INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCHw
ECONOMICS & MANAGEMENT SCIENCES OPEN ACCESS JOURNAL .
Vol 14, Issue 2, (2025) E-ISSN: 2226-3624

The Malaysian Fashion Industry as a Catalyst for
Cultural Tourism and Economic Growth: A
Perspective

Leena Khaled Ahmed Al-Mujahed

Alfa University, Malaysia
Email: leenaalmujahed@gmail.com, leena.almujahed@alfa.edu.my

To Link this Article: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/IJAREMS/v14-i2/25510 DOI:10.6007/1JAREMS/v14-i2/25510
Published Online: 18 June 2025

Abstract

The fashion industry in Malaysia is emerging as a powerful driver of cultural tourism and
economic development. This study explores how Malaysian fashion contributes to the
promotion of national identity, attracts tourism, and supports the creative economy, while
also examining the key challenges that hinder its growth. Using a qualitative exploratory
approach, data were collected through document analysis and semi-structured interviews
with designers, policymakers, and industry stakeholders. The findings are categorized into
four thematic clusters: cultural promotion, economic contribution, structural challenges, and
designer success stories. While fashion events such as Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week serve as
major tourist attractions and platforms for cultural exchange, the industry faces limitations
such as lack of institutional support, sustainability concerns, and limited access to
international markets. Success stories of globally recognized designers like Jimmy Choo, Vivy
Yusof, and Neelofa highlight the potential for growth through innovation and strategic
branding. This study concludes that with targeted policy support, investment in education
and sustainability, and stronger global integration, the Malaysian fashion industry can evolve
into a key economic pillar. The research offers actionable insights for leveraging fashion as a
catalyst for both cultural diplomacy and economic diversification.

Keywords: Fashion Industry, Culture, Tourism, Economy, Malaysia

Introduction

The fashion industry in Malaysia is an intricate blend of cultural heritage, modern
innovation, and economic significance (Lim & Lee, 2019). With its rich multicultural roots,
Malaysia’s fashion reflects Malay, Chinese, Indian, and indigenous influences, producing
unique aesthetics that have become increasingly attractive to both domestic and
international audiences (Ali & Ramly, 2022). Notably, fashion is no longer just a mode of self-
expression—it has evolved into a medium for cultural diplomacy and a tool for economic
development (Ng & Ibrahim, 2020). Fashion shows, traditional craft exhibitions, and designer
labels not only attract tourists but also help in promoting the cultural identity of Malaysia on
the global stage.
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This study is crucial in highlighting the Malaysian fashion industry’s role as a driver of
cultural tourism and economic growth. By showcasing Malaysia’s rich cultural heritage
through fashion, the industry not only preserves traditional art forms but also promotes
national identity and international appeal (Ali & Ramly, 2022). It supports tourism by offering
unique cultural experiences and contributes to economic diversification through job creation
and creative entrepreneurship. Furthermore, this study strengthen Malaysia’s position in the
global creative economy. Overall, fashion emerges as a strategic asset in advancing Malaysia’s
cultural and economic development goals.

Several existing empirical studies have highlighted the growing intersection between
fashion, tourism, and national branding. According to the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and
Culture Malaysia (MOTAC, 2023), creative sectors like fashion contribute to cultural tourism
by offering experiences such as textile trails, fashion festivals, and craft villages. Kuala Lumpur
Fashion Week (KLFW) alone has reportedly generated millions in economic spillover, boosting
hospitality, retail, and media sectors (Chia & Wahab, 2022). In addition, case studies on
designers such as Datuk Jimmy Choo and Vivy Yusof demonstrate how Malaysian talents have
successfully entered global markets, reinforcing Malaysia’s soft power and creative economy
(Shafie & Othman, 2016).

Furthermore, data from the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM, 2023) shows that the
creative industry, including fashion, contributed nearly 1.9% to the national GDP in recent
years—an encouraging sign, though still modest compared to other developed countries.
However, the industry is unevenly developed, with limited infrastructure outside urban hubs
and a concentration of success among a small elite of designers. Despite the notable
achievements, several gaps remain in the literature. First, while there is ample focus on the
cultural aspects of Malaysian fashion, fewer empirical studies examine its direct contribution
to tourism and the economy in measurable terms. Second, little research investigates how
the success stories of leading designers can be scaled or replicated at industry level. Third,
existing studies often overlook the structural challenges such as labor shortages,
sustainability issues, and insufficient policy support that hinder the sector’s growth.
Therefore, to bridge the above-mentioned gaps, the present study proposes the following
research objectives to be achieved empirically.

1. Examine how Malaysia’s fashion industry contributes to cultural and economic tourism.

Identify key challenges limiting the growth of the fashion sector.

3. Highlight success stories of Malaysian designers who have achieved local and
international recognition.

g

However, the significance of this study lies in its exploration of the Malaysian fashion
industry as a powerful tool for promoting cultural heritage, boosting tourism, and driving
economic growth. By linking fashion with cultural tourism, the study highlights opportunities
to attract international visitors through unique, locally inspired designs and traditional
craftsmanship. It emphasizes fashion’s potential to create jobs, support SMEs, and
strengthen Malaysia’s creative economy. Additionally, the research offers strategic insights
for policymakers and stakeholders to harness fashion as a means of enhancing national
identity, global branding, and sustainable development, aligning with Malaysia’s long-term
economic and cultural aspirations. Thus, this study proposes actionable strategies for
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strengthening the fashion industry as a major pillar of Malaysia’s economic development. By
bridging cultural narratives and economic data, this research aims to inform stakeholders on
how to harness fashion as a strategic national asset.

Malaysian Fashion Industry

The fashion industry has increasingly become a vital contributor to national
economies, cultural promotion, and international tourism. In the Malaysian context, fashion
operates as a multifaceted sector intertwining creativity, heritage, and commerce (Lim & Lee,
2019). Scholars have explored its cultural significance, linking traditional garments like the
baju kurung, kebaya, and batik to Malaysia’s rich multicultural identity. These garments, when
reinterpreted by contemporary designers, serve as powerful tools of soft diplomacy and
cultural export. According to Ali and Ramly (2022), Malaysian fashion not only preserves
indigenous craftsmanship but also projects an image of modernity grounded in tradition. This
blend has proven attractive to tourists seeking authentic cultural experiences, suggesting that
fashion acts as a bridge between the local and global (Ng & Ibrahim, 2020).

Tourism and cultural studies have further emphasized the synergies between fashion
events and destination branding. Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week (KLFW), for example, has been
cited as a significant driver of city tourism (Rahman et al., 2021), enhancing Malaysia’s appeal
as a lifestyle destination. Empirical data reveals that events like KLFW, the Islamic Fashion
Festival, and Malaysia Fashion Week draw thousands of visitors annually, creating economic
spillover into hospitality, transportation, and retail sectors (MOTAC, 2023). This correlation is
supported by Ng and Ibrahim (2020), who argue that creative industries stimulate cultural
tourism, particularly when tied to experiential offerings such as fashion showcases and craft-
based exhibitions. From an economic standpoint, the creative industry—including fashion—
has been recognized as an emerging sector under Malaysia’s national development plans,
such as the Eleventh Malaysia Plan and the National Creative Industry Policy (DOSM, 2023).
However, comparative data shows that fashion’s GDP contribution remains modest
compared to its potential. Studies by Chia and Wahab (2022) highlight structural weaknesses
such as fragmented supply chains, insufficient funding for startups, and lack of skilled labor
as barriers to growth. Environmental concerns also pose challenges, particularly with rising
awareness around sustainable fashion. Zainuddin and Mohd (2023) found that while
consumers are increasingly eco-conscious, many local brands struggle to adopt sustainable
practices due to cost and supply chain limitations. Wang, Chen, and Low (2023) also
emphasize that despite consumer demand, sustainable production remains underdeveloped
in Malaysia due to gaps in infrastructure and market readiness.

Despite these challenges, several Malaysian designers have achieved significant
breakthroughs. Jimmy Choo’s global success in luxury footwear, Vivy Yusof’s FashionValet
platform, and Neelofa’s Naelofar Hijab brand are often cited as success stories demonstrating
how local creativity can achieve international impact (Shafie & Othman, 2016; Rosli & llias,
2020). These designers have navigated complex market dynamics through innovation, brand
storytelling, and strategic partnerships. Their trajectories offer valuable insights into
overcoming systemic barriers within the industry. Nonetheless, much of the current literature
lacks a comprehensive integration of these dimensions—culture, economy, sustainability,
and entrepreneurship—within a unified analytical framework. There is a need for research
that synthesizes these threads to offer a holistic understanding of the fashion industry’s role
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in promoting tourism and economic development. Additionally, there is limited empirical
research that quantifies the economic impact of fashion events or models pathways for
expanding designer success into broader industry growth. Addressing these gaps will be
crucial for policymakers, stakeholders, and industry leaders aiming to position fashion as a
key pillar of Malaysia’s national development.

Challenges in Fashion Industry

Fashion plays a pivotal role in promoting both tourism and cultural identity, serving as
a dynamic bridge that connects visitors to the essence of a locale. In regions like Malaysia,
traditional garments and contemporary designs work together to narrate stories of heritage
and innovation (Mohd Yusof & Hashim, 2021). Tourists are drawn to vibrant fashion festivals,
designer showcases, and traditional craft exhibitions that highlight indigenous aesthetics
(Kadir & Jamaludin, 2020). Such events not only attract international attention but also
encourage deeper engagement with local customs and history. When visitors experience
fashion events, they gain firsthand insight into a country's social fabric, witnessing how
traditional motifs are adapted into modern expressions of style (Yatim et al., 2022). The
integration of cultural symbols into fashion helps to preserve and revitalize age-old traditions
while making them accessible to a global audience (Abdullah et al., 2019). Designers often
incorporate elements like intricate embroidery, indigenous fabrics, and iconic silhouettes into
modern apparel, thereby sparking curiosity and admiration (Noor & Saidin, 2023). This
creative fusion appeals broadly, turning fashion into a platform for cultural education and
exchange. In doing so, it fosters a sense of national pride among locals and invites tourists to
explore the layered narratives behind each design (Ramli & Harun, 2021).

Moreover, fashion-driven tourism has significant economic repercussions. Events like
Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week and traditional textile markets generate buzz, bring in diverse
groups of visitors, and create a multiplier effect across sectors such as hospitality,
transportation, and retail (Hassan & Bakar, 2022). By showcasing the best of local
craftsmanship and creative expression, these events enhance a city’s or country’s global
image as a culturally rich and vibrant destination. In essence, fashion is not merely about
clothing—it is an immersive cultural experience that bolsters tourism, celebrates heritage,
and contributes to the economic vitality of a region, creating an enduring impact on both
community identity and international perception (Che Omar et al.,, 2023). The Malaysian
fashion industry, while vibrant and culturally rich, faces a range of structural and systemic
challenges that hinder its full potential. One of the primary barriers to growth is the lack of
infrastructure and institutional support (Chia & Wahab, 2022). Many local designers struggle
with limited access to funding, professional mentorship, and marketing platforms. This limits
their ability to scale operations, invest in innovation, or compete with international brands
(Ng & lbrahim, 2020). Additionally, there is a noticeable gap in technical and vocational
training in fashion-related skills, which restricts the development of a skilled workforce
capable of supporting design, production, and retail operations at a competitive level (Lim &
Lee, 2019). Another significant challenge lies in the global dominance of fast fashion, which
has created a highly saturated and price-sensitive market (Shen et al., 2017). Local designers
often find it difficult to match the low prices and mass production capabilities of multinational
brands, putting pressure on them to either compromise on quality or struggle to maintain
profit margins (Chia & Wahab, 2022). Moreover, sustainability has become an increasing
concern in the industry. While global markets are moving toward eco-friendly and ethical
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fashion practices, many Malaysian fashion businesses lack the resources or knowledge to
transition to sustainable models. The cost of sustainable materials, lack of green supply
chains, and limited consumer awareness locally also slow the adoption of these practices
(Zainuddin & Mohd, 2023; Wang et al., 2023).

Cultural challenges also exist, especially for designers trying to bridge traditional
Malaysian aesthetics with contemporary global fashion trends. Striking the right balance
between preserving heritage and appealing to a modern, international audience can be
difficult. Designers who fail to innovate often find their work perceived as outdated or
irrelevant in the global fashion scene (Lim & Lee, 2019). Despite these obstacles, several
Malaysian designers have managed to overcome such challenges and establish themselves
both locally and globally. Jimmy Choo is a prime example; starting from humble beginnings in
Penang, he gained global recognition by emphasizing quality craftsmanship and aligning with
international fashion icons. His strategy involved building strong partnerships and entering
Western markets through branding and exclusive collaborations, rather than competing on
price (Ng & Ibrahim, 2020). Vivy Yusof, co-founder of FashionValet, used digital innovation to
overcome distribution and exposure challenges. By creating an online platform that supports
local brands, she tapped into e-commerce trends and built a loyal customer base across
Southeast Asia (Shafie & Othman, 2016). Her brand strategy focused on curating local talent
and providing them with a scalable retail presence, solving one of the key bottlenecks for
emerging designers (Ali & Ramly, 2022). Similarly, Neelofa has successfully grown Naelofar
Hijab by focusing on brand storytelling, influencer marketing, and expanding modest fashion
into global markets. She leveraged her personal brand and social media presence to build
trust and visibility, turning cultural modesty into a global trend rather than a local niche (Rosli
& llias, 2020). These designers exemplify resilience and adaptability, often using innovation,
storytelling, and strategic alliances to overcome financial, logistical, and cultural challenges.
Their success offers valuable lessons for emerging designers and suggests that with the right
ecosystem of support, the Malaysian fashion industry can thrive on a much larger scale (Yusof,
2019).

Method

This study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design to investigate how
Malaysia’s fashion industry contributes to cultural and economic tourism, the challenges it
faces, and how local designers navigate these challenges to achieve success. Given the nature
of the topic, which involves cultural interpretation, industry dynamics, and stakeholder
perspectives, a qualitative approach allows for in-depth understanding and thematic
exploration (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Secondary data were obtained
through document analysis of academic journal articles, government policy documents,
industry reports, and media coverage. Key sources included the National Creative Industry
Policy, the Eleventh Malaysia Plan, and recent tourism performance reviews issued by the
Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture Malaysia (MOTAC, 2023). In addition, media and
institutional reports from high-profile events such as Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week and the
Islamic Fashion Festival were reviewed to contextualize how fashion intersects with tourism,
branding, and cultural diplomacy (Chia & Wahab, 2022; Ng & Ibrahim, 2020). These
documents provided valuable insights into the macro-level economic contributions of the
fashion industry and its cultural linkages within Malaysia's national development narrative.
To deepen this contextual understanding, the study also conducted semi-structured

211



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT SCIENCES

Vol. 14, No. 2, 2025, E-ISSN: 2226-3624 © 2025

interviews with a purposive sample of 10 key informants. These included four local fashion
designers, two tourism board officials, two cultural event organizers, and two academic
experts in creative industries and tourism. This sampling strategy was aimed at capturing
diverse perspectives across stakeholder groups directly involved in shaping or observing the
growth of the fashion-tourism nexus (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The interviews were
conducted either face-to-face or online, depending on availability, and each session lasted
approximately 45—60 minutes. Questions were designed to explore the perceived impact of
fashion on cultural tourism, the structural and financial challenges affecting the industry, and
the individual and institutional strategies employed to overcome these challenges (Ali &
Ramly, 2022; Rosli & llias, 2020). All interviews were recorded with informed consent and
transcribed for analysis. A thematic analysis approach was applied to the transcripts, drawing
on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework for identifying recurring patterns and constructing
interpretive themes. This approach enabled the synthesis of qualitative findings into core
thematic clusters reflecting the industry’s cultural, economic, and entrepreneurial
dimensions.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to interpret both document data and interview transcripts. The
data were coded manually using open and axial coding techniques. Codes were grouped into
major themes such as “cultural promotion through fashion,” “economic impact of fashion
tourism,” “challenges in scaling fashion businesses,” and “innovation and resilience in
designer strategies.” Cross-case analysis was also applied to compare different success stories
and identify common enablers or constraints. The qualitative data collected from interviews
and secondary sources were analyzed using thematic clustering, allowing for the
identification of recurring patterns and the categorization of findings into meaningful groups.
A total of four major clusters emerged from the coding process, each representing a core
dimension of the Malaysian fashion industry's role and impact.

Cluster 1: Cultural Tourism and Identity Promotion

This cluster highlights how Malaysian fashion functions as both a cultural symbol and
a powerful tool for heritage preservation. Interviewees consistently emphasized the enduring
significance of traditional garments such as batik, songket, baju kurung, and kebaya, which
are increasingly reimagined by contemporary designers in ways that appeal to both domestic
and international audiences. These fashion adaptations, which fuse tradition with modern
design sensibilities, serve not only as a medium for self-expression but also as cultural artifacts
that encapsulate Malaysia’s ethnic diversity and rich historical narratives. Fashion shows,
cultural festivals, and designer exhibitions act as immersive platforms through which local
fashion heritage is communicated to the world. High-profile events like Kuala Lumpur Fashion
Week (KLFW) and the Islamic Fashion Festival have elevated Malaysian traditional attire onto
global runways, positioning them as both fashionable and culturally meaningful. These events
enable designers to creatively reinterpret heritage fabrics and motifs, presenting them in
innovative formats that captivate tourists seeking authentic cultural experiences. The visual
spectacle of Malaysian fashion, rooted in artisanal craftsmanship and regional identity, helps
shape visitors' perceptions and deepens cultural appreciation.

Additionally, boutique experiences and textile trails have become increasingly popular
among tourists, especially those interested in heritage tourism. The integration of traditional

212



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT SCIENCES

Vol. 14, No. 2, 2025, E-ISSN: 2226-3624 © 2025

fabrics into everyday wear makes Malaysian identity more visible and wearable, reinforcing
pride among locals and intrigue among visitors. For example, the use of batik in contemporary
ready-to-wear collections bridges generational gaps while preserving artisan techniques that
are at risk of fading. Ultimately, Malaysian fashion contributes to cultural tourism not just by
preserving tradition but by making heritage dynamic, wearable, and globally relatable. It
fosters cultural continuity, stimulates creative storytelling, and positions Malaysia as a
destination where culture and modernity coexist through fashion.

Cluster 2: Economic Contribution and Tourism Spillover

The second thematic cluster emphasized the fashion industry's expanding role as an
economic contributor, particularly through its connections with tourism and related service
sectors. Interview participants highlighted that events like Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week
(KLFW), Malaysia Fashion Week, and various regional fashion exhibitions generate substantial
economic activity that extends well beyond the runways. These events attract thousands of
domestic and international visitors, creating demand for hotel accommodations, local
transportation, dining, and retail experiences. As a result, fashion has emerged as an indirect
but powerful driver of tourism-based economic spillover. Participants noted that during high-
profile fashion events, there is a noticeable increase in urban economic engagement,
particularly in major shopping districts and creative hubs in Kuala Lumpur, Penang, and Johor
Bahru. Fashion tourism not only increases spending in traditional sectors such as hospitality
and transportation but also stimulates interest in local brands and designers, thus supporting
the creative economy at large. This multiplier effect reinforces fashion’s value not only as a
cultural asset but also as a growth sector in Malaysia’s broader economic framework.

E-commerce was another key enabler discussed within this cluster. Platforms like
FashionValet and Hijabista Hub were recognized for democratizing access to fashion, allowing
emerging designers and small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs) to reach wider regional and
international markets. These platforms lower the barriers to market entry, allowing Malaysian
fashion entrepreneurs to operate at scale and attract a digital consumer base, especially
within the ASEAN region and among the global Muslim fashion community. Participants also
noted the role of online fashion retail in generating cross-border trade, facilitating economic
diversification beyond traditional tourism. In sum, Malaysian fashion is not only enriching the
cultural tourism experience but also supporting local entrepreneurship and diversifying the
national economy, demonstrating strong potential as a creative industry growth engine.

Cluster 3: Structural Challenges and Growth Barriers

This cluster revealed a range of structural and systemic constraints that hinder the
sustainable growth of the Malaysian fashion industry. One of the most frequently cited
challenges was limited access to funding, particularly for emerging designers and small
fashion enterprises. Participants noted that most financial support, grants, or investment
opportunities are concentrated in urban centers like Kuala Lumpur, leaving designers in
regional and rural areas with limited capital to scale their operations or participate in national
and international events. Another critical barrier identified was the uneven development of
infrastructure and creative hubs outside major cities. While Kuala Lumpur has a relatively
robust ecosystem—including event venues, media coverage, and industry networks—
secondary cities often lack the physical spaces and institutional resources to nurture local
fashion talent. This urban-centralized development limits inclusivity and leads to the
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underrepresentation of regional fashion identities in national branding. Participants also
emphasized the weak integration of Malaysian fashion into global markets. Despite the
success of a few internationally recognized designers, there remains a lack of coordinated
export strategies, promotional platforms, and logistical support for broader international
outreach. This inhibits the scalability of local brands and reduces their competitiveness in a
globalized fashion economy. Policy-level shortcomings were another recurrent theme.
Stakeholders noted the absence of a centralized fashion council or dedicated government
body to oversee industry development. Inconsistent policy frameworks and underinvestment
in fashion education and technical training institutions have created skill gaps, particularly in
textile innovation, sustainable production, and digital marketing. This has led to an
overreliance on self-taught entrepreneurship and informal networks, which—while
resourceful—are insufficient for long-term competitiveness.

Overall, this cluster highlights that while creativity and talent are abundant, the
absence of systemic support mechanisms, financial inclusivity, and institutional infrastructure
continues to impede the full realization of Malaysia’s fashion industry potential.

Cluster 4: Innovation, Resilience, and Designer Success Stories

This cluster examined how several leading Malaysian designers have demonstrated
remarkable innovation and resilience in navigating the structural limitations of the local
fashion industry. Despite funding constraints, lack of institutional support, and limited global
visibility, figures like Jimmy Choo, Neelofa, and Vivy Yusof have built influential brands that
transcend local markets and resonate internationally. Participants described these designers
as strategic thinkers who leveraged digital tools, storytelling, and niche branding to disrupt
traditional fashion pathways. Jimmy Choo’s global breakthrough, for instance, was attributed
to his focus on handcrafted luxury and his alignment with international celebrities and fashion
houses. Rather than competing on volume, he positioned his brand as synonymous with
exclusivity and craftsmanship, enabling entry into elite fashion circuits. Similarly, Vivy Yusof’s
FashionValet capitalized on early e-commerce trends and lifestyle branding to aggregate and
empower local fashion labels, offering them regional visibility and commercial scalability.
Neelofa, on the other hand, turned modest fashion into a global conversation, using
influencer marketing and social media storytelling to expand Naelofar Hijab into over 30
countries. Participants noted that these designers did more than build businesses—they
created ecosystems. They offered platforms, mentorship, and market access to other aspiring
creatives, indirectly addressing some of the policy and infrastructure gaps discussed in Cluster
3. Innovation was also linked to adaptability: successful designers embraced trends such as
sustainability, inclusivity, and digitalization ahead of industry norms.

This cluster also revealed how cross-cutting themes from earlier clusters interconnect.
The cultural narrative strength emphasized in Cluster 1 feeds into brand differentiation and
storytelling. The economic momentum from Cluster 2 is often accelerated by high-visibility
success stories, while Cluster 4’s resilience offsets the systemic limitations highlighted in
Cluster 3. Together, these intersections reinforce the idea that Malaysia’s fashion industry
holds transformative potential—if culture, commerce, and creativity are strategically aligned
and institutionally supported.
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Discussion and Contributions

The findings of this study affirm that the Malaysian fashion industry plays a significant
and multi-dimensional role in promoting both cultural heritage and economic development
through tourism. Fashion, particularly in the Malaysian context, serves as a living canvas that
showcases the nation’s multicultural identity. Traditional textiles and garments—such as
batik, songket, baju kurung, and kebaya—are central to this narrative. Through the creative
adaptation of these garments, Malaysian designers are not only preserving cultural traditions
but also reinterpreting them for global audiences, thus enhancing the country’s cultural
tourism appeal (Lim & Lee, 2019; Yatim et al., 2022). The thematic cluster analysis reveals that
fashion acts as a catalyst for tourism by creating immersive cultural experiences. Events like
Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week (KLFW) have emerged as important cultural festivals that draw
tourists, media coverage, and international designers (Rahman et al., 2021). These platforms
offer more than just runways—they integrate cultural storytelling, showcase traditional
techniques, and enable visitor interaction with Malaysia’s creative sector (Ng & Ibrahim,
2020). Additionally, tourists are drawn to shopping districts and boutique outlets offering
designer wear and locally-made textiles, confirming that fashion is not only a soft cultural
ambassador but also a driver of direct tourist spending (Kadir & Jamaludin, 2020). From an
economic perspective, fashion tourism generates positive spillover effects in sectors such as
hospitality, retail, transportation, and media. The presence of fashion-centric events
increases occupancy in hotels, boosts restaurant activity, and encourages local shopping
(Hassan & Bakar, 2022). Furthermore, the rise of e-commerce platforms such as FashionValet
and the global reach of modest fashion brands like Naelofar Hijab highlight fashion’s growing
contribution to cross-border trade (Ali & Ramly, 2022; Rosli & llias, 2020). While empirical
GDP contributions from fashion may still appear modest (DOSM, 2023), these success stories
suggest that the sector holds substantial untapped potential, particularly if better integrated
with national development strategies (MOTAC, 2023).

However, despite its achievements, the fashion industry in Malaysia faces structural
and operational challenges. These include limited institutional support, insufficient funding
opportunities, lack of technical training infrastructure, and low visibility in global markets
(Chia & Wahab, 2022). Many emerging designers lack the resources to scale or commercialize
their talent, and there is no dedicated national fashion council or long-term roadmap to guide
the industry’s development. Furthermore, environmental concerns related to fast fashion and
unsustainable textile production have yet to be fully addressed, as smaller brands often lack
the capacity or incentive to transition to sustainable practices (Zainuddin & Mohd, 2023;
Wang et al., 2023). Interestingly, the success stories analyzed in this study demonstrate that
innovation, strategic branding, and the use of digital tools are key enablers for overcoming
industry constraints. Jimmy Choo’s luxury branding, Vivy Yusof’s digital entrepreneurship, and
Neelofa’s use of influencer marketing illustrate that Malaysian designers can successfully
navigate both local and international markets by adapting to changing consumer behaviors
and leveraging technology (Shafie & Othman, 2016; Abdullah et al., 2019). These designers
have managed to create not only brands but ecosystems—by building communities,
supporting local talent, and engaging international consumers through e-commerce and
storytelling. Cross-cluster analysis further suggests that these individual successes are not
isolated incidents but examples of broader systemic opportunities. The findings underscore
the importance of investing in an enabling ecosystem—one that combines education, policy
support, market access, and cultural preservation (Ramli & Harun, 2021). For instance,
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integrating fashion education into tourism and creative economy policies, or creating public-
private partnerships to promote sustainable fashion, could amplify the impact of the industry.

In conclusion, the fashion industry in Malaysia is uniquely positioned at the
intersection of culture, commerce, and tourism. While it has already made meaningful
contributions to cultural tourism and economic diversification, much more can be achieved
through coordinated efforts. Addressing current challenges and scaling best practices from
leading designers can help transform fashion into a national growth engine. The future of
Malaysia’s fashion sector depends not only on creativity and heritage but also on strategic
planning, institutional support, and global integration. With the right interventions, fashion
can serve as a sustainable and culturally rich pillar of Malaysia’s economic transformation.

Conclusion

The Malaysian fashion industry holds immense, yet underutilized, potential to serve
as a dynamic engine of economic growth. As this study has demonstrated, fashion is not
merely an aesthetic or cultural pursuit—it is a complex sector that intersects with tourism,
trade, innovation, and national identity. From showcasing Malaysia’s multicultural heritage
to contributing to tourism revenue through events like Kuala Lumpur Fashion Week and
online retail platforms, the industry already plays a visible role in the country’s creative
economy. However, its full capacity to boost the economy remains untapped due to structural
constraints, limited policy support, and fragmented industry coordination. Looking forward,
the future of Malaysian fashion lies in its ability to scale up from a culturally rich niche into a
globally competitive and economically strategic industry. With the global fashion economy
shifting toward sustainability, inclusivity, and digital engagement, Malaysia is well-positioned
to offer unique value through its traditional craftsmanship, modest fashion innovation, and
diverse cultural influences. By aligning fashion initiatives with national economic agendas—
such as the Twelfth Malaysia Plan and the National Creative Industry Policy—the government
can help create a more robust ecosystem that nurtures talent, fosters innovation, and attracts
international investment. The success stories of Malaysian designers such as Jimmy Choo,
Vivy Yusof, and Neelofa illustrate that global recognition is achievable when creativity is
matched with strategic entrepreneurship. These individuals have built strong brands,
penetrated international markets, and brought global attention to Malaysian fashion. Their
trajectories should not be seen as isolated exceptions, but as models for scaling national
potential. With proper investment in design education, export readiness, sustainability
infrastructure, and digital platforms, many more Malaysian designers can follow similar paths.
To fully harness fashion as a driver of economic transformation, a multi-stakeholder approach
is essential—uniting government bodies, private sector players, educational institutions, and
international partners. This will ensure not only economic impact but also cultural
preservation and national branding. Ultimately, fashion offers Malaysia a powerful avenue to
express its identity to the world while creating jobs, empowering youth, and boosting GDP.
With vision, planning, and support, Malaysia’s fashion industry can evolve into a cornerstone
of its future economy—where heritage meets innovation, and creativity becomes capital.
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