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Lebanon’s strong reputation in fashion continues to grow exponentially, driven by a myriad of 
talented fashion designers who are establishing successful businesses. While a handful of 
Lebanese fashion designers have succeeded in building enterprises and globally renowned 
brands, some are still struggling to do so, which is for the most part due to the weaknesses in 
the ecosystem, particularly the gaps in the supply chain and lack of funding support for the 
industry in general.  

To date, only a handful of Lebanese designers have managed to penetrate international 
markets and gain access to the specialized production facilities in global markets, such as 
Paris and Italy. Some of these designers who have made their mark on the international scene 
are Elie Saab, Rabih Kayrouz, Zuhair Murad, Georges Chakra, Georges Hobeika, Basil Soda, 
Abed Mahfouz, Robert Abi Nader, and Tony Ward, among others.  

A group of professionals from the fashion and design industry gathered for a roundtable 
discussion in Beirut in November 2018, at IGNITE Fashion and Design, an event co-organized 
by Endeavor Lebanon and Beirut Digital District, to discuss challenges of the fashion 
ecosystem and possible solutions for tackling them. This whitepaper, produced by Endeavor 
Lebanon and Beirut Digital District, is a collection of industry reflections with professional 
insights. Endeavor Lebanon has been an advocate of the growth of the fashion and design 
industry, and published a research study on this sector in April 2015: Lebanon’s	Fashion	Design	
Ecosystem:	Strengths	and	Weaknesses. 

 

Underdeveloped fashion industry requires more support  
 
While there is an evident growth in the number of emerging Lebanese designers from the 
local market that benefit from the strong cultural support of the community, a lot of these 
designers are still struggling due to gaps in the industry, which causes a barrier for scalability.  
 
The group of fashion and design experts who convened at IGNITE Fashion and Design raised 
concerns around the underdeveloped fashion industry and discussed ways to move forward 
and to strengthen it. The participants agreed that the fashion ecosystem could benefit from 
more support in the form of mentorship, financial support and manufacturing support to close 
the gaps in supply chain. Additionally, through mentorship, designers could be encouraged to 
innovate and better leverage technology.  
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This whitepaper divides the concerns raised into four parts: 

 
• Designers’ creativity: The experts first emphasized the importance of developing the 

designers’ creativity, and guiding them to develop a unique brand through mentorship 
that would ultimately help them in their growth path. 

 
• Ecosystem development: However, experts agreed that in order to build a successful 

product the fashion ecosystem needed to be more developed. Some of the suggested 
ways to advance the ecosystem were building factories for manufacturing, introducing 
more fashion programs at universities, and encouraging more industrialists to enter 
the fashion market.  

 
• Encouraging talent: In order to encourage more industrialists to enter the fashion 

sector, building factories would be key in attracting the right talent needed for the 
designers to successfully produce their brand, ultimately creating more jobs and 
growing the Lebanese economy.   

 
• Brand exposure: As a means to gain more brand exposure, experts expressed the need 

to digitize brands through e-commerce platforms and social media in order to gain an 
online presence.  

 

To help entrepreneurs overcome existing gaps in their industry, IGNITE Fashion and Design 
connected 14 fashion and design professionals who mentored 24 fashion entrepreneurs and 
addressed their specific challenges.  

“There is a pool of emerging talent that requires the right support to scale. Providing them 
with adequate tools and proper mentorship is key. Today, technology is disrupting the fashion 
and luxury industry and this represents a great opportunity for fashion designers on the one 
hand as they need to leverage this technology to grow; and technology players on the other 
hand to develop this technology,” said Christina Chehade, Managing Director of Endeavor 
Lebanon.  

Mouhamad Rabah, CEO of Beirut Digital District commented on the strides that are being 
taken to foster the spirit of creativity. “For the first time, we wanted to shed light on the 
fashion industry that is being disrupted and bring fashion/technology entrepreneurs together 
to see how we can allow the ecosystem to thrive,” he said.  
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Fostering creativity among fashion designers  
 

While some professionals from the roundtable discussion agree that there is a sense of 
cultural support for creativity and freedom of expression in Lebanon, some emphasized the 
need for more creativity as it ultimately affects the designer’s product. They also mentioned 
authenticity and the unique story told by each designer as pillars of the business, which could 
determine its scalability as a result.  

Rabih Kayrouz, Founder of Maison Rabih Kayrouz, who has been in the industry for over two 
decades and is one of the few Lebanese designers who is internationally recognized, said, 
“There is a shift that the entire fashion and design community can work towards. Creativity is 
so important and this is where it all starts. We need to encourage designers to be authentic 
and to tell their own story.”  

“Brand image is everything. From the scent of the space, to the flowers displayed, paper used, 
social media channels etc., people judge a brand based on all these elements and they need to 
be visually enticing for us to buy a product. As such, we need to approach it as a business 
brand,” shared Christian Daccache, Founder of Bureau Des Créateurs (BDC).  

Another way of building a brand image, according to Delphine Eddé, Co-founder of Diwanee, 
is to grow a personal audience by telling the personal story of the designer.  

As a means to foster creativity, Kayrouz spoke about the importance of mentorship that could 
lead to developing the fashion industry. “Designers need to be mentored, then we can move 
into creating factories in Lebanon and developing the industry from a production standpoint,” 
he said. As a means to create more mentorship opportunities for designers, Kayrouz set up 
the STARCH Foundation in 2008, a local non-profit organization that helps emerging 
Lebanese designers. The program selects designers and supports them in developing and 
marketing their collection over a year-long program.   

Eddé reflected on the evolving design scene over the past decade and raised concerns about 
the lack of infrastructure that ultimately affects the creative process: “Over the past 10 years, I 
have definitely witnessed an evolution in the expertise, creativity and drive of our fashion 
scene, and we have a few successful examples that we are proud of. That is not enough 
though to build an industry and create value for Lebanon. Other countries have 
comprehensive ecosystems to support the designers and help them grow. We would need 
such infrastructures. However, no one to my knowledge is backing this industry locally.”  
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Building a solid fashion ecosystem 

While mentoring fashion designers to convey more creativity in their brands is important, it is 
also crucial to build a solid fashion ecosystem for their production needs, which begins with 
the need for building factories as experts suggest.  

Many fashion designers set up their fashion labels in Lebanon often because it is their home 
country, and they do not have alternative options. 

Kayrouz raised this concern and referred to the many Lebanese who study abroad in the top 
fashion schools, only to return to Lebanon due to difficulty in accessing markets abroad. As a 
result they try to launch their brand in Lebanon without a solid infrastructure and a lack of 
production facilities.  

Kayrouz emphasized the need of building factories that are catered to fashion production 
needs as a first step. He mentioned that one of the reasons for which Italy and France are 
leading in this field is because they have the industrial knowhow. However, it is up to the 
country to encourage fashion industrialists by financing and building factories. He suggested 
that we should work towards opening factories and bringing experienced people from abroad 
to train the local talent. He believes this could become sustainable within a couple of years. 
“There is a certain conflict today when the designer goes to a small factory and has a limited 
production choice…it affects the final product,” said Kayrouz.  

The experts urged for more support from ecosystem backers such as investors, banks and the 
Central Bank of Lebanon who develop incentives in other industries to consider the potential 
of the fashion sector in Lebanon. 

Eddé emphasized the importance of local support from organizations towards the fashion 
ecosystem for the creation of solid infrastructures so that designer may flourish. “In other 
countries, there are whole fashion ecosystems to support designers, with organizations such 
as LVMH offering fashion-led programs for young designers.” 
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Encouraging talent for fashion ecosystem  

The experts at the roundtable raised a concern around the growing challenge of designers and 
their struggle with access to the right talent, as many artisans are turning away from this 
profession, given that there is insufficient work and no proper manufacturing factories for 
them to make a decent living.  

The experts at the roundtable urged for creating job opportunities to enhance the economy, 
not only by opening stores, but also by enhancing manufacturing processes. This would 
promote know-how and expertise in the field, which could eventually build strong talent. 
 
The experts also stressed on the importance of delegating. “Designers are meant to design 
and create, and then delegate everything else,” said Daccache. However, in order to delegate, 
the experts insisted there be some sort of detachment between the designer and the brand 
that would allow for the creation of a team and therefore permit others to contribute to the 
brand. For example, the experts insisted that by partnering with or hiring a business-oriented 
person, he/she could support the designer in developing a more scalable brand, allowing more 
time for the designer to focus on the design instead of the strategy and operations for instance.   
 
There are also many fashion professions that still need to develop and could in return create 
more support for the designers. Kayrouz gave the example of the photographer who today 
does not receive enough exposure and research to excel in the fashion sector, and as a result 
covers other fields than fashion, which are likely to bring more income. 
 
When it comes to online brand exposure, Edward Sabbagh, Managing Director of Farfetch for 
the Middle East, stressed on the importance of having the right support from a team with a 
technical knowhow. “While the location of the store plays a big part in the performance of a 
retailer, the online brand exposure relies heavily on the talent hired and technology tools used. 
Furthermore, there are no geographical barriers to entry in e-commerce as a package can be 
shipped across the world in less than 24 hours.” 
 
 

Combining technology with fashion  

The retail sphere is transforming with the advent of online shopping and e-commerce 
capabilities of most retailers. In addition, social media channels are core tools that are being 
used by designers and fashion houses to communicate with local and international audiences.  
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Yet, many designers lack the proper understanding of how best to utilize online channels to 
benefit their brands.  

Contributors to the roundtable discussion urged for an online brand presence to complement 
the brand’s existence offline, which a team member could handle with the proper knowhow of 
social media, e-commerce and the ability of developing and implementing structure through a 
yearly campaign. Experts insisted that online branding is a process that involves testing out 
different platforms and tools, which requires expertise and dedicated time.  

Sabbagh shed light on the importance of both online and offline worlds existing in harmony. In 
reference to a Bain & Company Luxury Goods Worldwide Market Study 2018,	Sabbagh said, 
“The two worlds need to merge seamlessly and the traditional retail world needs to develop. 
Online luxury e-commerce represented 10% of the luxury market but is expected to grow to 
25% by 2025. This means that the growth in the industry will predominantly come from the 
online channels, but it also means that brick and mortar is here to stay.” 

 Sabbagh stressed that online shopping is an educational process that involves building trust 
between the brand and the consumer, providing a seamless and enriching on-site and order 
experience. “While e-commerce companies still have a lot to do when it comes to reducing 
returns such as better sizing information, detailed product descriptions etc., return rates can 
also vary from region to region based on the maturity of its commerce market and its 
customer dynamics” said Sabbagh.  

Speaking of future trends, Sabbagh also added: “I see future retail as an experience that 
adopts and integrates a collection of technological and analytical tools to allow the retailer or 
the brand to enhance the customer experience through data driven decisions as well as a 
seamless integration with the customer’s digital journey. There are a lot of inefficiencies in the 
offline world today. For example, customer relationship management is still very primitive and 
there are very little data points being captured as opposed to the online experience. The 
objective of retailers shouldn’t be to just capture more data points, but to be able to capitalize 
on the technology in order to move away from a transactional experience and towards an 
experience which adds value to the walking customer.” 
 
Eddé also reflected on how the MENA region is lagging when it comes to technological 
adoptions, be it both in terms of fabrics or to do with social media analysis of trends. She 
urged on the need for better access to technology innovation. 
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With experience in the fusion of online and offline worlds, Nadim Chammas, Founder of 
Fashion Next Door, shared his outlook on how technology is impacting the fashion industry. 
“Online and offline are not really competing. They are different channels with different 
customer expectations. We see however the huge impact of the online not much in terms of 
business but how it affects the customer behavior. Because of the e-commerce, we noticed 
that the customer shops in our multi-brands in a different way: they spend less time in the 
store, they compare not only prices but also brands, they hardly understand that all the 
products in all colors and sizes cannot be available on the shelf and most importantly they are 
over-informed which is, very often, actually misguiding. Here is a major disruption which 
obliges us to remodel our retail offering,” he shared.  

Gonçalo Cruz, Co-founder of Platforme, a Portuguese technology company specialized in 
customization and personalization in the fashion industry, stressed that combining technology 
with fashion led to the creation of a fashion hub in Portugal. Even though big fashion brands 
are not emerging from Portugal, there is a fashion industrial transformation due to emerging 
factories and advanced technologies. This is encouraging manufacturing in Portugal, 
according to Cruz. He suggested that when different technological skills are fused, the 
outcome could be positive on the whole industry. Cruz started out by using a cinema software 
as a technological tool for fashion, and today he outsources to established brands.  

“We need to identify and mix non-obvious fields to create more value,” said Cruz, adding that, 
“The technology and fashion industries will develop in three waves. First, it will be through e-
commerce, second, we will move into the sphere of ‘made-to-order’ and optimizing industrial 
manufacturing and lastly, importing the data of the consumer in a simple manner. By 
combining different elements, you create more value.” 

Cruz reflects on the growth of the fashion industry in Portugal and suggests that Lebanon 
could be heading in a similar path. “Five years ago we were asking how we can learn from the 
big fashion cities…now people are asking how they can come to Portugal to learn. This could 
happen for Lebanon too as we are very similar.”  
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Our guests at the roundtable included:  

• Christian Daccache, Founder of Bureau Des Créateurs (BDC)  
• Christina Chehade, Managing Director of Endeavor Lebanon 
• Delphine Eddé, Co-Founder of Diwanee 
• Edward Sabbagh, Managing Director of Farfetch for the Middle East  
• Gonçalo Cruz, Co-founder of Platforme 
• Stephanie Abi Abdallah, Programs Director of Beirut Digital District  
• Nadim Chammas, Founder of Fashion Next Door  
• Rabih Kayrouz, Founder of Maison Rabih Kayrouz 

 

About Endeavor  

Established in 1997, Endeavor is leading the global high-impact entrepreneurship movement 
and promoting economic growth and job creation by selecting, mentoring, and accelerating 
the best high-impact entrepreneurs around the world. To date, Endeavor has screened more 
than 55,000 entrepreneurs and selected more than 1,600 individuals leading over 1,000 high-
growth companies. 
 
With support from Endeavor’s worldwide mentor network, these high-impact entrepreneurs: 
 

• Have created 1.4 million jobs 
• Generated $15 billion in revenues in 2017 
• Inspire future generations to innovate and take risks 

 
Headquartered in New York City, Endeavor currently operates in 33 markets throughout 
Europe, Latin America, North America, Africa, Asia and the Middle East. 
 
Lebanon is Endeavor’s eleventh country and fourth in the MENA region. Since its launch in 
2011, the Endeavor Lebanon office has selected 37 high-impact entrepreneurs from 29 
companies. Since selection, these entrepreneurs have received access to global mentors, 
decision makers and best-of-kind support programs. 
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About Beirut Digital District 

Beirut Digital District (BDD) is a project aiming to create a hub for the digital and creative 
industries in Lebanon. Providing the ideal business environment, BDD combines value added 
services and state-of-the-art infrastructure so that companies can increase their productivity 
and grow. BDD offers the healthiest living environment where the young and dynamic 
workforce can WORK, LIVE & PLAY. Located in the heart of Beirut City, this all-inclusive 
community is the center for Incubator and Accelerator Parks designed to host innovative 
startups and for Commercial Parks to accommodate medium and large enterprises.  

We aim to develop self-sustaining innovative neighborhoods, where technology and brain 
power seamlessly integrate, allowing for creative communities to flourish. 

Our mission is to fuel the growth of over 10,000 dynamic and creative individuals, through 
smart office spaces, unparalleled infrastructure, healthy environments, topped off with 
valuable services.  

  

 


