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Lebanon is a regional hub with a particularly strong reputation in 
fashion. The country is home to a myriad of talented fashion designers 
who aspire to establish successful businesses. While a handful of 
fashion designers have succeeded in creating flourishing enterprises 
and globally recognized brands, many others are struggling to do so, 
prompting Endeavor Lebanon’s analysis of the sector.

Successful ecosystems follow a growth cycle that consists of four 
steps. First, entrepreneurs seek to establish their companies. Then they 
develop their business by accessing key elements such as talent, 
markets and funding. In the last two steps, successful entrepreneurs 
remain engaged in the ecosystem and give back by mentoring, invest-
ing or inspiring other would-be entrepreneurs. 

Endeavor Lebanon conducted in-depth interviews with 57 fashion and 
accessories designers who established their companies in Lebanon 
and with five experts from the fashion industry. 

Lebanon’s fashion design ecosystem has strengths and weaknesses 
which sometimes depend on the subsector: couture, ready-to-wear 
or accessories.
Strengths include talent and strong cultural support while weaknesses 
consist of failures in the supply chain, difficulty accessing local and 
foreign markets, scarcity of support organizations and lack of funding.

There exists, to a certain extent, a multiplier effect in the Lebanese 
fashion design ecosystem. While it is mostly employment connections 
that link emerging designers with bigger players, there are also some, 
albeit limited, cases of inspiration and mentoring. 

Targeted initiatives can help curb the challenges faced by fashion 
designers:

the design industry is being discussed;

  fashion industry, only one local NGO, Starch, helps emerging 
  designers. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Over the past decade, Lebanon’s creative sectors 
have often been in the limelight. Talented designers 
in various fields have made headlines in the local, 
regional and international press, and the fashion 
sector, in particular, has been at the heart of this 
buzz. Beirut, Lebanon’s capital is frequently labeled 
the “fashion capital” of the Middle East.

Lebanon has long been considered one of the most 
cosmopolitan and progressive countries in the 
region. This openness is believed to have fostered 
creativity in various domains, and fashion is one of 
them. Indeed, Lebanese designers are considered as 
trendsetters of regional fashion, and the country is 
traditionally a major shopping destination for visitors 
from the Middle East. 

Fashion plays a pivotal role in Lebanese and Middle 
Eastern society. Social gatherings are a core part of 
the culture and women dress up extensively for these 
events resulting in high demand for custom-made 
gowns and evening wear. Lebanon’s economy is 
service oriented and the regional clientele has always 
been attracted to the personalized service they 
receive from Lebanese designers who have catered 
to the region’s royalty and privileged for almost a 
century. In the early days, talented tailors “imported” 
Haute Couture models from French fashion houses 
and executed them locally. Later on, tailors started 
developing their individual designs and today, 
Lebanon boasts its own fashion design talent. Promi-
nent Lebanese fashion designers such as Elie Saab, 
Rabih Kayrouz, Zuhair Murad, Georges Chakra, 
Georges Hobeika, Basil Soda, Abed Mahfouz, Robert 
Abi Nader, Tony Ward and others, have made their 
mark on the international scene. They hosted fashion 
shows in the top fashion capitals of the world and 
dressed many celebrities worldwide. 

Paradoxically, the “Made in Lebanon” label is not 
always an easy one to market domestically or abroad. 
Emerging designers often struggle to build successful 
businesses particularly in ready-to-wear. Even if 
fashion is often associated with glamour, the 
workings of the fashion industry are complex 
and challenging.

Endeavor Lebanon used Endeavor Insight’s frameworks 
and previous analyses on various ecosystems 
worldwide to shed light on the Lebanese fashion 
design ecosystem. The analysis comes at a time of 
increasing difficulty for the country. Lebanon has 
been plagued by recent years of economic and 
political instability often losing its talent and entre-

preneurs to more stable and flourishing economies. 
In fashion, a number of emerging Lebanese designers 
have chosen to establish their companies in Dubai. 
The emirate offers many amenities: a growing econo-
my, an important luxury goods market and govern-
ment initiatives to boost the design sector such as the 
recently developed Dubai Design District. Dubai 
Design District aims to provide the creative community 
with retail space, workshops, galleries and accommo-
dation, while operating under business-friendly 
regulations that are favorable to start-ups in the 
creative sectors. 

In the face of all these difficulties, the question is 
whether Lebanon can aspire to remain a fashion hub. 

This study attempts to provide an answer through:  

ecosystem by identifying its strengths 
and weaknesses;

selves in this ecosystem and thus the existence of 
a multiplier effect;

the relevance of Lebanon as the main regional 
fashion hub.

I. LEBANON’S UNIQUE CONTEXT

Beirut, the “Fashion Capital” of the Middle East
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1. Entrepreneurship Acceleration Cycle

Lebanon can only act as a hub for fashion designers who found their own companies if it nurtures the develop-
ment of a healthy ecosystem. This ecosystem should provide these entrepreneurs with all the resources they 
need, allowing them to scale their businesses and create jobs and value for their community. 

An “entrepreneurship ecosystem” consists of all the interactions between individuals (entrepreneurs, employ-
ees, investors, customers, suppliers and others), companies, governmental and non-governmental organiza-
tions in a given region or city and their impact on entrepreneurs and the companies they create. Ecosystems 
can be specific to one industry or span across all industries in a single region. Research has repeatedly shown 
that successful entrepreneurship ecosystems follow a specific four stage cycle of growth.  

1. AMBITION: In step one, new entrepreneurs establish businesses in the local area as they believe it offers 
a good quality of life.   

2. GROWTH: In step two, these entrepreneurs grow their businesses by accessing key resources such as 
talent, funds and markets.

3. COMMITMENT: In step three, the founders commit to supporting new entrepreneurs. This implies they 
stay involved in the local area and establish connections with others.  

4. REINVESTMENT: In step four, entrepreneurs give back to their local ecosystem by becoming mentors 
and investors. They also act as role models for the next generation of entrepreneurs who go through the 
same cycle. 

II. FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION

Nurturing the Development of a Healthy Ecosystem for Fashion

The Growth Cycle of Successful Entrepreneurship Ecosystems:

The Four Steps & Sub-Components of the Cycle:

2.GROWTH

4. REINVESTMENT4.REINVESTMENT

1.AMBITION 3.COMMITMENT

Go Big & 
Scale...

Support the Next
Generation

New Entrepreneurs Successful Entrepreneurs

1.AMBITION 2.GROWTH 3.COMMITMENT 4.REINVESTMENT
New entrepreneurs

seek to build
scalable companies

in the local area due to:

Local quality of life
Access to customers

Access to financing

Access to talent

Entrepreneurial ability

Angel & VC investing

Inspiration

Mentorship

Spinoff businesses
Desire to grow

Local quality of life

Desire to reinvest

Entrepreneurs
are able to grow

their companies and
reach scale based on:

Successful
entrepreneurs stay

in the local area and
engage with new 

companies due to:

Successful
entrepreneurs reinvest 
in the next generation 

through:

Figure 1: The growth cycle of successful entrepreneurship ecosystems      Source: Endeavor Insight
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There are different types of businesses in the fashion 
industry as the sector covers all activities related to 
fashion such as textile production, clothing and 
accessories design, manufacturing, wholesale and 
retail as well as fashion marketing.

The focus of this study is on one aspect of the fashion 
industry: the design of womenswear and accessories. 
Womenswear encompasses various subsectors 
among which ready-to-wear and made-to-measure 
couture. The two operate in different ways. 

“Ready-to-wear” includes garments that are produced 
in factories, in standard sizes, according to a proto-
type, and purchased in-store by end-customers. 
Ready-to-wear includes daywear and formal evening 
wear and covers a range of products from high-street 
affordable clothing to more select design clothing. 

The “couture” label is given to bespoke garments that 
are produced in-house for a given client according to 
her specific measurements. Unlike ready-to-wear, 
couture gowns are handmade. In France, the label 
“Haute Couture” is legally protected and only given to 
fashion houses that fulfill a range of conditions. They 
become members of the “Chambre Syndicale de la 
Haute Couture”. Some houses specialize in 
ready-to-wear only; others have “couture” and 
“ready-to-wear” lines. In Lebanon, the term “Haute 
Couture” is used loosely by many and the distinction 

between the two subsectors is blurred at times. 

Indeed, many designers who create ready-to-wear 
lines locally reduce risk by not producing enough 
stock. They initially produce limited quantities of each 
garment, sometimes producing additional stock on 
demand, or even produce on order for a specific 
client, which is normally the case for couture. 
Furthermore, many local clients who buy 
ready-to-wear evening dresses directly from the 
designer expect a tailored service similar to the one 
they would get if they were buying a couture dress.  
Most successful Lebanese designers have started 
their career in couture and became famous for their 
red carpet style gowns. Actually, in many minds, 
Lebanese fashion has become mostly associated with 
glamorous evening wear. 

In recent years, there has been a debate about the 
relevance and viability of Haute Couture. Many in the 
fashion industry argue that Haute Couture serves 
mainly as a marketing effort for fashion houses that 
generate most of their profits from derivative prod-
ucts such as accessories, make-up or sunglasses. 
However, this view has been challenged as the rise of 
new wealthy customers from Asia, Russia and the 
Middle East has increased the demand for bespoke 
and exclusive gowns.1    

2. Overview of the Fashion Industry
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III. THE STUDY

A Thorough Analysis of the Lebanese Fashion Sector

1. Background

Lebanon’s creative industries and fashion sector in particular have been previously analyzed in various press 
articles and research papers. In 2007, the American University of Beirut (AUB) published a report on the Lebanese 
creative industries which included a comprehensive section on fashion.2  In 2012, Sarah Thelwall, a consultant 
and business development coach and trainer, published a two-part case study on the Lebanese creative sectors 
for the British Council. The first part tackled investment, retail space, markets and international connections.3  
The second part looked at networks, local retail, education and production.4  

2. Interviews

There are no official statistics on the number of fashion houses in Lebanon. The local fashion scene includes 
various types of businesses and designers. Some produce regular collections in ready-to-wear, couture or 
accessories with a limited number of models that are elaborated by a designer who is often the founder of the 
brand. Others do not specialize in designing their own signature ranges but rather in tailoring. They adapt to the 
needs of their clients by copying and alternating existing designs. Finally, there are leisure businesses with no 
long-term strategy or proper business structure. Endeavor Lebanon focused on the first category of businesses. It 
reached out to 82 womenswear and accessories designers who have founded their own brands in Lebanon; 57 
of which agreed to meet for the study. Only companies whose founders are the designers themselves were 
considered. Some companies which were not in the initial list, but were mentioned by respondents (and consid-
ered by Endeavor Lebanon) as part of the same ecosystem, were also contacted. Endeavor Lebanon also con-
ducted in-depth interviews with five experts in the Lebanese fashion sector. 

A detailed questionnaire which was designed by Endeavor Insight (the research arm of Endeavor Global) was 
administered to respondents mostly through face-to-face meetings. Extensive qualitative data was gathered. The 
questionnaire focused on two main areas:

A. ECOSYSTEM DIAGNOSIS: 

Respondents were asked to rank the availability of the following pillars of the ecosystem: markets (existing 
customers, suppliers and distributors), human capital, finance, regulatory framework, education/training and 
cultural support.

B. MULTIPLIER EFFECT:

Respondents were asked five main questions to establish whether they were connected to other players in the 
ecosystem.

It is important to note that the terms “fashion designer” and “entrepreneur” are used interchangeably throughout 
the report.
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3. Summary Statistics

Sample statistics show that while a majority of designers have studied and worked in Lebanon only, at least a 
quarter of them have studied and/or worked abroad. Those that worked abroad were employed in big fashion 
houses in major European and American fashion hubs. 

Fashion designers in womenswear represent two thirds of the sample which consists mainly of small companies 
(less than five employees) established in the last six years. As explained earlier, it is difficult to use a clear cut 
classification of designers into “ready-to-wear” or “couture” in Lebanon. A decision was made to classify as 
“couture only” or “ready-to-wear only” designers who explicitly mentioned they specialize in one of the two 
subsectors. Many designers who produce ready-to-wear collections take special orders for custom made brid-
al/evening dresses and were thus classified as doing both “couture” and “ready-to-wear”. 

Nearly 60% of the companies interviewed partly or completely outsource their production to local clothing 
factories or ateliers. More than half of the companies that do not outsource their production are specialized in 
couture, luxury ready-to-wear and bridal wear.

Womenswear

Accessories                                                   34%

33%   1-5 employees Ready-to-wear only              30%

Couture & Ready-to-wear   25%

Couture only                           11%

31%     No employees

18%         6-10 employees

10%         11-20 employees

5%          > 50 employees

3%               21-50 employees

SubsectorCompany Size

Date Founded

66% 
2008-2013

66% 
2008-2013

27% 2000-2007

7% Before 2000

Figure 3: Key statistics on companies

 Figure 2: Key statistics on entrepreneurs

Undergraduate Studies

71%
in Lebanon

71%
in Lebanon

18% abroad

4% none

7% Lebanon & abroad

Graduate Studies

73%
none
73%
none

23% abroad

4% in Lebanon

Previous Work Experience (including internships)

34% 

25% 
23% 
13% 

5% 

34% Fashion Industry in Lebanon

25%  Fashion Industry in Lebanon and Abroad

23%     Other Industry

13%       None

5%              Fashion Industry Abroad
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Endeavor Lebanon asked respondents why they 
started their businesses in Lebanon. Although almost 
40% of designers mentioned that the only reason 
they are based in Lebanon is because it is their 
home country and they do not really have an 
alternative, other factors cited validate the percep-
tion that Lebanon can be a location of choice for 
fashion designers. Endeavor Lebanon identified two 
main areas of strengths in the ecosystem that 
benefit entrepreneurs in steps one (ambition) and 
two (growth) of the growth cycle: local quality of life 
and human capital.

1. Local Quality of Life

A number of designers mentioned Lebanon’s 
reputation as a fashion hub encouraged them to set 
up their company in the country. Many of the 
experts interviewed point out that Lebanon benefits 
from relatively low censorship and more freedom of 
expression compared with many countries in the 
region. Coupled with a varied and multicultural 
population, this openness has resulted in a vibrant 

IV. DIAGNOSTIC ASSESSMENT: LEBANON’S STRENGTHS

Lebanon: A Location of Choice for Fashion Designers

25%

Poor Neutral Moderate High

34% 36%25%6%6% 34% 36%

There is a good atmosphere 
here. People are energetic and 
encourage entrepreneurship

I started my business here
 because it is easier

 to make a name for oneself

Figure 4: Availability of cultural support

artistic and creative scene that singles out Lebanon 
regionally.

Many designers reveal that the fact that Lebanon is 
a “small country” made things “easier” for them, in 
particular regarding setting up their company and 
contacting suppliers. A recurrent advantage of 
Lebanon mentioned in interviews is the availability 
of contacts. Friends and family tend to be extreme-
ly supportive of young emerging designers. Indeed, 
good word of mouth and a strong social network 
often help the latter in their launch period. Many 
designers also praise the local and regional press as 
well as the lifestyle websites in the region for the 
exposure they give them. As shown in figure 4 
below, 70% of entrepreneurs believe that they 
benefit from good cultural support from the 
community. 

Finally, more than one quarter of companies in the 
sample have collaborated with other local compa-
nies in the design sector.
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2. Human Capital

The perceptions of fashion designers regarding the availability of human capital vary across subsectors. More 
than 60% of fashion designers that mostly specialize in couture believe talent is available in the country. They 
laud the expertise of their workers when it comes to embroidery and other technical know-how, although it 
has become more difficult to find skilled workers. 

Accessories’ designers point to the expertise of local artisans especially in leather. Designers and experts 
maintain that Lebanon does possess a distinctive artisanal heritage. In fact companies producing and selling 
artisanal products (including clothing and accessories) were instrumental in perpetuating the artisanal tradition 
and keeping the industry alive. However, many designers also warned that artisans are slowly turning away 
from the profession as they do not have enough work to make a living. 

Fashion designers that specialize in ready-to-wear were the least positive concerning the availability of talent. 
Around 38% of them believe there is little to no talent available. They reveal that the majority of workers in 
Lebanon are in general not trained to manufacture this type of garments which requires a different set of skills. 
In addition to perceptions relating to the quality of the workforce, interviews with fashion designers and experts 
brought to light a number of insights on the availability of talent and the role played by educational and techni-
cal institutions in this regard. 

For a long time, fashion design was considered equivalent to tailoring in Lebanon. Many designers learnt the 
profession in family-run tailoring houses or by attending technical schools that emphasized the production 
aspect of design. In Lebanon, one of the first institutions to offer a qualification in fashion design was CAMM 
(College Artistique de la Mode Moderne) established in 1989. 

In 1999, the French fashion school ESMOD (École supérieure des arts et techniques de la mode) opened an 
affiliate in Beirut. The school offers a three year Diploma of Fashion Design and Pattern Making (in addition to 
more punctual short courses). According to the school’s website the number of graduates increased from an 
average of 14 students between 2002 and 2006 to an average of 25 students between 2007 and 2012. This 
confirms the increasing demand for fashion qualifications in Lebanon. In the last five years, 157 fashion design-
ers have graduated from the school. Other universities offering degrees in fashion design include Notre Dame 
University (NDU) and the American University of Science and Technology (AUST). 
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I started my business here because 
I am extremely proud of 

our local artisans

Overall, nearly 50% of fashion 
and accessories designers believe 
talent is available in their industry

Subsector Accessories Couture Ready-to-wear

& Couture
Ready-to-wear

Views on 

Availability
74% 67% 42% 38%

Figure 5: Proportion of designers who believe talent is moderately to highly available in their subsector
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Internationally, the fashion industry has received more interest and therefore, the education system has adjusted 
in order to keep up. Universities abroad started adapting their curricula to address market needs both at the 
graduate and undergraduate level and now offer a wide choice of specialized programs.5   

In Lebanon, most institutions have been slower in addressing these issues. There is little diversity in specializa-
tions offered and few institutions incorporate an adequate number of arts and culture courses in their curricula. 
Moreover, not enough emphasis is given to business skills. Despite the fact that most successful designers have 
studied locally (self-taught or university) interviews highlighted additional limitations to Lebanese fashion 
education. Many local institutions do not benefit from strong networks abroad thus limiting exposure and 
opportunities for their students. 

Nearly one in three fashion design graduates have chosen to study in universities abroad. A non-negligible 17% 
of the sample graduated from disciplines in design that offer a more traditional career such as architecture, 
interior design or graphic design and later pursued a career in fashion. 

At the time of the interviews, one of the top Lebanese universities, the Lebanese American University (LAU) 
welcomed its first batch of students in its newly launched fashion design program: a four year Bachelor of Arts 
(B.A) in Fashion Design established in collaboration with ELIE SAAB and the London College of Fashion. This 
initiative constitutes a groundbreaking partnership between an internationally acclaimed fashion house, a 
major American academic institution in the Middle East and a renowned fashion college.

All fashion designers and experts interviewed agree that there is a surplus of designers in Lebanon. There are 
various types of jobs available for fashion design graduates, such as stylist or buyer, but these are hard to fill in 
Lebanon. Designers and experts interviewed point to the fact that most of the candidates interested in fashion 
want to become designers but few are interested in a more technical career such as embroiderer, pattern 
maker or other, as technical professions are not sought after. This will increasingly result in a shortage of skilled 
manual labor which is already starting to be apparent in the country.

Courtesy of Sarah’s Bag
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V. DIAGNOSTIC ASSESSMENT: LEBANON’S WEAKNESSES

Three Main Challenges for Fashion Designers in Lebanon

Three of the main components of the growth cycle, 
essential for entrepreneurs in step two (growth), 
constitute a challenge for fashion designers in 
lebanon: markets, entrepreneurial ability (or support 
systems) and access to finance.  

1. Accessible Markets 

Entrepreneurs face challenges with their supply 
chain and with accessing customers locally and 
abroad. 

A. SUPPLIERS 

Most fashion designers get fabric from local suppli-
ers but point out that the merchandise is often 
overpriced. Designers in casual ready-to-wear 
reveal that they struggle to find what they need as 
suppliers tend to stock fabrics used in made-to-or-
der formal evening wear which is more in demand. 
Moreover, the deteriorating economic situation in 
the country has pushed suppliers to reduce the 
variety of their stock.

Ready-to-wear and accessories designers who 
outsource their production to craftsmen, ateliers or 
clothing factories face a number of challenges. 
Manufacturers often fail to deliver orders on time 
and do not offer consistent quality finishing. They 
also do not follow rigorous pricing methods 
depending on more opportunistic strategies. Some 
designers even voiced concerns regarding intellec-
tual property rights and revealed artisans repro-
duced their designs for others. In ready-to-wear, all 
experts and designers agree that Lebanon currently 
lacks the big factories needed to produce large 
quantities and the expertise for this type of 
garments. Interviews reveal that such an infrastruc-
ture was, to an extent, present in the mid-20th 
century, but that local factories did not manage to 
remain price competitive with countries like Turkey, 
India and China. It is important to note that most 
European and American fashion houses outsource a 
lot of their production to these countries.   

Production costs in Lebanon are high and make it 
impossible for the country to be price competitive. 
High production costs lead to high selling prices. In 

order to address these production specific challeng-
es, one local designer recently established a large 
factory with modern equipment to produce high 
quality ready-to-wear for his own fashion house as 
well as for other designers. To date, this initiative has 
received limited backing from other fashion designers 
despite the fact that three designers interviewed, who 
have outsourced production to him, mentioned they 
were extremely satisfied with the quality. 

The fact that the production process is not always 
structured and rather flexible has positive aspects. 
Suppliers are adaptable and reordering is often 
easier and quicker than it would be in larger more 
organized factories, designers often create relation-
ships with artisans that give feedback on prototypes 
and whose experience benefits the designer. 

While designers face some challenges in produc-
tion, other aspects of the supply chain which are 
instrumental in the early stages of a fashion business 
are available in the Lebanese ecosystem. Indeed, 
these include for example many competent and 
successful branding and communication agencies 
which help entrepreneurs develop and market their 
brands. 

B. DOMESTIC MARKET

Designers that specialize in ready-to wear brought 
up a number of issues that constrain their access to 
customers in the local market. Lebanese boutiques 
are often reluctant to stock Lebanese designers for 
various reasons. They argue that the quality of the 
merchandise is not consistent and believe that if 
they open the door to one designer; it becomes 
harder to reject others. Furthermore, Lebanese 
boutiques often take merchandise on consignment 
leaving the designer to bear all the risks associated 
with stocks. A fashion retail expert pointed to 
another distortion in the supply chain. Most 
ready-to-wear designers sell directly to their 
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Presence in foreign markets 

Asia                                                  15%

Europe                                                  25%

Gulf                                                  32%

North Africa                                      6%

Russia                                                  11%

South America                                      6%

USA                                                  13%

Online                                                  34%

Figure 6: Respondents’ presence in foreign markets

end-customers and expect to sell the same items 
through retailers. This potential competition with 
the designers discourages third party retailers from 
stocking local designers’ merchandise. 

Designers and experts note that Lebanese customers 
are brand conscious and prefer to buy foreign 
designer brands rather than local brands. This 
constitutes an additional challenge for local 
ready-to-wear and accessories designers that need 
to penetrate an extremely competitive market. 
Indeed, most international fashion brands are sold in 
the domestic market in trendy shopping malls or 
upmarket retail spaces that local designers have little 
to no access to.

Designers who specialize in made-to-measure 
garments face different challenges locally. As 
mentioned earlier, local demand for custom-made 
evening dresses has traditionally been high and 
contributed to the flourishing of the industry. 
However, the political and economic challenges of 
the country have led to a decreasing purchasing 
power locally and drastically affected the number of 
tourists visiting Lebanon. Some designers overcome 
this challenge by setting up temporary showrooms 
in countries where they have a big clientele or go to 
meet individually with these clients.

C. FOREIGN MARKETS

The Lebanese domestic market is small but access-
ing foreign markets is a challenge for Lebanese 
designers. Usually, fashion houses present their 
collections to buyers during trade shows, exhibi-
tions, fashion shows or in private showrooms. Most 
sales happen in one of the main fashion capitals: 
Paris, Milan, New York or London. Participating in 
these shows is extremely costly for emerging 
Lebanese designers who often cannot afford to 
attend. Fashion buyers in these capitals are 
extremely solicited and often need to see a few 
collections from one designer before placing an 
order. Some designers first focus on regional 
markets that they deem more accessible and rely on 
the good reputation of Lebanese designers to 
contact buyers and boutiques. For example, Leba-
nese designers often participate in numbers at 
Dubai’s Fashion Forward, a major regional event that 
includes fashion shows as well as talks and panel 
discussions. 

Figure 6 shows the presence of companies inter-
viewed in each market. The Gulf is the most import-
ant market for companies in the sample but the 
presence in other markets is notable. One third of 
designers have a presence online but a majority 
state that online sales have not yet picked up in the 
region. A number of designers emphasized the 
pivotal role social media plays in targeting prospec-
tive clients. One couture designer mentioned they 
received an order for a dress from a client who saw 

it on a social network site. She sent her measure-
ments by e-mail to the designer, transferred the 
money for the dress and the designer shipped the 
dress to her.  

Some regulatory aspects hinder access to foreign 
markets. Designers voiced concerns about inade-
quate customs regulations revealing that if an item is 
shipped outside of the country (for a fair, photo 
shoot or for e-commerce purposes), it is subjected 
to import duty when reintroduced. They also 
mention unnecessary bureaucratic procedures to 
export (in particular for handmade products).

Visa restrictions imposed on Lebanese passport 
holders by most countries also affect designers’ 
access to foreign markets. A Lebanese fashion 
designer faces an extra hurdle compared with their 
European counterpart when they wish to travel to 
Paris, London or Milan. These restrictions can impede 
access to key contacts and also hinder a designer’s 
discovery of new places that could help grow their 
market or even inspire their new collections.
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Figure 7: Availability of funding

2. Entrepreneurial Ability 
(Support Systems)

More than three quarters of respondents stated that 
there was no or very little support available to them. 
Most fashion capitals have fashion councils (British 
fashion council, councils of fashion designers of 
America, National Chamber for Italian fashion, 
Fédération Française de la Couture, du Prêt-à-Por-
ter des Couturiers et des Créateurs de Mode) that 
represent the national fashion industry, organize 
events and promote young designers. 

In Lebanon, the Lebanese Syndicate of Fashion 
Designers, while existent, seems to be dormant. 
Moreover there is a lack of concerted efforts from 
large designers to promote a common cause. 
Experts mention one of the reasons is that the 
Lebanese market is too small and successful design-
ers prefer to organize fashion shows in more 
international and prestigious locations. Fashion 
weeks are organized locally by private event 
planning firms. 

Young talent in all creative sectors often exhibit their 
work through punctual fairs such as Afkart (since 
2002). A recent initiative by the Mena Design 
Research Center, the Beirut Design Week, initiated in 
2012, has also boosted the design sector. It 
promotes all Lebanese designers (fashion or other) 
by organizing workshops, talks and exhibitions 
during one week once a year.  

Many respondents participated in a series of enter-
prise skills workshop organized by the British 
Council, delivered in 2011 by Percy Emmett and 
Sarah Thelwall. Those who attended mentioned 
they would greatly benefit from attending similar 
events to strengthen their understanding of the 
business aspect. 

Another organization that repeatedly came up in 
interviews is the Starch organization. Founded by 
Rabih Kayrouz and Tala Hajjar and in collaboration 
with Solidere, Starch is a local non-profit organiza-
tion that helps emerging Lebanese designers. The 
program typically lasts a year during which the 
organization helps selected designers develop and 
market their collection. Designers exhibit their 
clothes (or accessories) in the Starch boutique in 
Saifi Village, in collaboration with Solidere. Around 
20% of respondents to Endeavor Lebanon’s survey 

took part in the Starch program. Most of the design-
ers that participated in it acknowledged that the 
exposure it gave them was pivotal to their career. 
They emphasize that they would not have been able 
to afford retail space in a prime location and that 
being showcased in the Starch boutique helped 
them acquire brand recognition.

3. Access to Finance

Most of the entrepreneurs interviewed have relied 
on their own funds or their families’ and stated that 
they decided to “grow organically”. While 7% of the 
sample benefited from a subsidized loan from 
Kafalat, most designers said they did not qualify for 
it and only had access to personal loans from their 
banks with very high interest rates. Only one com-
pany in the sample benefited from professional 
investment and three companies had investment 
from business angels. Overall, half of respondents 
deem access to finance is not available or poor for 
their type of business in Lebanon (see Figure 7).

A new fund, the first of its kind in the country for the 
design sector, is currently being discussed to bridge 
this gap in funding. The fund’s aim is to invest in 
design companies and assist them in developing 
their brands and establish an online presence. 
Portfolio companies will not only get financial 
support but benefit from practical and hands-on 
business support. This is crucial since many respon-
dents said that they often lack the right business 
skills and regretted not having had proper guidance. 
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As mentioned earlier, entrepreneurs play a major role in the development of ecosystems. Their impact occurs 
through five main channels. They can become serial entrepreneurs, establishing more than one company, they 
can invest in other companies in the ecosystem, mentor other entrepreneurs, inspire would-be entrepreneurs 
and finally they often have former employees who establish their own businesses. Together, these five types of 
connections represent what Endeavor has called the “multiplier effect”. Numerous studies by Endeavor Insight 
have revealed the existence of a multiplier effect in the technology sector.6 

The presence of many successful fashion companies in the Lebanese ecosystem prompted Endeavor Lebanon to 
investigate their impact on others. Results reveal the existence of a multiplier effect albeit at a lesser level than 
expected. Fashion design relies on creativity and the industry is highly competitive. Interviews show that many 
fashion designers, including some of the industry’s big players, are isolated from the ecosystem. However, there 
are also entrepreneurs that do give back to the ecosystem. Interviews identified two entrepreneurs that have had 
a major impact on the Lebanese fashion design ecosystem: Elie Saab and Rabih Kayrouz. 

From an aesthetic point of view, the two fashion designers have had a different influence on Lebanese fashion 
and emerging designers. Elie Saab, who founded his brand in 1982, is known for his evening wear made of fine 
materials and delicate embroideries. Rabih Kayrouz, who founded his label in 1998, is known for introducing a 
less classic style in Lebanese fashion.

Maps have been drawn to represent the impact of the two designers on the ecosystem. Companies (and their 
founders) are represented by circles located on grey rings corresponding to the time period in which they were 
founded. The type of connection is also represented according to the legend displayed. 

Why Lebanon?
Big designers made it while 

being based here!

20% of fashion designers 
interviewed benefited 

from mentoring

18% of fashion designers 
interviewed were inspired 

by someone locally

VI. FASHION DESIGN ECOSYSTEM: A MULTIPLIER EFFECT?

IMPORTANT DISCLAIMER 
The maps below are based on survey data collected by Endeavor Lebanon. They are representative of 

connections among entrepreneurs but are not comprehensive. All non-anonymous data pertaining to 

connections to the two main players were given by the companies linked to them. ELIE SAAB and 

Maison Rabih Kayrouz did not provide additional information concerning connections not already 

established through interviews. 
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Inspiration is a key aspect of prosperous entrepre-
neurial ecosystems. Success stories inspire would-be 
entrepreneurs and drive their ambition to get to the 
top. Endeavor Lebanon survey results reveal that Elie 
Saab is the most frequently cited local entrepreneur to 
have inspired the younger generation. Interviews have 
repeatedly highlighted how inspirational it was to see 
a local designer acquire international recognition and 
establish a global brand. In 2012, the self-taught 
fashion designer was voted as one of the top 100 
most powerful Arabs by Arabian Business, and 
remained so for the past three years. He is a corre-
sponding member of the prestigious French “Cham-
bre Syndicale de la Haute Couture” and was the first 
non-Italian designer to become a member of the 
Italian Camera Nazionale della Moda in 1997.

In 1982, at the age of 18, Elie Saab founded the 
company that bears his name in Lebanon. He is 
credited for being the first Lebanese designer to 
launch full collections and grow his business from that 
of a person (fashion designer) to a business (fashion 
house). While many talented fashion designers strug-
gle to build successful businesses, Elie Saab managed 
to create a globally recognized brand which is sold in 
over 200 points of sale worldwide. His successful 
business model has led many other designers to 
follow suit. The fashion house produces Haute 
Couture and ready-to-wear collections as well as 

accessories (bags, shoes and jewelry) and fragrances. 
With two headquarters, one in Beirut and another in 
Paris, ELIE SAAB employs more than 300 people. All 
the couture gowns are produced in Lebanon while 
ready-to-wear and accessories are produced in Italy.  

Despite his international expansion, Elie Saab has 
remained engaged in the local ecosystem. He repeat-
edly highlights his attachment to his home country in 
interviews. Many respondents who studied at ESMOD 
benefited from his advice and mentoring when he was 
president of the Jury for the final year project. Further-
more, the designer recently collaborated with the 
Lebanese American University to establish a Bachelor 
of Arts in Fashion Design. The initiative aims at provid-
ing Lebanese students with opportunities to study 
fashion design that are on par with degrees offered 
abroad in order to nurture talent locally. Moreover, the 
top two students in the second and final year are 
given the opportunity to have an internship at ELIE 
SAAB and the top student in the final year attends the 
ELIE SAAB show at Paris Fashion Week.  The role 
played by Elie Saab is instrumental in steps three 
(commitment) and four (reinvestment) of the ecosys-
tem growth cycle (Figure 1). Survey results show that 
the designer has had the most impact in terms of 
employment/internships in the ecosystem. In the 
sub-sample of fashion designers, one in three respon-
dents have either worked or interned at ELIE SAAB.

The map illustrates a sample of the impact that Elie Saab had 
on the Lebanese fashion design ecosystem, as identified by 
the interviews conducted by Endeavor Lebanon. 
The fashion designer had an impact on 20% of the companies 
in the sample interviewed by Endeavor Lebanon.
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RABIH KAYROUZ

Getting advice and guidance is crucial for would-be 
designers and constitutes another crucial aspect of 
step four of the ecosystem growth cycle. Interviews 
reveal that while many designers mention they often 
give advice to new comers in the industry, mentor-
ship per se is rare. Endeavor Lebanon survey results 
reveal that Rabih Kayrouz is the most frequently cited 
local fashion designer to have mentored the younger 
generation. Experts acknowledge the vital role the 
designer has played in the ecosystem to promote 
and encourage young designers. Many respondents 
valued the advice he gave them and acknowledge his 
support. The fashion designer mentioned that in 
2007/2008, he realized there were too few young 
designers emerging locally and that most of them 
were leaving the country due to a lack of opportuni-
ties. The Starch initiative was created to palliate this 
problem. All but one of the designers who were 
mentored by Rabih Kayrouz took part in Starch, the 
NGO he co-founded with Tala Hajjar, in collaboration 
with Solidere, to support Lebanese designers. 

Fashion designer Rabih Kayrouz established his 
company, Maison Rabih Kayrouz, in Beirut in 1998. 
Experts and designers reveal that he was among the 
first designers to introduce a new style in local 
fashion, simpler and less conventional. He relocated 

to Paris in 2009 as he felt the French capital offered a 
more international platform and better quality stan-
dards in the sector that interests him most: 
ready-to-wear. He was recently ordered Knight of the 
Arts and Letter by the French Ministry of Culture. 

The fashion designer keeps a flagship store and a 
couture atelier in Beirut. He also remains active on 
the local design scene participating in various local 
design events and promoting young talent. He was 
recently president of the Jury for ESMOD students’ 
final year project. 

One accessory designer mentioned she was given the 
opportunity to collaborate with Maison Rabih Kayrouz 
very early in her career and that it gave her good 
exposure. It is also important to mention that Maison 
Rabih Kayrouz is the second largest employer in the 
sample and was also cited as a role model.
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The map illustrates a sample of the impact that Rabih Kayrouz 
had on the Lebanese fashion design ecosystem, as identified 
by the interviews conducted by Endeavor Lebanon. 
The fashion designer had an impact on 20% of the companies 
in the sample interviewed by Endeavor Lebanon.
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VII. PLAN FOR IMPROVEMENT

AMBITION AND GROWTH
(Steps 1 & 2)

New entrepreneurs seek to 
build scalable companies in the 
local area. They are then able 
to grow their companies and 
reach scale

Strengths:
1. Regional fashion hub

Multicultural environment
2. Local quality of life

Availability of contacts/word 
of mouth

3. Human capital
Talented craftsmen in couture 
and accessories but likely to 
face a shortage of talent

Weaknesses:
1. Accessible Markets

No industrial capacity/
lack of know-how for 
ready-to-wear

Not price competitive

No support from local retailers
Difficulty accessing foreign 
markets

2. Support systems
No coercive efforts by fashion 
designers

3. Access to finance

  craftsmanship by 
  acknowledging artisanal 
  work, increasing the number 
  of technical schools and 
  encouraging enrolment 

  edge in craftsmanship to 
  produce luxury ready-to-wear

  Lebanon”

  that represents fashion 
  designers

  designers financially and 
  strategically 

COMMITMENT AND 
REINVESTMENT
(Steps 3 & 4)

Successful entrepreneurs stay 
in the local area, remain 
engaged in the ecosystem and 

Many successful Lebanese 
designers but few giving back 
to the ecosystem through 
inspiration and mentorship

  ing entrepreneurial ecosys-
  tems 

Ecosystem 

Growth Cycle

Strengths  &

Weaknesses

Plan for 

Improvement

A real fashion hub needs 
three main elements:

Creativity + Good production 
+ Access to markets
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economies by supporting high-impact entrepreneurship. Endeavor screens countries for high-impact entrepre-

to capital. To fulfill its mission, Endeavor relies on a global network of “Venture Corps” professionals who lend 
their business insights to our entrepreneurs.

Endeavor, established in 1997, is a global non-profit economic development organization that transforms growth 

ABOUT ENDEAVOR:

THE MISSION:

Endeavor is leading the high-impact entrepreneurship movement around the world. Endeavor’s goal is to turn 
SMEs into economic catalyzing agents, accelerate job creation, economic growth and role model creation.  

SELECTED ENDEAVOR ENTREPRENEURS:

Lebanon is Endeavor’s eleventh country and fourth in the MENA region. Since its launch in 2011, the Endeavor 
Lebanon office selected 21 high-impact entrepreneurs from 16 companies. Since selection, these entrepreneurs 
have been given access to global mentors, decision makers and best-of-kind support programs.

9th Floor, Block C, Sofil Center, Ashrafieh, Lebanon T. +961 1 216 534
www.endeavorlebanon.org   lebanon@endeavor.org   Endeavor Lebanon 


