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Naelofar - When Branding Faith and
Public Controversy Collide
Neelofa's hijab brand blends faith and fashion, making waves in Malaysia and beyond. Admired
for empowering Muslim women yet scrutinized for commercializing faith, its journey raises a
question: Can a brand rooted in faith thrive amidst controversy?

At a Glance
Founder Founded Industry Target Market

Noor Neelofa
Mohd Noor

2014 Fashion and Lifestyle Muslim women in
Malaysia and globally

Introduction
In a sea of flashing cameras and glamorous outfits, Neelofa stood out—not just as a fashion
icon, but as a symbol of faith and identity. At a high-profile event, draped in a stunning hijab
from her own brand, Naelofar, she epitomized the delicate balance between religious values
and modern style. The moment perfectly captured the duality of her public persona: a
trailblazer empowering Muslim women through fashion and a figure at the center of heated
debates over the commercialization of faith.

Naelofar did more than sell fabric; it sold empowerment, cultural pride, and self-expression.
Yet, for all its success, the brand found itself navigating treacherous waters where faith,
commerce, and public opinion intersect.
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Neelofa in a hijab of her own brand | Source: CNA Luxury

Can a business rooted in religious identity maintain its authenticity while thriving as a modern
commercial enterprise? Neelofa’s journey—and the story of Naelofar—invites us to explore this
question, offering insights into how personal branding, cultural expectations, and controversy
can shape a faith-based business in a rapidly changing world.
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Neelofa’s Rise: From Celebrity to Entrepreneur
Noor Neelofa binti Mohd Noor, known professionally as Neelofa, was born on February 10,
1989, in Pasir Mas, Kelantan, Malaysia. She is the third child among nine siblings, inheriting a
diverse heritage with Pakistani and Arab roots from her mother's side. Neelofa's early
education was marked by academic excellence; she attended Maktab Rendah Sains MARA, a
prestigious boarding school, where she demonstrated both leadership and scholastic aptitude.

Neelofa's foray into the public eye began when she won the Dewi Remaja (Miss Teen Malaysia)
beauty pageant in 2009/2010. This victory served as a springboard into the Malaysian
entertainment industry, leading to acting roles in films such as "Azura" (2012) and "SAM: Saya
Amat Mencintaimu" (2012), where she showcased her versatility and garnered a substantial
fanbase.

Malaysian Student Reviews New York Film Academy

Beyond acting, Neelofa expanded her presence as a television host and commercial model. Her
charisma and eloquence made her a sought-after presenter for various TV programs, further
solidifying her status as a multifaceted entertainer. Her work in television and modeling not
only increased her visibility but also allowed her to connect with a broader audience,
enhancing her influence in the Malaysian media landscape.

Besides, with the advent of social media, Neelofa adeptly leveraged platforms like Instagram
and Twitter to engage with fans. Her authentic content, blending personal insights, fashion,
and lifestyle, resonated with many, particularly among Muslim women seeking representation
in modern media. Her follower count surged into the millions, establishing her as a leading
influencer in Southeast Asia.

Identifying a gap in the modest fashion market, Neelofa launched Naelofar Hijab in 2014,
aiming to offer stylish yet modest headscarves for Muslim women. The brand's fusion of
contemporary design with traditional values struck a chord, propelling it to become one of
Malaysia's leading hijab brands. Under her leadership, Naelofar Hijab expanded its reach
internationally, tapping into markets across Europe and the Middle East.
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Neelofa's entrepreneurial success has been widely recognized. In 2017, she was listed on
Forbes Asia's "30 Under 30" list, highlighting her impact in the retail and e-commerce sectors.
Additionally, she made history as the first Southeast Asian appointed as a global ambassador
for Lancôme, reflecting her influence beyond the entertainment industry.

Neelofa among honourees in Forbes 30 under 30 Asia 2017 list

Beyond her business ventures, Neelofa is known for her philanthropic efforts and advocacy for
women's empowerment. She actively participates in initiatives aimed at providing education
and opportunities for underprivileged communities, using her platform to inspire and effect
positive change.

A Brand That Reaches Unspoken Needs
When Neelofa founded Naelofar in 2014, she recognized a significant gap in the modest
fashion market: there were limited options that reflected the elegance and modern sensibilities
desired by contemporary Muslim women. This insight came from her personal experience of
seeking modest fashion that aligned with her values while embracing style and individuality​.

Cultural Relevance

The hijab, a head covering traditionally worn by Muslim women, holds deep religious, cultural,
and social significance. Rooted in the Quranic principles of modesty, the hijab serves as an
expression of faith and identity. While its form and interpretation vary across cultures, it
remains a powerful symbol of dignity and self-respect for many women around the world.

In Malaysia, where Islam is the official religion, the hijab has evolved to reflect both cultural
tradition and modern fashion influences. Historically seen as a purely religious garment, the
hijab is now also a statement of identity, empowerment, and individuality for Muslim women.
Yet for years, modest fashion offerings were limited, often lacking the style, quality, and
accessibility desired by younger, modern women. Naelofar disrupted this landscape by
presenting hijabs that celebrated tradition while embracing modern fashion aesthetics.

All rights reserved. Copyright © 2024 Nikkei Business Lab Asia. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a
retrieval system, utilized in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of Nikkei Business Lab Asia. Copying or
posting is an infringement of copyright.

DO N
OT COPY O

R POST

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gKAR1yDeyo


Dr. Siti MUNERAH | Sunway University, Malaysia
Kim Thanh LE | Nikkei BizRuptors

Last updated: December 16, 2024

Hijab is a powerful symbol of dignity for Muslim women | Photo by Damon Zaidmus on Unsplash

Neelofa’s brand achieved this by offering stylish, accessible, and high-quality products that
appealed to women seeking modest fashion without compromising their personal style. The
hijabs were not just pieces of fabric—they became symbols of empowerment, pride, and
cultural identity. For women who wore Naelofar, the brand provided a way to confidently
embrace their faith in a modern world, filling an emotional and cultural need that had
previously gone unaddressed​.

Neelofa as the Face of the Brand

Naelofar’s rise was closely tied to its founder, Neelofa, whose journey as a public figure added
authenticity and relatability to the brand. After winning the Dewi Remaja beauty contest in
2010, Neelofa’s star rose rapidly through her successful acting career and high-profile
television hosting roles​. Her subsequent transformation into a prominent influencer with
millions of followers gave her the platform to inspire and engage a vast audience.
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By positioning herself as the face of Naelofar, Neelofa effectively turned her personal style and
lifestyle into aspirational symbols. Her glamorous image, combined with her commitment to
her religious values, allowed her to connect with Muslim women seeking the same harmony of
faith and modernity​. On Instagram, she showcased Naelofar designs in everyday settings,
luxurious events, and during her global travels, creating relatable yet aspirational content for
her audience. This strategy not only humanized the brand but also cultivated trust, as followers
associated Naelofar with Neelofa’s personal journey.

Neelofa's popularity on social media | Source: Neelofa on Instagram (Dec 16, 2024)

All rights reserved. Copyright © 2024 Nikkei Business Lab Asia. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a
retrieval system, utilized in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of Nikkei Business Lab Asia. Copying or
posting is an infringement of copyright.

DO N
OT COPY O

R POST

https://www.instagram.com/neelofa/


Dr. Siti MUNERAH | Sunway University, Malaysia
Kim Thanh LE | Nikkei BizRuptors

Last updated: December 16, 2024

Expansion and Success

Naelofar’s ability to resonate with unspoken needs quickly translated into commercial success.
Since its inception in 2014, the brand achieved significant milestones. During major launches
and festive seasons, Naelofar recorded impressive sales figures, often selling out collections
within hours​. The brand’s success was further amplified through celebrity endorsements,
collaborations, and strategic retail expansions.

In 2021, Naelofar undertook a significant brand revamp to modernize its retail presence and
e-commerce platforms, demonstrating its commitment to adapting to changing consumer
behaviors​. This included enhancing its website and creating more seamless shopping
experiences for its growing international customer base. Today, Naelofar products are sold not
only in Malaysia but also in global markets like the Middle East, Indonesia, and parts of Europe,
reflecting its international appeal and the growing demand for modest fashion​.

Interface of Naelofar website | Source: Neelofa (Dec 16, 2024)
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Accusations of Commercializing Faith
Despite its success and widespread appeal, Naelofar was not immune to controversy. As the
brand grew, so did scrutiny surrounding its foundational values. Critics accused the hijab brand
of blurring the lines between religion and commercial enterprise, suggesting that the
promotion of faith-based fashion might be veering too far into the realm of profit-driven
motives. This debate sparked a broader discussion on the ethical boundaries of faith in
business and the potential risks of exploiting religion for commercial gain.

The Spark of Controversy

The controversy surrounding Naelofar's brand intensified after several high-profile marketing
campaigns. One of the most debated moments occurred in 2017 when Naelofar released a
limited-edition collection of hijabs in collaboration with a luxury brand. Critics argued that such
high-end partnerships could undermine the modesty the hijab symbolized, portraying it as a
luxury accessory rather than a serious religious garment. Furthermore, Naelofar’s lavish public
persona further fueled perceptions that the brand was commercializing a deeply spiritual
practice​.

The blending of faith and fashion was seen by some as a necessary evolution of modest
clothing in the modern world, but others felt it violated the sanctity of the hijab’s spiritual
significance. Accusations of “capitalizing on religion” and “religious commercialization” began
to circulate, with critics claiming that Naelofar was using the hijab as a tool for personal profit,
rather than promoting the values of faith and humility it was meant to embody​.

Public Outcry

The backlash was not only vocal but widespread. Religious scholars and conservative figures
voiced their concerns, arguing that hijab-wearing should be a symbol of piety and modesty, not
a marketing tool. Social media platforms, where Naelofar enjoyed significant influence, became
battlegrounds for these debates. Supporters of the brand defended it as a modern approach to
modest fashion that allowed Muslim women to express their faith without compromising their
style, while detractors accused the brand of contributing to the "commodification" of religion​.
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Naelofar's public apology after a launching event at a nightclub in 2018 | Source: Campaign Asia

The public outcry was also reflected in the media, with several high-profile interviews and
articles questioning whether a business based on religious values could truly balance
commercial success with authenticity. For some, Naelofar’s rise to fame was emblematic of the
changing dynamics of religion in the 21st century, where faith-based businesses had to
navigate the complex terrain of ethics, marketability, and public perception​.

The Role of Religion in Branding

At the heart of the controversy lay the question: How should faith-based businesses operate in
a marketplace driven by profit? The blending of religion with commerce raised questions about
authenticity, with some questioning whether Naelofar’s success could be attributed to its
ability to serve a spiritual need or merely to its founder’s savvy branding and marketing skills.
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For Neelofa, the line between faith and business had always been clear. She viewed Naelofar
as an opportunity to empower Muslim women by offering them a platform to celebrate their
identity and cultural values. However, the controversies highlighted the tension that often
exists between profit-driven motives and the moral responsibility that comes with promoting a
faith-based brand.

In response to the backlash, Neelofa and her team attempted to shift the narrative, positioning
the brand as one that prioritized its customers’ values and needs over mere profits. This shift
sought to reassure critics that Naelofar was not simply capitalizing on religion for commercial
purposes, but instead creating a space where fashion could be celebrated in line with Islamic
principles​.

Naelofar’s Response to the Storm
Amidst the growing backlash over accusations of commercializing faith, Naelofar's response
was crucial in managing both the brand’s reputation and its founder’s personal standing.
Rather than retreating from the controversy, Neelofa chose to address the criticisms head-on,
leveraging her public platform to clarify her intentions and reassure her loyal followers.

Public Defense

Neelofa emphasized that Naelofar was not created to profit from religion but to empower
Muslim women by offering them stylish and modest clothing that aligned with their values.
She explained that the brand's mission was to provide a modern, high-quality alternative to
traditional modest wear, enabling women to express their faith confidently in a world that
often pushed them to choose between style and spirituality.

Neelofa has frequently stated her vision for the brand, emphasizing empowerment and
self-expression for women. The brand’s promise, “Go Far,” encapsulates its mission: to help
women feel confident, beautiful, and empowered in their choices, whether they are wearing a
hijab or pursuing their personal or professional goals​.

The Go Far Collection
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Shifting the Narrative

Naelofar’s team also worked tirelessly to shift the narrative from criticism to understanding. In
response to accusations of luxury and excess, Neelofa sought to highlight the accessibility and
versatility of the Naelofar hijabs. While some of her collaborations with high-end brands were
met with skepticism, she used these opportunities to draw attention to the wider range of
products that Naelofar offered, including more affordable, everyday wear.

Social media played a pivotal role in this effort. Neelofa personally engaged with her followers,
addressing concerns directly on Instagram and other platforms. She posted behind-the-scenes
content of the production process, showing the care and attention to quality that went into
every product. By doing so, she reinforced the message that Naelofar was not just about
products but about creating an authentic, lasting brand that resonated with its community.

Rebuilding Trust

Despite the public backlash, Neelofa remained steadfast in her belief that Naelofar could thrive
while staying true to its roots. The brand’s continued success in terms of sales and global
expansion was a testament to her ability to rebuild trust and shift perceptions. Neelofa also
worked to emphasize her long-standing commitment to philanthropy, reinforcing that Naelofar
was involved in charitable efforts such as supporting underprivileged communities and
contributing to causes that aligned with her values.

In 2021, Naelofar launched an initiative to support education for young women in Malaysia,
further solidifying the brand’s commitment to empowerment. Neelofa’s personal brand, which
had always been a blend of style and substance, allowed her to continue navigating the storm
with grace, showing that her brand was about more than just fashion—it was about making a
positive impact on the lives of others​.

Business as Usual?

While the controversy certainly created waves, Naelofar’s business remained unaffected in the
long term. The brand maintained its loyal customer base and saw continued growth,
particularly in international markets. Despite the polarized reactions, Neelofa’s authenticity and
dedication to her values helped her weather the storm and come out stronger.
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However, the incident did highlight the delicate balance that faith-based businesses must
strike. Neelofa learned that to thrive in a highly commercialized market, it was not enough to
just sell a product—brands must actively engage in conversations about their values, purpose,
and impact. Neelofa’s response to the criticism not only reaffirmed her position as a leader in
the modest fashion industry but also reinforced the importance of staying true to one’s
principles while navigating public opinion.

Branding Faith in a World of Crossroads
Naelofar’s rise from a modest fashion brand to a global name reflects the intersection of faith,
culture, and commerce. Her brand, rooted in religious and cultural values, faces the ongoing
challenge of maintaining authenticity while thriving in a profit-driven market.

The debate surrounding Naelofar centers on whether a faith-based brand can remain true to its
religious roots while succeeding in a commercial world. While the hijab has evolved from a
religious symbol to a fashion statement, critics argue that commercializing faith risks
undermining its spiritual significance. Neelofa has consistently defended her brand as a
platform for empowering Muslim women, not just a business venture. By positioning Naelofar
as a symbol of strength and identity, she has managed to balance faith with commerce​.

In Malaysia, where tradition and modernity often collide, Naelofar navigates a cultural
crossroads. The hijab, while representing modesty and spiritual devotion, is now seen by many
as a symbol of empowerment. Neelofa has bridged this gap by offering modern designs that
resonate with young Muslim women. Yet, the fusion of faith and fashion has not come without
controversy, as some feel modern interpretations of the hijab compromise its spiritual purpose​.

Naelofar’s success sets a new precedent for faith-based businesses. It shows that blending
cultural and spiritual values with modern design can attract global audiences, yet it also
highlights the challenges of maintaining authenticity in a commercialized world. As Naelofar
continues to grow, it will shape how future brands navigate the intersection of faith and
commerce. Neelofa’s journey demonstrates that with the right balance, faith-based brands can
thrive while staying true to their roots.
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Discussion Questions

Question 1

How did Neelofa’s personal brand contribute to building her hijab brand’s equity using Keller’s
Brand Equity Model?

Question 2

What challenges do faith-based brands face in balancing religious values with commercial
interests, and how might this impact brand equity?

Question 3

Which levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs does Neelofa’s brand address, and how do these
needs influence consumer loyalty?

Question 4

How can brands recover their equity after facing public controversies, such as accusations of
commercializing religion?

Question 5

What role does an influencer’s public image play in shaping consumer perceptions of a
faith-based brand?

Question 6

What lessons can future entrepreneurs learn from Neelofa’s branding strategies and her
response to controversy?

All rights reserved. Copyright © 2024 Nikkei Business Lab Asia. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a
retrieval system, utilized in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of Nikkei Business Lab Asia. Copying or
posting is an infringement of copyright.

DO N
OT COPY O

R POST



Dr. Siti MUNERAH | Sunway University, Malaysia
Kim Thanh LE | Nikkei BizRuptors

Last updated: December 16, 2024

Sources & Further Reading
● Actress and entrepreneur Neelofa on celebrating Hari Raya in the new normal | CNA

Luxury
● CASE STUDY Noor Neelofa Bt Mohd Noor & NH Prima International Sdn Bhd |

Universiti Teknologi Mara
● How Did Neelofa Build Her Fashion Empire? | DHL Malaysia
● Neelofa - Biography | IMDb
● How Muslim headscarves became a fashion empire BBC
● Neelofa | Forbes
● Neelofa Noor talks beauty, resilience, and why representation matters | Vogue SG
● Photo by Damon Zaidmus | Unsplash
● Provocative Promotion: Naelofar Hijab Violating Cultural Sensitivity? | Zuraidah Jamrin
● Hijab designer apologises after launch event held in night club | Campaign Asia

All rights reserved. Copyright © 2024 Nikkei Business Lab Asia. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a
retrieval system, utilized in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of Nikkei Business Lab Asia. Copying or
posting is an infringement of copyright.

DO N
OT COPY O

R POST

https://cnaluxury.channelnewsasia.com/people/neelofa-celebrating-hari-raya-184096
https://cnaluxury.channelnewsasia.com/people/neelofa-celebrating-hari-raya-184096
https://ir.uitm.edu.my/id/eprint/52871/1/52871.pdf
https://ir.uitm.edu.my/id/eprint/52871/1/52871.pdf
https://www.dhl.com/discover/en-my/small-business-advice/starting-a-business/modest-fashion-neelofa-story
https://m.imdb.com/name/nm4702302/bio/?ref_=nm_ov_bio_sm
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20151214-how-muslim-headscarves-became-a-huge-fashion-empire
https://www.forbes.com/profile/neelofa/
https://vogue.sg/neelofa-noor-talks-beauty-resilience-and-why-representation-matters/
https://unsplash.com/@touchdamonlight?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/woman-wearing-white-dress-and-white-hijab-scarf-7ncPcGL60-s?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336020317_Provocative_Promotion_Naelofar_Hijab_Violating_Cultural_Sensitivity
https://www.campaignasia.com/article/hijab-designer-apologises-after-launch-event-held-in-night-club/443073

