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ABSTRACT 
 

Supply chain is one of the key term in modern business world. Emphasis on supply chain 

has seen a vigorous change from being a supportive function to an integrated strategy within 

last couple of decades. It’s a common belief in the business world that Brands are no longer 

competing but the supply chains. 

Apparel & clothing is one of the biggest industries in the world. Clothing being a basic 

need of human, it’s a never ceasing industry. Apparel retailing is a part of apparel supply 

chain. Very much like any other industry, apparel supply chain is a globalized and scattered 

supply chain.  A cotton grown in India getting converted to yarns in Vietnam and the yarn 

sails all the way to far -East Asia which then becomes a fabric in China. This fabric then 

goes through the garment manufacturing process in Indonesia with trims made in Thailand. 

Then that garment goes to a shopping mall in Germany and an Australian traveler buys it. 

This is a typical supply chain in apparel. This gives us an image of how complicated the 

apparel supply chain and how complicated it is to manage apparel supply chain. 

There are so many researches written based on studies of identifying optimum supply chain. 

There are numerous studies on the generic supply chain strategies and the applicability of 

those based on different aspects of the business. However there are very few researches 

written specifically on apparel business.  Also though there are many researches which 

outline the generic supply chain, there’s hardly anything which discuss about individual 

strategies and their applicability specifically for apparel retailing. 

The attempt of this research is to identify the usage of the strategic elements in achieving 

the most effective supply chain. In order to do this, the research has carried out a thorough 

literature survey and focus group interviews while best practices of current best performing 

supply chains were studied in parallel. By gathering all the strategies concurrently through 

all the above routes, a questionnaire was created and the perception of the apparel industry 

professionals on the applicability of those strategies were analyzed through the 

questionnaire data. 

So in summery the research identifies the most effective mix strategic elements for the 

supply chain model of an apparel retail fashion brand.  



5 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to Ms. Sadna Dissanayake and Dr.T. 

Shivakumar for the continuous guidance and advices given throughout in preparation of 

this research report. In successful completion of this research report their continuous and 

constructive direction and feedback was a crucial element which is highly valued.   

Further my sincere thanks goes to Prof. Amal Kumarage Director, MBA (SCM) and Dr. 

Bandara for providing the opportunity to pursue the final research as a special consideration 

though I was not physically present in Sri Lanka. In addition, I would Like to extend my 

gratitude towards all the faculty members who guided us throughout the past two years 

sharing immense knowledge. I consider it as a privilege to study under the guidance of such 

a remarkable and excellent lecture panel.  

Finally, and most importantly, I wish to express my whole-hearted gratitude to my loving 

wife Jeevani, for the support and encouragement during the hard times through the MBA 

and to my parents who provided me with constant guidance and support throughout the 

duration of my MBA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure 1.1 – Research process – Deductive approach ....................................................... 19 

Figure 2.1 – Stages of supply chain evolution ................................................................... 24 

Figure 2.2 – Basic supply chain ......................................................................................... 26 

Figure 2.3 – Basic supply chain model in the textile/ apparel industry ............................. 28 

Figure 2.4 – Key characteristics of agile supply chain ...................................................... 32 

Figure 2.5 – Basic supply chain model in the textile/ apparel industry ............................. 35 

Figure 2.6 – Integrative model for enabling the supply chain ........................................... 37 

Figure 2.7 – Lean or Agile ................................................................................................. 39 

Figure 2.8 – SKU Breadth against sales and margin yield ................................................ 41 

Figure 2.9 – Shopper behaviour when faced with stock out .............................................. 42 

Figure 2.10 – Basic supply chain ....................................................................................... 43 

Figure 2.11 – Conceptual framework for improving supply chain responsiveness ........... 44 

Figure 2.12 – Functional Vs innovative product demand differences ............................... 45 

Figure 2.13 – Suitability of the supply chain strategy based on product type/ demand .... 46 

Figure 2.14 –Supply chain strategy linked to product life cycle ....................................... 48 

Figure 2.15 –Order winners and order qualifiers ............................................................... 49 

Figure 2.16 –Product –process matrix: framework describing layout strategies ............... 50 

Figure 2.17 –Manufacturing techniques ............................................................................ 52 

Figure 2.18 – Lean and Agile ............................................................................................ 52 

Figure 2.19 – Information and material flow ..................................................................... 54 

Figure 2.20 – Operational structure of a brand who works through 3rd party hub ............ 56 

Figure 2.21 – VMI operations ............................................................................................ 58 

Figure 2.22 – Supply network flexibility framework ........................................................ 61 

Figure 2.23– Classification matrix of suppliers ................................................................. 62 

Figure 2.24– Design and sample making process .............................................................. 66 

Figure 2.25– Zara sourcing strategy .................................................................................. 68 

Figure 2.26– Zara operational manufacturing structure .................................................... 69 

Figure 2.27– Demand forecast and production (Zara Vs Competitors) ............................. 70 

Figure 2.28– Walmart supply chain ................................................................................... 72 

Figure 2.29– Process differentiation based on product characteristics .............................. 76 

Figure 3.1 – Segments in apparel supply chain ................................................................. 81 



7 
 

Figure 3.2 – Segments in apparel supply chain ................................................................. 82 

Figure 4.1 Brands respondents have worked for ............................................................. 115 

Figure 4.2 Brands respondents have worked for ............................................................. 118 

Figure 4.3 Questionnaire analysis (Operations) ............................................................... 119 

Figure 4.4 Questionnaire analysis (Logistics) ................................................................. 121 

Figure 4.5 Questionnaire analysis (Sourcing) .................................................................. 122 

Figure 4.5 Questionnaire analysis (Sourcing) .................................................................. 124 

Figure 5.1 – Suggested guideline for shaping supply chain strategy ............................... 132 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

LIST OF TABLE  

Table 1.1 – Action Plan ..................................................................................................... 21 

Table 2.1 – Agile lean comparison .................................................................................... 36 

Table 2.2 - Operational strategies ...................................................................................... 44 

Table 2.3 – supply chain strategy based on PLC ............................................................... 47 

Table 2.4 – Manufacturing techniques ............................................................................... 51 

Table 2.5 – Types of supply chain measurements ............................................................. 63 

Table 2.6 – Supply chain related financial ratios. .............................................................. 64 

Table 3.1 – Data collection methods .................................................................................. 83 

Table 3.2 – Data collection ................................................................................................ 83 

Table 3.3 – Financial ratio interpretation ........................................................................... 85 

Table 4.1 – Respondent based on gender ......................................................................... 109 

Table 4.2 – Analysis of Question responses based on gender ......................................... 110 

Table 4.3 – Age distribution of the respondents .............................................................. 111 

Table 4.4 – Age distribution of the respondents .............................................................. 112 

Table 4.5 – Countries respondents have worked more than 5 years ................................ 113 

Table 4.6 – Countries respondents have worked ............................................................. 113 

Table 4.7 – Countries respondents have worked ............................................................. 114 

Table 4.8 – Departments respondents work ..................................................................... 114 

Table 4.9 – Segments in supply chain respondents consist of ......................................... 115 

Table 4.10 – Questionnaire analysis (product development) ........................................... 117 

Table 4.11 – Questionnaire analysis (Operations) ........................................................... 119 

Table 4.12 – Questionnaire analysis (Logistics) .............................................................. 120 

Table 4.13 – Questionnaire analysis (Sourcing) .............................................................. 123 

Table 5.1 – Research findings .......................................................................................... 129 

Table 5.2 – Strategy analysis ........................................................................................... 133 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

TABLE OF CONTENT 

 
DECLARATION OF ORIGINALITY ................................................................................ 1 

COPY RIGHT STATEMENT ............................................................................................. 2 

STATEMENT OF THE SUPERVISOR ............................................................................. 3 

ABSTRACT ......................................................................................................................... 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT ................................................................................................... 5 

LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................. 6 

LIST OF TABLE ................................................................................................................. 8 

TABLE OF CONTENT ....................................................................................................... 9 

Chapter 1 ............................................................................................................................ 15 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................. 15 

1.1 Background of the research ................................................................................. 15 

1.1.1 Introduction .................................................................................................. 15 

1.2 Problem statement ............................................................................................... 16 

1.2.1 Research Gap ............................................................................................... 16 

1.3 Research problem ................................................................................................ 17 

1.4 Research objectives ............................................................................................. 18 

1.5 Research process ................................................................................................. 18 

1.6 Research scope .................................................................................................... 20 

1.7 Significance of the study ..................................................................................... 21 

1.8 Time plan ............................................................................................................. 21 

1.9 Chapter breakdown ............................................................................................. 22 

Chapter 2 ............................................................................................................................ 23 

LITERATURE REVIEW .................................................................................................. 23 

2.1 Evolution of supply chain management ................................................................... 23 

2.2 What is supply chain ................................................................................................ 24 



10 
 

2.3 Supply Chain Management ...................................................................................... 26 

2.4 Supply chain in apparel industry .............................................................................. 27 

2.5 Supply chain management strategy .......................................................................... 29 

2.6. Generic supply chain strategies ............................................................................... 29 

2.6.1 Lean ................................................................................................................... 30 

2.6.2 Agile .................................................................................................................. 31 

2.6.2.1 Build-to-order ............................................................................................. 32 

2.6.2.2. Market sensitivity ....................................................................................... 33 

2.6.2.3. Felxibility ................................................................................................... 33 

2.6.2.4.Adaptability ................................................................................................. 33 

2.6.2.5. Collaborative .............................................................................................. 33 

2.6.2.6. Virtual integration ...................................................................................... 34 

2.6.2.7.  Network based .......................................................................................... 34 

2.6.3. Legality ............................................................................................................. 34 

2.7 Comparison between lean and agile ......................................................................... 35 

2.8. Formulating the right supply chain strategy ............................................................ 37 

2.9. Factors to consider when identifying the right supply chain .................................. 38 

2.9.1 Customer /Business environment ...................................................................... 39 

2.9.1.1. The customer product variety .................................................................... 39 

2.9.1.1.1. Reducing complexities ........................................................................ 40 

2.9.1.1.2. Material and product standardization .................................................. 40 

2.9.1.2 Environmental uncertainty .......................................................................... 42 

2.9.2 Product type/functionality ................................................................................. 45 

2.9.2.1 Product life cycle ........................................................................................ 46 

2.9.2.2. Market winners and market qualifiers ....................................................... 48 

2.9.3 Manufacturing characteristics ............................................................................ 49 

2.9.3.1 Manufacturing process ................................................................................ 49 



11 
 

2.9.3.2 Manufacturing techniques ........................................................................... 51 

2.9.3.3. Production process ..................................................................................... 53 

2.9.4 Decision drivers of supply chain ....................................................................... 53 

2.9.4.1 Supplier integration ..................................................................................... 54 

2.9.4.2 Information technology ............................................................................... 56 

2.9.4.3 Collaborative relationships ......................................................................... 57 

2.9.4.4 Production (facilities) .................................................................................. 58 

2.9.4.5 Inventory ..................................................................................................... 58 

2.9.4.6 Location ...................................................................................................... 59 

2.9.4.7 Transportation /Logistics ............................................................................ 59 

2.9.4.8 Sourcing ...................................................................................................... 60 

2.9.4.9 Pricing ......................................................................................................... 62 

2.10. Best performers ..................................................................................................... 63 

2.10.1 Identifying the best supply chain ..................................................................... 63 

2.10.2 Key supply chain related KPIs ........................................................................ 63 

2.10.1 Zara- Inditext group ......................................................................................... 64 

2.10.1.1 Zara supply chain strategy ........................................................................ 65 

2.10.1.2 Zara process .......................................................................................... 66 

2.10.1.2.1 Product development/design .............................................................. 66 

2.10.1.2.2 Sourcing/supplier management .......................................................... 67 

2.10.1.2.3 Production .......................................................................................... 67 

2.10.1.2.4 Operations/ Logistics .......................................................................... 69 

2.10.2 Walmart ........................................................................................................... 71 

2.10.2.1 Zara supply chain strategy .................................................................... 72 

2.10.2.1.1 Sourcing /supplier management ......................................................... 72 

2.10.2.1.2 Manufacturing sourcing/ supplier management ................................. 73 

2.10.2.1.3 Logistics/warehousing ........................................................................ 73 



12 
 

2.10.2.1.4 Use of information technology ........................................................... 74 

2.10.2.1.5 Inventory management ....................................................................... 75 

Chapter 3 ........................................................................................................................ 78 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................... 78 

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 78 

3.2 Research Design .................................................................................................. 78 

3.3 Selection of population and sample .................................................................... 82 

3.3.1 Population .......................................................................................................... 82 

3.3.2 Population .......................................................................................................... 82 

3.4. Selection of population and sample .................................................................... 83 

3.4.1 Primary data sources .................................................................................... 83 

3.4.2 Secondary data sources ................................................................................ 83 

3.5. Questionnaire ...................................................................................................... 84 

3.5.1 Overview ...................................................................................................... 84 

3.5.2 Structure of the questionnaire – Phase 1 ...................................................... 84 

3.5.2.1 Financial data analysis ............................................................................. 84 

3.5.2.1.1 Financial data analysis ......................................................................... 85 

3.6 Key observation from best performers ................................................................ 86 

3.6.1 ZARA ........................................................................................................... 86 

3.6.1.1 Business process/ operational structure ...................................................... 86 

3.6.1.2 Manufacturing ............................................................................................. 87 

3.6.1.3 Manufacturing ............................................................................................. 87 

3.6.1.4 Logistics ...................................................................................................... 88 

3.6.1.5 Sourcing and supplier management ............................................................ 88 

3.6.2 Walmart ........................................................................................................ 88 

3.6.2.1 Business process/ operational structure ...................................................... 88 

3.6.2.2 Product development .................................................................................. 89 



13 
 

3.6.2.3 Manufacturing ............................................................................................. 89 

3.6.2.4 Logistics ...................................................................................................... 89 

3.7. Focus group interviews/discussions ........................................................................ 89 

3.8. Semi structured interviews ...................................................................................... 90 

3.9. Structure of the questionnaire - phase 2 .................................................................. 95 

3.10 List of areas in the questionnaire ......................................................................... 98 

3.11 Structure of the questionnaire - phase 2 ............................................................ 100 

3.11.1 Research questionnaire finalization ........................................................... 100 

3.12 Case study 1 ...................................................................................................... 101 

3.13 Case study 1I ..................................................................................................... 102 

3.14 Implementation .................................................................................................. 102 

3.15 Strategies for error control ................................................................................ 103 

3.16 Data analysis ..................................................................................................... 103 

3.16.1 General information /Basic detail gathering .............................................. 104 

3.16.2 Answers from general questionnaire ......................................................... 105 

Chapter 4 ...................................................................................................................... 109 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DATA ANALYSIS ...................................................... 109 

4.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................... 109 

4.2 Data Screening .................................................................................................. 109 

4.2.1 General information analysis ..................................................................... 109 

4.2.2 Gender ........................................................................................................ 109 

4.2.3 Age ................................................................................................................... 111 

4.2.4 Experience .............................................................................................. 112 

4.2.4.1 Countries worked in ............................................................................... 112 

4.2.4.2 Position in the company ............................................................................ 114 

4.2.4.3 Department ................................................................................................ 114 

4.2.5 Sectors in the apparel chain ......................................................................... 115 



14 
 

4.2.6 Brands respondents have worked for ........................................................... 115 

4.3 Questionnaire data analysis .................................................................................... 116 

1.3.1 Product development ................................................................................. 117 

1.3.2 Operations .................................................................................................. 118 

4.3.3 Logistics ........................................................................................................... 120 

4.3.4 Sourcing /supply chain .................................................................................... 121 

Chapter 5 ...................................................................................................................... 125 

CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................ 125 

5.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................ 125 

5.2 Summary of research finding ............................................................................. 125 

5.2.1 Product development ................................................................................... 125 

5.2.2 Operations .................................................................................................... 125 

5.2.3 Logistics ....................................................................................................... 126 

5.2.4 Sourcing and supply chain ........................................................................... 126 

5.2.5 Supplier engagement .................................................................................... 127 

5.3 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 128 

5.3 Suggested Model ................................................................................................ 131 

5.4 Areas for future research .................................................................................... 134 

REFERENCE ................................................................................................................... 135 

APPENDIX -1 ................................................................................................................. 140 

APPENDIX -2 ................................................................................................................. 147 

APPENDIX -2 ................................................................................................................. 155 

APPENDIX -3 ................................................................................................................. 157 

 

 

 

 


