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White paper Truly Translating Fashion: 
Appealing to Russian, South 
American and Arabic Markets

Fashion may seem on the surface to be a universal language, but on closer inspection 
it requires translation to appeal to a range of markets. Differences in local culture, 
laws and taboos can render a seemingly innocuous marketing campaign offensive and 
unappealing, or even illegal. This is particularly key in Russian and Arabic markets where 
cultural translation and sensitivity are crucial, not only for ensuring marketing success but 
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The luxury consumer in Russia

for avoiding penalisation.

Russia, South America and Saudi Arabia host three very different cultures and as such 
they each have their own benefits and challenges. Russian fashion and luxury buyers, 
for example, are very keen on imported luxury goods, while South America puts a strong 
emphasis on locally-made goods. Saudi Arabia has a strong market for luxury products 
but their advertising regulations, particularly surrounding women’s fashion, can be 
restrictive.

What works in one market will not necessarily work in another, making sensitive translation 
and localisation necessary for success.

That differentiator between Russian luxury consumers and others - that they prefer  
Western brands to domestic ones - is key when it comes to marketing. It is a mark of 
status to buy Western, and these consumers will reject anything that attempts to use 
traditional, stereotypical Russian imagery to sell their products, such as Russian dolls.1 
So international companies wishing to sell into this market must not attempt to subsume 
their brand into the Russian culture as they might in other territories. 

Russian consumers also regard products differently depending on their country of 
origin. Italian goods are seen as highly fashionable, whereas French goods are romantic 
and German goods are reliable. British luxury goods are the fourth most searched-for 
products in Russia, with the top two being French and Italian.2

Luxury items have a considerable success in Russia. Beauty products, cars, watches and 
clothing perform particularly well. 40% of the Russian fashion market consists of imports, 
and it is a common belief that imported products are of a higher quality than domestic 
products.3 Luxury goods are therefore a great way of breaking into this market. 

While the country of design origin is important to Russian consumers, another element 
that affects perceived quality is the country of construction. Russian consumers 
consider the location that a product was made as important and relevant,5 and may 
therefore reject products made in areas it sees as low-quality and non-luxury. Many 
brands benefit from removing information about where a product was made, instead 
allowing the brand to represent the product location.

Russia presents a challenge to advertisers with its Gay Propaganda law, which prohibits 
promoting same-sex relationships. Adverts featuring same-sex couples, or implying 
1  http://creativetranslation.com/luxury-brands-in-translation-china-russia-saudi-arabia/
2  https://hbr.org/2012/08/speak-to-global-customers-in-t
3  http://www.forbes.com/sites/christinemoorman/2014/02/18/the-riddle-of-marketing-in-russia/
4  http://insights.popsugar.com/Domestic-Foreign-Fashion-Brand-Product-Preferences-Russia-35577741
5  https://www.luxurydaily.com/russia-poised-for-a-luxury-turnaround-in-2017-report/
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Calvin Klein’s CK2 Advert

same-sex relationships (such as Calvin Klein’s advert for CK2, featuring a mixture of 
opposite-sex couples and implied same-sex couples6 ) will be swiftly banned and 
penalised - and may, like Calvin Klein, receive a temporary or permanent ban on trading.7

So the answer is one of balance when it comes to marketing to Russian audiences. 
For fashion labels to appear to be desirable, they must tread the fine line between 
showing their non-Russian roots, and causing offence. 

And yet there are times when making a splash in Russia reaches consumers 
effectively. Louis Vuitton’s huge suitcase, placed in Red Square in 2013 to house an 
exhibition, caused outrage amongst Russian traditionalists, but raised the brand’s 
profile across the nation. The piece was banned, but LV was able to show their 
exhibition elsewhere, and the brand later showed a stronger commitment to aligning 
itself with Russian traditions when it was responsible for the first display of The 
Shchukin Collection outside Russia at the Louis Vuitton foundation in Paris. 

6  http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/17/russian-crackdown-on-gay-propaganda-extends-to-calvin-klein-ad/
7  http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2016/03/14/calvin-klein-accused-of-breaking-gay-propaganda-law-in-russia/
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Saudi Arabian culture is vastly different from Western culture, making it difficult to 
recognise issues with adverts or products that, although seemingly innocuous, may be 
offensive to the Saudi Arabian market. Likewise, there are elements that appeal to the 
Saudi Arabian market that are a distinct turn-off for the Western market.

One key thing to consider with Saudi Arabia and other areas like it, is that differences in 
the physical environment alter what appeals to consumers and what is seen as a luxury. 
Water is scarce in Saudi Arabia, making McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish campaign (pictured 
above) particularly appealing, although the image is strnge to the more westernised 
eye.8

Such concepts of luxury do not begin and end there. For every ingrained Western 
assumption of luxury, there will be a contrasting one that applies to other territories. 
Understanding the cultural norms of your target is irreplaceable, and adverts should be 
translated culturally as well as linguistically. 

In Saudi Arabia, like Russia, a form of balance is at work in successful marketing efforts. 
The resource-rich, internet-savvy generation of consumers still maintain a desire to 
conform to certain norms, so rather than adopting Western styles wholesale, they are 
looking for logos and designs that add individuality to their clothing. This means that the 
most successful brands are those that have approached Saudi Arabia as its own, unique 
market. Brands such as Burberry, Mulberry, Prada and Tiffany & Co have successfully 
expanded their presence by entering the market directly, taking more control of their 
operations and designing for the market instead of simply retailing there, and through 
opening boutique stores.

8   http://www.businessinsider.com/this-is-what-islamic-advertising-looks-like-in-iran-saudi-arabia-and-other-
muslim-countries-2012-8

9  http://creativetranslation.com/luxury-brands-in-translation-china-russia-saudi-arabia/

The Western Eye doesn’t see what 
the Saudi Arabian Eye sees
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The direct and personal style of Western advertising doesn’t translate to Saudi Arabia; this 
approach is inappropriate and unappealing and more deferential tone is suitable. Unlike 
many areas of the western world, the emphasis in advertising should be on modesty -- both 
because of local rules around what is and isn’t obscene and also cultural sensitivities.9

Where fashion is concerned, particularly in the female fashion market, advertising 
should appeal to islamic dress guidelines. Although levels of strictness varies across 
different areas of Saudi Arabia, a good rule is that bare flesh should be covered and a 
veil should be worn.

Luxury modesty is key to the 
Saudi Arabian market

Featuring women in advertising can also cause issues with the mutaween, the police force 
charged with protecting the nation’s virtue. This means that changes have been made 
to advertising media that would be unlikely to be considered in other markets, such as 
photoshopping women out of IKEA adverts and replacing the mermaid in the Starbucks logo 
with an abstract design.
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The ‘modern Muhajababe’ has been adopted as a moniker by muslim fashion bloggers. Their 
drive is individua listic, fashion-conscious dressing but within the guidelines of islamic dress. 
The plate above is from an islamic fashion blog, translating as “Femininity (Un)Veiled” 10.

Dolce & Gabbana’s 2016 Hijab 
Collection

Dolce & Gabbana’s 2016 Hijab Collection was met with mixed reviews worldwide. While some 
saw it as a symbol of acceptance and integration, others saw it as exploiting the Islamic market.

10   http://khaleejiprincess.blogspot.co.uk/2008_06_01_archive.html
11   http://www.cbc.ca/news/trending/dolce-gabbana-s-new-hijab-collection-hailed-as-a-smart-move-

financially-1.3396498

While the line has experienced good sales figures and many Muslim women interviewed 
have been enthusiastic about the products, many also objected to the Westernization of 
the garment and to Dolce & Gabbana’s intention to make money from Muslim women 
under the pretense of empowering them.11
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Social media responses have been varied, but many have expressed their displeasure with 
the line publicly on Twitter.

The key to successful advertising in the Saudi Arabian market is to combine modesty with 
modernity, without being seen to patronise or exploit the market. This may mean making 
visual changes to adverts as well as alterations to language.

Brazil: Relevance to Local Life and 
Culture is Crucial

While Russia may be keen to import luxury products, Brazil, first and foremost, is focused 
on its own culture. This makes ‘Brazilianness’ key to the local identity of consumers -- 
making it a crucial element of both business strategy and marketing messages.

Because of the country’s import tax, many brands have a Brazilian manufacturing base 
including Nissan, Burberry and Apple. Products are more expensive to make (higher 
minimum wage and costs) but becoming part of the local economy dramatically improves 
their marketing profile in Brazil.

In the case of the Brazilian market, the brand has to be relevant to the life of 
the local consumer. Brands that have tried to be successful with lots of hype but 
without having an adequate product or distribution, or without having a clearly 
defined reason for being here, have never worked well in Brazil. Global and 
international brands must acquire some ‘Brazilian flavour’ to work well here. To 
market a brand successfully in the north-east of Brazil you have to tie it to local 
and cultural events such as carnivals, dance events and local music. This is the 
same for taste profiles – products must be tied to local tastes and ingredients to 
be popular and adopted by the consumers.12

Rafael Sampaio, Executive Vice-President of the Association of Brazilian Advertisers

12   https://www.marketingweek.com/2012/02/09/breaking-into-brazil/



Truly Translating Fashion: Appealing to Russian, 
South American and Arabian Markets

thisisalpha.com8

Social media is a large part of the culture of Brazil. Facebook users have a higher number 
of friends than the global average and their social media reach is far higher, making online 
marketing very effective. There is also widespread access to free wifi, making Brazilians 
into frequent internet users.

There are common themes that resonate well with Brazilians – family life, 
happiness, optimism, and pride at being from Brazil. Brazilians are natural 
optimists, and notoriously upbeat, and the way brands engage with them 
must reflect this.13

Joao Campos, Unilever Brasil Vice-President for foods and refreshments

Louis Vuitton’s Cruise 2017 
Collection Launch

Louis Vuitton’s Cruise 2017 collection was launched amongst the negative effects 
of political turmoil in Brazil. Throughout the campaign, the brand’s commit  ment to 
Brazil and a love of the culture was celebrated, giving a clear impression of local 
integration and leading to a successful campaign.

We’re investing in Brazil because we know Brazil is a great country…We’re not 
surfers, we’re investors. We invest in fundamentals. We buy for the long term. 14

Michael Burke, Chief Executive of Louis Vuitton

The launch featured designs inspired by the Brazilian aesthetic and worn by local Brazi-
lian models. By celebrating the local culture in a high-fashion collection, Louis Vuitton 
achieves the best of both worlds -- fashion with a wide appeal that is specifically perfected 
for the Brazilian market.

13   https://www.marketingweek.com/2012/02/09/breaking-into-brazil/
14   https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/fashion-show-review/louis-vuitton-cruise-2017-resort-

nicolas-ghesquiere-rio-de-janeiro-michael-burke-lv-lvmh
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Found that interesting?

If you’re not already signed up to our newsletter, email marketing@thisisalpha.com to 
receive lots more great articles that will help you on your journey to going global.

I feel safer in the streets of Rio than in the evening in Paris.15

Michael Burke, Chief Executive of Louis Vuitton

Cultural sensitivity is key when translating adverts for differing markets. While traditional 
translation only makes alterations to the words on the page, many manufacturers are 
realising that the appeal worldwide, they need to introduce variation into their advertising. 
Whether that’s ensuring that a model is suitably covered or that the advert celebrates its 
target culture, changes need to be made.

At Alpha, we believe in translating the message of your marketing and not just its words. 
Your campaign can stay on-message while ensuring that your advertising material is 
culturally sensitive and appealing to your target audience.

15   https://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/fashion-show-review/louis-vuitton-cruise-2017-resort-
nicolas-ghesquiere-rio-de-janeiro-michael-burke-lv-lvmh


