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Rafe Totengco describes his accessories label, 
Rafe New York – colorful clutch bags and totes, 
subtly stylish shoes – as a “stealth brand.”  
“I’m not one of those mega-fashion names that 
you feel almost coerced into buying. If anything, 
I’m the opposite – my branding and my logos 
are all very understated. I want you to wear 
the bag or the shoes, rather than the other way 
around. I’m looking to create a strong emotional 
attachment to the brand.” He grins. “That’s 
absolutely crucial when you don’t have a huge 
advertising budget to throw around. You want to 
make the most out of every dollar you spend.”
	 In the past few years, however, Totengco 
has found a way to compete with fashion’s big guns  
– if not on a level playing field, at least on a slightly  
less skewed one – thanks to the inexorable rise of 
social media. “Oh, thank goodness for Facebook, 
Twitter and Lookbooks.com,” he exclaims. “In 
the bad old days, if I got some amazing press, 
I’d have to email people all the time to let them 
know. It was so exhausting, clicking ‘send all’  
over and over again. Now, through Facebook  
and LinkedIn™, people get notified of new posts  
and updates automatically. It’s a fantastic way  
to toot my own horn in a not-so-blatant way.”

	T otengco has embraced with alacrity the 
opportunity to promote Rafe New York – and 
himself – via social media. He already has more 
than 2,800 fans on his Facebook page and nearly 
650 followers on Twitter; he’ll send out tweets or 
posts announcing new Rafe lines or secret sales 
(“60% off at the online store now – run, don’t 
walk!”) to dramatic effect. “The evidence is very 
anecdotal and unscientific,” he says, “but as soon 
as we make those kinds of announcements our 
online sales really spike, to the point where we’ve 
had complete sell-outs.”
	T otengco generates further buzz for the  
brand through his blogs: canitellyou.rafe.com, 
where he describes in chatty detail the fashion 
events and parties he’s attended and the various 
celebrities he’s encountered, and rafeloves.rafe.com,  
where he posts photographs of his customers 
proudly sporting their Rafe totes or kitten heels. 
“I just started blogging because I thought it was 
fun,” he says. “I didn’t realize how sophisticated it 
could be, for tracking and stuff. My early blogs  
didn’t even tag or link to anything. Now I’m 
hyperlinked and I can see who’s following me. 
I didn’t want it to be dry. I wanted it to be an 
extension of my personality, like a magazine gossip  
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column, but with an insider point of view. It’s been  
seen by people around the world, and it’s really 
gotten my persona out there.” As for the rafeloves 
blog, he says it was not only an alternative way 
of promoting his products, but also “a way of 
celebrating the individuality of the people who 
buy my products. And believe me, at this point, no  
one is camera-shy. I’ve got a waiting list of around 
30 girls clamoring to get on there.” He shakes 
his head. “It’s funny to think that people are now 
connecting as much with me as with the brand.”

Then again, Totengco’s engaging, 
effervescent personality seems tailor-made for a 
hyperlinked world. He was born 41 years ago in 
a small town in the Philippines; his interest in 
fashion was sparked by his two elder sisters, who 
were part-time models. “I saw the way they could 
be transformed by clothes and makeup. It was so 
exciting, seeing the power of fashion up close at 
that age. I became addicted.” he says.

He started a successful clothing business 
in Manila, growing from one seamstress working 
on his dining table to about 30 employees in a 
much bigger apartment. He left for New York 
in 1989. “I always had the city in my sights,” he 
says. “Back in the Philippines I’d be reading about 

Donna Karan, Calvin Klein and Perry Ellis, 
thinking, that’s where I want to be.”

His decision to concentrate on 
accessories was a purely pragmatic one. “It was 
a case of ‘one size fits most,’ ” he says, laughing. 
“I had no means to present a whole fashion 
collection in New York. I was fresh off the boat 
and had no connections. So accessories was a way 
for me to establish a business while producing 
something I enjoy.” And he went about selling 
his first collection in 1994, with the same artless 
charm that fuels his social media success today. 

Rafe New York has picked up awards 
and acclaim along the way – Totengco won 
Best Accessories Designer from the Accessories 
Council in 2001 and was the first accessories 
designer to create a capsule collection for the 
mass retailer Target®, in 2005 – but the brand’s 
reputation was built largely through word-of-
mouth. “It’s happened quite organically,” says 
Totengco. “I always design after my own aesthetic 
rather than some marketing plan. I guess I have 
one foot uptown and one downtown – my bags 
don’t look like obvious status bags, which I think 
helps preserve their longevity. I’ll tell you a story,” 
he continues brightly. “I was at a café the other 

day and this actress walked in with a five-year- 
old – that is, vintage – bag of mine. I walked up 
to her, told her I designed it, and asked to take 
her picture. She’s jumping up and down – ‘I love 
this bag, it still looks good, it’s still my style’ – 
which is such a compliment, because to keep a 
bag for that length of time, without trading up 
for this season’s must-have, is like breaking one  
of fashion’s cardinal rules.”

You could imagine this anecdote 
turning up, verbatim, on Totengco’s blog, or 
indeed the photo of the actress in question being 
posted on rafeloves. There’s a sense that everyone 
on the receiving end of a post or a tweet is a 
confidante, which has spread Totengco’s brand 
awareness beyond his hardcore bag- or shoe-
crazy constituents. “It’s obvious that some fashion 
designers don’t write their own blogs, or that they 
can’t be bothered to update,” he says. “I think that 
if you’re not going to throw yourself into it, why 
bother?” But does he now feel the pressure to 
update his status every hour? “Oh, I’m not a ‘just 
had breakfast, really full’ kind of tweeter,” he says 
dismissively. “I might tweet twice a day, or once a 
week, just whenever I feel like it. Likewise, I only 
post on the blog when I’ve really got something 
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to say. I don’t want it to take over my life. I’ve had 
people say to me that they’d rather buy from a 
person they know is actually writing this stuff. 
But at the same time, I do have a day job!”

Given all that, could he estimate the 
impact that his social media presence has had on 
the success of his “stealth brand”? “I can’t break it 
down in terms of ‘We’ve sold 10,000 more bags  
than we’d otherwise have done,’  ” he says. “But it’s  
been invaluable in raising awareness. Little pockets  
of customers have caught on to the cult across the  
US, in Europe, even back in the Philippines. The  
number of visits made directly to my site and my  
blogs have been steadily increasing, and online 
sales are exceeding expectations. People are reading  
my posts, finding out about my life and wanting 
to ‘link in’ by commenting on my blogs, following 
me on Twitter or by buying one of my products. 
I think it’s a paradigm shift, and one that a lot of 
other businesses can and should exploit. I mean, 
having 20 people comment on a status update 
or blog entry, that means you’ve reached out and 
interacted with them.” He pauses. “I guess what 
social media has done, more than anything, is help  
build goodwill for Rafe New York, and that’s 
impossible to quantify.” 
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