence of Rabia Z in the first State of the Global Islamic 
Economy report released in 2013 helped the company get 

funding because where it had been difficult to get interest in 
the sector, the report quantified the size of the opportunity. 

To get to the global level in the industry, one of the assets 
modest fashion needs is a strong management team, par-
ticularly one with experience from a brand in the conventional 
space.  It is probably unreachable to become the next Zara 
but it is possible to be the next Donna Karen or Michael Kors.  

Scale and Funding
A participant raised the issue of achieving scale as a challenging 
one. Their brand ended up opening an online store because of 
a lack of suitable shops to carry their lines.  In addition to the 
retail sales point, there is also a need to invest in professional 
photography and packaging.  In their experience, opening 
their own concept store was necessary and they plan three 
to five more stores during the next 24 months to address the 
challenge of visibility.  It requires a credible brand, resources, 
public relations and access to markets.  For all of these needs 
as well as the retail presence, there is a huge need for financing.  
Even a business that makes money in the bricks and mortar 
world needs to have working capital to take advantage of 
opportunities and without access to interest-based loans, an 
incubator or accelerator would be very helpful.  

In response to some of the criticism of the social media-orient-
ed strategies to get noticed, one participant highlighted that 
social media, including Instagram, can help for businesses 
that can’t get a Series A funding. The old traditional ways 
won’t work effectively because the business is changing and 
even forcing the older generation to change its ways. The new 
forms of communication, such as social media, have been 
used by many successful companies.  However, while it can 
be a way to support business growth it is not a sole way to 
market a business.  

For the businesses that can get financing, as Modanisa’s 
CEO Karim Ture explained, the support is incredibly helpful.  
Modanisa was a first mover in the Turkish market, which pro-
vided a way to demonstrate the market opportunity. However, 
they needed money to scale and were faced with the choice to 
use either profits or outside investors.  Modanisa raised $5.5 
million from Saudi Telecom’s venture capital fund.  

The funding allowed them to develop a multibrand strategy 
and make Modanisa a one-stop shop with 25,000 different 
items at various price points.  As a result, they have been 
winning 45-50 percent of their sales from outside of Turkey.  
The success has changed perception about their market, 
from jokes about Islamic fashion being just black burqas, to 
recognizing the potential for modest fashion and interest from 
investors in finding the best companies in which to invest.  

Prior to getting the funding, Modanisa started with Facebook 
advertising and later moved to Google advertising but the key 
thing to build the company was to get returning customers.  In 
addition, said Ture, businesses must have excellent customer 
service to ensure returning customers. This, he stressed, is 

costly.  To build the company, money is needed for customer 
service and other areas, such as fast delivery, which Modanisa 
accomplished by sending through DHL as the standard service.  
It is costly and requires higher volumes to get better pricing 
(Modanisa has 300,000 daily visitors).  

Other participants relayed similar stories of the pre-funding 
stage where to get growth they needed to use social media 
and online advertising to build a customer base.  

If there is a product that customers like, said the roundtable, 
the company can’t just sit and wait because it doesn’t have 
funding.  However, it is hard to get investors to pay just to 
achieve scale to reach the market because investors need to 
understand the market size.  The top-line numbers are there 
but they also need to be better defined within each market.  
At the moment the information is just starting to be collected 
and it is not defined well enough to attract Series A or Series 
B funding yet.  The market has a lot of room to grow to define 
the market opportunity and then it can build larger companies 
through consolidation.  

Until then, there are some opportunities through crowdfunding. 
One participant said he had used crowdfunding and while it 
can meet some needs, most businesses need more funding 
than crowdfunding can provide. 

 To get larger investors, Ms. Zargarpur suggested the IFDC 
could step in to help incubate emerging companies develop 
their business plan and build their financial model so they have 
what investors will expect. 

Islamic Finance and Modest Fashion
At this point Alberto Brugnoni from ASSAIF gave a pres-
entation on his company’s efforts to connect Islamic finance 
with the modest fashion sector in Italy.  18 months ago, Turin 
had nothing related to Islamic finance, but in that short span 
of time, they have organized two world events on Islamic eco-
nomics, and hosted in October a local economic development 
forum where Islamic and halal financing was debated. These 
have kickstarted the education process with Islamic finance 
courses at a university.  

In Western countries, most of the Islamic finance activity has 
begun through a ‘window’ which is a Shari’ah-compliant offering 
from a conventional institution where funds are segregated to 
remain compliant.  What is stopping a fashion business from 
using the same concept to leverage the know-how, connec-
tions, marketing, bookkeeping, designing and procurement 
of raw materials?  It would be more appealing to businesses 
than incubators or accelerators because investors don’t like 
to give money to teach people how to do things.  But they like 
the idea of risk-sharing offering a way to bypass incubators 
and tap the large amount of Islamic money that is constantly 
looking for returns.  

Europe is a good place to expand modest fashion because 
it is home to the largest markets in terms of Islamic purchas-

ing power and the largest Muslim middle class in the world.  
However, to do so, stakeholders need to break down the 
glass wall between Islamic finance and the other sectors of 
the Islamic Economy.  Based on this premise, ASSAIF put 
together an Islamic UCITS V fund which would be widely 
marketable with a 6-year target life and an 18 month grace 
period.  They are raising between $100 and $150 million with 
a public guarantee from the Italian government of 50 percent 
of outstanding investments up to $1.5 million.  

The fund also screened the target market of companies out 
of the 1 million in Italy and excluded un-Shari’ah-compliant 
companies and looked for those companies generating turn-
over between EUR 6 million and EUR 300 million.  The list 
of companies was long at 37,000, where 50 percent were 
manufacturers and 20 percent were in the fashion sector.  
From this list, they identified 800 companies that could have 
an Islamic fashion window based on the proposition that “God 
is beautiful and loves beauty”.  

The opportunity here is not from retail banking where there is 
a lot of regulation but from capital markets and private equity 
where regulatory reforms in Italy have allowed funding to be 
done much easier, and in a fully Shari’ah-compliant way.  The 
modest fashion windows would be easy to manage because 
there is not a requirement for separate bookkeeping and in 
many ways it is easier for modest fashion windows than bank 
windows (which have become commonplace despite these 
challenges).  

Following Mr. Brugnoni’s presentation, there was more 
discussion of the specific business-related challenges facing 
modest fashion companies and the need for case studies 
to help fashion labels get more credibility based on the path 
taken by the larger modest fashion brands.  

The key, one participant highlighted, was establishing a unique 
selling point to help attract bank and investor financing.  For 
example, using high quality photographers to build a profes-
sional brand, expanding media outreach and then building 
scale from there.  

The example of the modest fashion sector in Indonesia was 
brought up. The role of an incubator in this process in Indonesia 
was to help give advice on the business side, change the 
look book and logo to help facilitate the process of building 
a brand.  These services, including receiving advice from a 
brand consultant who had experience working with big fashion 
brands, also helped get exposure for NurZahra internationally 
at Tokyo Fashion Week.  From there, the brand grew from the 
novelty of a hijab company being seen in Japan at a fashion 
event and changing the perception of their business from 
selling hijabs to Muslims to selling scarves that any woman 
could wear.   That led to more exposure in mainstream fashion 
magazines. It also led to the challenge of how to find capital 
to expand from Indonesia into Singapore, Dubai and Europe.  

This example, like other discussions in the session, focused 
on the challenges of financing/funding and marketing/PR.  
While social media channels, such as Instagram can help get 



1716

some awareness, the mainstream media remains important 
to gain visibility.  

In the current fashion market, there is a demand from consumers 
for fast fashion, which companies such as Zara meets with 
1,000 designs every year and 10 fashion seasons instead of 
the two or four that most designers use.  Like marketing and 
PR, this requires an investment for research, distribution chan-
nels and human resourcing to be able to compete with Zara.  

One way to self-finance the business is to look for partnerships 
with other businesses.  A modest fashion label can start within 
its own market and look to the more established players to 
help with areas it doesn’t understand and then leverage that 
as a source of financing to grow the brand eventually into 
new markets.

No Need for a ‘Muslim Zara’?
Not all participants were in agreement on the need to develop 
a global brand to compete with companies like Zara.  

One highlighted the huge Muslim market of 1.6 billion world-
wide and the need for any modest fashion brand to focus on 
that market.  Modest fashion is growing, she argued, because 
no one else focused on Muslim women.  If modest fashion 
labels try to compete with Zara and the big fashion brands, 
they won’t be serving the unique Muslim market.  

Afia Fitriati agreed that the trend is not towards Zara and 
H&M although they are large players.  The time has passed for 
the billion dollar fashion companies.  For example, Black Milk 
Clothing is a company that makes leggings with crazy patterns.  
That is all they do and they have attracted a huge audience 
through social media and also drawn in investor attention.  
They leverage their well-connected market to move beyond 
just the clothing to help people build a community around 
the brand.  That’s the type of model to follow -- a specialized 
niche brand, not trying to build a Muslim Zara. 

Another participant pointed out that the entire universe is 
not made up of Zara and H&M and there are smaller brands 
that are able to set trends that the larger brands eventually 
follow.  An example that Italian brands have seen are some 
trends coming from China where the cultural differences are 
inspiring new designs in Italy by integrating different aspects 
into products, and in the process reinventing themselves.  
Financing is important, yes, but it is not the sole determinant 
of whether a unique brand succeeds.  

Another participant agreed and pointed to technology startups 
as an example.  The time has passed to find the next Amazon 
or Zalora and investors have to find a niche sector with a 
USP that solves a problem.  Other participants focused on 
the size of opportunity and highlighted the benefit of aiming 
high to create a big global brand like an Apple or Starbucks 
of Muslim fashion.
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