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Abstract: The proposed study deals with sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) in the
textile and apparel (T&A) industry. We analyze prerequisites and practices of supply chain (SC)
sustainability in a multiple case study of the German and Ethiopian T&A industry. Our analysis is
based on ten semi-structured interviews conducted with the managers of seven companies in the
Ethiopian T&A production and the German fair fashion retail industries. The contribution of expert
knowledge helps in identifying SC sustainability prerequisites and practices. The chosen cases of
production in Ethiopia and retail in Germany highlight the complexity of T&A SCs while representing
both the suppliers’ and retailers’ perspectives, which is rare in the related literature. As a major
research contribution, the study adapts a framework for SC sustainability in the chemical industry
and transfers it to T&A SCs. Moreover, practitioners from the T&A industry find useful insights into
relevant practices and their prerequisites, which helps in improving SC sustainability in this sector.
The study reveals that management orientation and interest groups such as customers represent the
most important prerequisites for sustainability. Manufacturers rely more on internal practices such as
monitoring, while retailers focus on external sustainability practices, such as supplier development.
In a comparative approach, similarities and differences between T&A SCs and the chemical industry
are identified.

Keywords: supply chain management; sustainable development; textile and apparel industry;
ethiopia; germany; case study research

1. Introduction

Globalization has caused many geographical shifts in production sites towards emerging
and developing countries. In the course of these shifts, structures of, and material flows within,
respective Supply Chains (SCs) have been altered. Besides the ongoing pressure to reduce cost and
lead time, the geographic complexity enhances the challenges faced by textile and apparel (T&A)
companies [1–3]. Particularly profitable to the T&A industry, these shifts led a majority of production
sites in this line of business to be moved to low-income countries.

Sustainability-related challenges arise in the context of often poor social and ecological standards
within the production force, because sourcing in these regions has become a common practice in the
T&A industry. This is in contrast to the highly developed level of sustainable sourcing and operations
achieved in industrialized regions and saturated markets [4–6]. Consequently, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and the media put public pressure on focal firms in T&A SCs to review and
adapt sustainability practices throughout the whole supply network [7,8]. Sustainability practices
affect all stages of the SC, as focal firms propagate this pressure and pass on environmental and social
sustainability requirements upstream in the SC to their suppliers and sub-suppliers [9,10].
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The conventional T&A SC, as presented in this paper, is widely and publicly criticized for its
excessive use of toxins and the critical labor conditions of its workforce. As such, apparel companies
pursue the implementation of sustainability measures, such as decreasing emissions and advancing
the working conditions of their production employees [11,12]. This leads to the question of which
prerequisites and practices of SC sustainability are relevant in T&A SCs.

To answer this question, this paper outlines different practitioners’ perspectives on the sustainable
development of the T&A industry, and gives insights into the characteristics and structures of
different SC tiers. Expert interviews are conducted in the two most unequally developed regions,
namely Ethiopia and Germany. The findings of the conducted study contribute to the scientific
research on sustainability in T&A SCs. Practitioners find insights into challenges and opportunities for
sustainability in apparel SCs.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The next section gives insights into the
relevant concepts and theoretical background of this study. The third section describes the research
method of the case study, including the coding scheme. The fourth section highlights the findings of the
expert interviews as well as qualitative data analyses, and outlines distinctive features and similarities
with regards to sustainability prerequisites and practices. The results are discussed and research
contributions and managerial implications are outlined in the fifth section. Concluding remarks on the
limitations of the study and on future research perspectives are given in the last section.

2. Background

Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) is defined as the “management of material,
information and capital flows as well as cooperation among companies along the SC while integrating
goals from all three dimensions of sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social,
which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements” [10] (p. 1700). SSCM prerequisites
and practices are based on the triple bottom line (TBL) approach, which comprises the economic,
the environmental and the social dimensions of sustainability [13]. SC decisions on strategic
network configuration and design, as well as on the execution and control of operational processes,
affect sustainability performance and the related risks [14].

Brömer et al. (2019) [15] analyze the prerequisites and practices of SC sustainability in the chemical
industry, and propose a related framework, depicted in Figure 1. Interviews with managers from
chemical firms reveal the prerequisites, which are grouped by SC configuration and orientation and
practices are categorized as external and internal ones. Since the study at hand builds upon this
framework, these constructs are briefly introduced in the following.

Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 19 

 

 

Figure 1. Sustainable supply chain management framework linking sustainability practices, 

prerequisites, and performance impacts [15]. 

Two organizational attributes, namely management orientation and the ability to be innovative, 

represent important prerequisites for SC sustainability [16]. A proactive and committed management 

is necessary to integrate SSCM practices into an organization in the short-, mid- and long-term [16]. 

Societal demands for higher social and environmental standards should be integrated into the 

corporate strategy [17]. A sustainable SC involves the inclusion of non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and community members, and even competitors that have played no role or were treated as 

disrupting factors in a traditional SCM [18]. Re-conceptualizing the SC with the involvement of non-

traditional members and the consideration of the impact of corporate decisions on these stakeholders 

can provide expertise on the potential risks and add legitimacy, and thus represents a key factor for 

SSCM [16]. The learning and training of staff members is also key to sustainable development, 

because it needs to reflect the corporate strategy and adapt to the evolving requirements and practices 

that follow a management reorientation towards sustainability [19,20]. 

Sustainability practices, including corporate strategy, organization culture and transparency, are 

decisive factors of SSCM [21]. Kot et al. (2020) identified the mediating role of strategic SCM on socio-

environmental SC sustainability [22]. Several studies point out the necessity of coordination and 

collaboration for risk management in complex apparel SCs. The scientific literature mainly focuses 

on case studies or particular challenges, and suggests integrating sustainability into core business 

practices and increasing SC transparency to drive change in the apparel industry [23]. 

The T&A SC faces challenges in all three TBL dimensions, because a majority of its production 

sites are located in emerging economies and developing countries [2,3]. Especially in the T&A 

industry, cost pressure (economic dimension) is often in conflict with environmental and social 

challenges, such as violations of labor standards, the high consumption of resources (e.g., energy, 

water or chemicals) or dyeing processes that pollute groundwater [24–26]. The T&A production 

considerably affects the energy intensity of Asian textile manufacturing countries [27]. Sustainability 

in the T&A industry has recently gained increasing attention [28]. The impacts of non-economic 

sustainability factors are particularly important, especially because the apparel industry accounts for 

around 9% of the world’s workforce, 4% of worldwide exports and 2% of the global GDP [29]. As a 

consequence, stakeholders force fashion brands to implement sustainability measures and to 

propagate sustainability across the global multi-tier supply networks. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, the first process steps within these T&A supply networks correspond 

with textile production, and include the materials used (natural/synthetic fibers) as well as yarn and 

fabric production. While about half of the produced textiles are further processed into apparel goods 

Figure 1. Sustainable supply chain management framework linking sustainability practices,
prerequisites, and performance impacts [15].



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9960 3 of 18

Two organizational attributes, namely management orientation and the ability to be innovative,
represent important prerequisites for SC sustainability [16]. A proactive and committed management
is necessary to integrate SSCM practices into an organization in the short-, mid- and long-term [16].
Societal demands for higher social and environmental standards should be integrated into the corporate
strategy [17]. A sustainable SC involves the inclusion of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
community members, and even competitors that have played no role or were treated as disrupting
factors in a traditional SCM [18]. Re-conceptualizing the SC with the involvement of non-traditional
members and the consideration of the impact of corporate decisions on these stakeholders can provide
expertise on the potential risks and add legitimacy, and thus represents a key factor for SSCM [16].
The learning and training of staff members is also key to sustainable development, because it needs
to reflect the corporate strategy and adapt to the evolving requirements and practices that follow a
management reorientation towards sustainability [19,20].

Sustainability practices, including corporate strategy, organization culture and transparency,
are decisive factors of SSCM [21]. Kot et al. (2020) identified the mediating role of strategic SCM on
socio-environmental SC sustainability [22]. Several studies point out the necessity of coordination and
collaboration for risk management in complex apparel SCs. The scientific literature mainly focuses
on case studies or particular challenges, and suggests integrating sustainability into core business
practices and increasing SC transparency to drive change in the apparel industry [23].

The T&A SC faces challenges in all three TBL dimensions, because a majority of its production
sites are located in emerging economies and developing countries [2,3]. Especially in the T&A industry,
cost pressure (economic dimension) is often in conflict with environmental and social challenges,
such as violations of labor standards, the high consumption of resources (e.g., energy, water or
chemicals) or dyeing processes that pollute groundwater [24–26]. The T&A production considerably
affects the energy intensity of Asian textile manufacturing countries [27]. Sustainability in the T&A
industry has recently gained increasing attention [28]. The impacts of non-economic sustainability
factors are particularly important, especially because the apparel industry accounts for around 9% of
the world’s workforce, 4% of worldwide exports and 2% of the global GDP [29]. As a consequence,
stakeholders force fashion brands to implement sustainability measures and to propagate sustainability
across the global multi-tier supply networks.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the first process steps within these T&A supply networks correspond
with textile production, and include the materials used (natural/synthetic fibers) as well as yarn
and fabric production. While about half of the produced textiles are further processed into apparel
goods [30,31], the other half will be used as household items (i.e., carpets, furnishing) and industrial
goods (i.e., belting, upholstery in car industry).
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Freise and Seuring (2015) [32] conceptualize the internal and external environmental and social
sustainability-related drivers and measures in European apparel SCs, and suggest studying emerging
economies, where most of the manufacturers are located, and then comparing the different markets.
Despite current the developments of African countries like Ethiopia being added to the map of T&A
SCs, research with a focus on Africa in T&A SCs is scarce. Ethiopia’s economy is primarily based
on agriculture, but since 2010 it has developed into an industrial economy, with the government’s
priority set on strategic sectors such as light manufacturing, including T&A manufacturing [33,34].
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Considering its significant potential in the global market, the T&A industry was put into a central
position to further advance the country’s evolving process [35].

For summaries of the SSCM literature with a focus on the T&A industry, we refer to earlier
systematic literature reviews. With a focus on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and overall social
sustainability, Kökzal et al. (2017) [25] found only a few studies on sustainability reporting and labeling
in the T&A industry, and proposed the integration of socially related practices with sustainability
risk and performance in T&A SCs. Mukendi [36] et al. (2020) highlighted the managerial orientation
towards sustainability while further exploring future organizational and consumer habits. In their
literature review on CSR in the luxury sector, Kunz et al. (2020) [37] assumed that luxury products
serve as models in the industry, and identified the lack of internal communication of sustainability
measures and fair-trade labels as an under-researched area.

Yang et al. (2017) [38] pointed at the lack of research on sustainable retailing in the T&A industry.
They identified sustainable and second-hand fashion retailing, green branding and eco-labeling,
as well as reverse logistics in fashion retailing and emerging retailing opportunities in e-commerce,
as promising areas for future research.

Two studies analyze the related literature regarding the sustainable development of T&A SCs
by particular means. Garcia-Torres et al. (2019) [39] focused on the traceability of sustainability and
conceptually framed (S)SCM based on their findings, and the other study presents the potential of
local manufacturing to further develop TBL sustainability (Sirilertsuwan, et al., 2018) [40]. The study
conducted by Karaosman et al. (2016) [41] categorized sustainability practices with a focus on product,
process and SC levels, and created a classification framework. In their study on circular economies,
Jia et al. (2020) [42] identified general sustainability practices such as leadership commitment and
long-term relationships with suppliers, but in contrast to the study at hand, clearly focused on practices
that particularly apply to circular economy, such as measures related to the collecting and recycling
of apparel.

3. Research Method and Scientific Rigor

Given the high relevance of sustainability in the T&A industry, the manufacturing and retail
stages in this sector are well-suited fields for empirical investigations into SSCM. The geographical
spread of T&A SCs allows for taking different views on sustainability from the perspectives of fashion
retailers in developed markets and T&A firms in emerging economies, respectively. As such, we study
T&A manufacturing in Ethiopia and fair fashion retail in Germany in a multiple case study.

We use a qualitative research approach to get insight into the managerial perception of sustainability,
show best practices, and thus examine the reciprocity of organizational factors within the T&A industry
that encourage the implementation of sustainability measures along the SC. In this study, we follow
the five steps of case research introduced by Stuart et al. (2002) [43], which are shown in Figure 3 and
described in greater detail in the remainder of this section.
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3.1. Formulating the Research Question

In order to determine the requirements and conditions that lead to SC transformation towards
sustainability through the example of the German and Ethiopian T&A industries, the study at hand
aims to answer the following research question:

“What prerequisites and practices drive and enable sustainability in T&A SCs?”

On a more detailed level, the study highlights the relevance of management orientation and the
challenges and benefits of the implementation of sustainability measures.

3.2. Instrument Development

For comparability reasons and to address the same topics with all interviewees, we conducted
semi-structured interviews based on a questionnaire (see Appendix A). This approach simultaneously
gives clear guidance and allows us to flexibly react on new matters or particular aspects that emerge
during the interview [43–45]. The questionnaire covers the following seven topics that reflect
the constructs framed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15], and information on the interviewees and the
respective company:

(a) Managerial orientation toward sustainability;
(b) Depiction of the value chain and its shareholders;
(c) Sustainability rules and regulations within the company;
(d) Procurement/purchasing and product design;
(e) Sustainability standards and certificates;
(f) Cooperation, communication, coordination and supplier relationship in supply networks;
(g) Sustainability practices.

3.3. Data Gathering

As depicted in Table 1, ten managers, five each from Ethiopian manufacturers and German
retailers, from in total seven companies, were interviewed between Q4/2019 and Q1/2020 to get access
to in-depth expertise on SSCM in the T&A industry. The Ethiopian manufacturers were recommended
through contacts at local universities, while the German retailers were chosen via an online search for
companies with a dedicated standpoint regarding sustainability. The number of experts interviewed per
company varies within the sample, and the total number of conducted interviews is in line with earlier
operations management studies that range from three to eleven considered cases [16]. The interviews,
each lasting between 60 and 120 min, were conducted face-to-face in the English language in Ethiopia,
while the German retailers were interviewed in the German language by phone. The interviews
were recorded and transcribed following transcription rules in accordance with Kuckartz (2007) [46].
To ensure confidentiality, personal and corporate data was anonymized.

3.4. Data Analysis

The transcribed interviews were evaluated by qualitative content analysis relating to
Mayring (2014) [47]. In line with the deductive approach, the structural dimensions and analytical
categories were derived from the conceptual framework proposed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15].
They were complemented by inductively developed categories (geographical position, alliances and
interest groups) that were derived from the interview data in an iterative process [48]. The transcripts
were divided, first into smaller segments and then into analytical units, and then encoded with
MaxQDA, a qualitative data analysis software. Thus, each analytical unit was described by a specific
category that summarizes or describes its significant characteristics.
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Table 1. Conducted expert interviews.

Interview No. Interviewee Position Company Position Country

1 A.1 Founder and owner A Fair fashion brand

Germany

2 B.1 Marketing manager B Fair organic
fashion brand

3 C.1 Co-owner C Fair organic
fashion brand

4 D.1 Managing director D Sustainable work
clothing brand

5 E.1 Founder and owner E Fair fashion brand

6 F.1 General manager (GM) F T&A manufacturer

Ethiopia

7 G.1 Assistant GM—Merchandising

G
Apparel

manufacturer

8 G.2 Assistant GM—Plant logistics

9 G.3 Assistant GM—Compliance Mgr

10 G.4 Assistant GM—Head of Human
Resource Management (HR)

3.5. Dissemination

To disseminate the findings, the relevant constructs of the prerequisites and practices of SC
sustainability in the T&A industry were framed and compared to the ones in the chemical industry
as detected by Brömer et al. (2019) [15]. Thereby, the drawn conclusions were relevant on a more
general level that goes well beyond the chosen geographical scope of the study and the considered
industry sector.

3.6. Scientific Rigor

Scientific rigor was ensured throughout the study. Reliability and replicability were achieved by
thorough and continuous documentation of the interviews, clear transcription rules, a standardized
questionnaire for the interviews, as well as by audio recordings [43–45]. Construct validity was
accomplished by the use of an existing framework. The multi-case study method ensures that several
sources of evidence are available. A systematic investigation scheme was developed, similar to a case
study protocol. Combined with interviews of a multitude of experts from different companies, this will
support external validity. The questionnaire was pre-tested in order to assure internal validity [44].

4. Results

This section of the study presents the results of the qualitative analysis, grouped into sustainability
prerequisites as well as internal and external practices.

4.1. Prerequisites of SC Sustainability in the T&A Industry

The results listed in Table 2 illustrate that prerequisites in general are less often addressed by
the German retailers. This is caused by the fact that the German retailers were all founded with the
intrinsic motivation of offering fair or organic apparel. As such, they work less strongly towards
implementing sustainability as a first step, but rather focus on being further ahead of the conventional
retailers regarding sustainability. While the overall amount of coding of the prerequisite categories
differs, the proportionate coding of both regions shows similarities.
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Table 2. Coding of “Prerequisites” categories.

Analytic Category GER Retailers ETH Manufacturers Total

Management orientation 29 (28%) 75 (38%) 104 (34%)
Interest groups 20 (19%) 50 (25%) 70 (23%)
Geographical position 16 (15%) 26 (13%) 42 (14%)
Alliances 16 (15%) 22 (11%) 38 (13%)
Learning and training 5 (5%) 18 (9%) 23 (8%)
Re-conceptualization 11 (11%) 2 (1%) 13 (4%)
Local value chains 6 (6%) 3 (2%) 9 (3%)
Innovation 1 (1%) 4 (2%) 5 (2%)
Total 104 (100%) 200 (100%) 304 (100%)
n = Interviews 5 5 10

Management orientation is considered the most important prerequisite for sustainability by all
interviewees, pointing out the corporate strategy (Company A, B, C, D, E) as well as the annual
sustainability report as a corporate guideline (all members of Company G).

“[ . . . ] we are the only group [ . . . ] who publishes this sort of papers each and every year. But there is
no pressure from any authorities to publish such report, but we are doing it. Because we know how
important these things are to us. So, particularly for Company G this is very important. We do have a
certain particular department [ . . . ] with - I think - more than two hundred persons over there who
are only working regarding sustainability.” (G1)

Interest groups, in particular customers, are considered strong drivers for sustainability measures
by both interviewed groups. For the retailers, their rather demanding fair fashion customers are drivers
of sustainable development.

“[ . . . ] the consumer holds a ballot card with every sales slip in their hand. [ . . . ] because I believe
one has an incredible market force. With every purchase they declare “that’s what I want “. And for
every piece you buy a new one gets manufactured. That’s where the consumer has an incredible power
position.” (C1)

For retailers, the geographical position of their suppliers can pose as a prerequisite for both social
and ecological sustainability.

“The first criterium for my sustainability strategy is the proximity to my production location.
This means short distances are crucial. Then I look at the working conditions of the supplier. We work
with an Austrian supplier for example.” (A1)

The manufacturers in Ethiopia experience a disadvantage regarding their geographical position,
considering that Ethiopia is landlocked and has a challenging infrastructure, particularly since Company
F sources its fabrics from South Asia, which is a challenge to environmental sustainability.

“[ . . . ] suppose something is coming from Egypt, or China it will take up to 21 days to the port in
Djibouti. Djibouti is not in Ethiopia.” (F1)

The Ethiopian manufacturers express both pressure and support regarding sustainable
development from their customers, as well as NGOs. Customers (i.e., retail buyers) often require
sustainability standards and certifications from suppliers, but also offer support in obtaining them.
For the Ethiopian firms, NGOs may act as stakeholders (interest group) and as alliance partners,
which is indicated by the frequent occurrence of the alliance coding. Governmental organizations also
serve as alliance partners to Ethiopian T&A firms.
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“Yes, some customers, they push too much. Sometimes they also take the commitment to help in the
certification process [ . . . ] directly or indirectly. [ . . . ] Some of them, they even go to the extent
that [ . . . ] can support on the fee, certification fee or something. There are also some partners like
GIZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit, German organization for global
collaboration) who also motivate us, support us to be a worldwide competitor [ . . . ].” (F1)

Some of the interviewed German retailers are members of fair/organic fashion networks that
establish partnerships for the exchange of sustainability competences (Companies D&E).

Learning and training is crucial for Ethiopian T&A manufacturers, while this is less important to
German retailers. In the comparably young Ethiopian T&A industry, skilled laborers and managers
are sought-after, and training this staff towards a sustainable conscience is a prerequisite for SSCM.

“To add something, for our sustainability our workforce, there are training centres here.” (G2)

“[ . . . ] so, we have to develop them. And that’s why we feel always like the training is more important.
Because we have to train them about their legal rights, safety standards, securities, and at the same
time productivity. At the same time, their role in responsibility and how they can add their value
in this. How they can add their contributions in the total company. The several trainings are more
important.” (G3)

The interviews show that local value chains and innovation are hardly relevant as prerequisites
of SC sustainability in the T&A industry.

4.2. Internal Sustainability Practices in T&A SCs

Table 3 shows the coding of the internal sustainability practices as addressed by Ethiopian T&A
manufacturers and German retailers.

Table 3. Coding of “Internal Practices” categories.

Analytic Category GER Retailers ETH Manufacturers Total

Standards and
Certifications 20 (56%) 18 (42%) 38 (48%)

Monitoring 5 (14%) 14 (33%) 19 (24%)
Supplier Selection 7 (19%) 6 (14%)) 13 (16%)
Supplier Evaluation 4 (11%) 5 (11%) 9 (12%)
Total 36 (100%) 43 (100%) 79 (100%)
n = Interviews 5 5 10

German retailers as well as Ethiopian manufacturers consider standards and certifications as
crucial for SC sustainability. Both manufacturers and retailers rely on standards and certifications
rather than on conducting their own supplier evaluations. Ethiopian interviewees report that their
companies continuously audit to ensure that the sustainability requirements of retail buyers and the
sustainability demands of certification schemes are met.

“Sometimes we audit ourselves and sometimes the customers send their transparency auditors. [ . . . ]
They do have their own audit team.” (G1)

“Already we are WRAP (Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production certificate in sewn-product
sector) certified and BSCI (Business Social Compliance Initiative, system that helps companies to
gradually improve working conditions in their supply chain) certified. First of all, WRAP and BSCI
we are maintaining and buyer requirements we are maintaining.” (G3)

For the retailers, standards and certificates are considered a substitute for supplier evaluation,
and also serve as a tool to communicate unique selling propositions to customers [49].
However, certificates are also seen critically, as they are costly.
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“And yes, many customers like to see a certificate and think certificates are great but hardly anyone
questions the values the certificate represents.” (E1)

I believe it is important to be able to feature certificates, that you can say [ . . . ] customer can buy it
with a clean conscience.” (C1)

“For cotton we have a very strict guideline. If it is a pure cotton product it has to be GOTS (Global
Organic Textile Standard) certified, otherwise it won’t be sold in our store. [ . . . ] we are quite
consequent about that.” (C1)

“The certification organisations [ . . . ] I have previously mentioned, supervise the social and
environmental conditions of production.” (B1)

Ethiopian manufacturers focus on self-monitoring to meet the sustainability requirements of their
customers. Supplier selection and evaluation play subordinate roles for Ethiopian T&A manufacturers,
while supplier selection is more important for the German retailers than monitoring. Company F,
a manufacturer, produces its own yard goods and most of its suppliers are already nominated, and thus
pre-evaluated by its customers, i.e., by retailers.

“[ . . . ] we do not select suppliers. Sometimes we need to source from outside. That is nominated by
the customers.” (G1)

“There are also cases where we deal with what you call nominated suppliers. These are customer
nominated suppliers.” (F1)

“At the beginning of the business we just want to know: Have you nominated your own supplier or
can we propose you the same thing. [ . . . ] or other customers have approved it, definitively they have
audited the project. They have checked every single inch of the project, then they have approved it.
So, we just buy from them.” (G1)

4.3. External Sustainability Practices in T&A SCs

The coding of external practices in the interviews is listed in Table 4. The German retailers address
external practices (43 codings, see Table 4) more often than internal ones (36, see Table 3). This can be
explained by the circumstance that retailers receive sustainability requirements from consumers and
propagate them to their upstream SC partners. Manufacturers have to comply with these requirements,
which explains why Ethiopian manufacturers prefer internal sustainability practices (43 codings,
see Table 3) over external ones (23 codings, see Table 4).

Table 4. Coding of “External Practices” categories.

Analytic Category GER Retailers ETH Manufacturers Total

Transparency 10 (23%) 5 (22%) 15 (23%)
Traceability 6 (14%) 6 (26%) 12 (18%)
Long-term rel’ships 9 (21%) 3 (13%) 12 (18%)
Supplier dev’ment 11 (26%) 0 (0%) 11 (17%)
Co-operation 1 (2%) 5 (22%) 6 (9%)
Enhanced communic. 3 (7%) 3 (13%) 6 (9%)
Joint development 3 (7%) 1 (4%) 4 (6%)
Total 43 (100%) 23 (100%) 66 (100%)
n = Interviews 5 5 10

Transparency as a sustainability practice serves for both the Ethiopian retailers as well as the
German retailers as a tool to gain their respective customers’ trust, and is thus seen as a vital part of the
buyer–supplier relationship. In addition, the retailers use it to communicate a vitreous sustainable SC to
their customers. Transparency gives evidence of the SC sustainability of all firms in the supply network.
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“So, we have to be transparent. It is very important to get their [customers’] confidence and getting
their assistance. So, it is very important.” (G4)

“That’s a main requirement because first of all, a buyer’s requirement is transparency.” (G3)

“We pick sustainably produced goods on a daily basis and communicate this through our social media
accounts and our newsletter but also on the shop floor daily. We try to get it as close as possible to our
customer.” (C1)

The Ethiopian manufacturers as well as the German retailers consider traceability as the most
important external sustainability practice. Traceability measures serve manufacturers as a tool to
achieve certification schemes and to comply with customer requirements. Moreover, they help retailers
in retracing and obtaining their requirements from their suppliers. Ideally, it enables tracking and
tracing sustainability performance across the whole supply network.

“[ . . . ] there are customers that strongly, consistently require to barcode all the products. [ . . . ] to
use RFID labels. And [ . . . ] the transmission from that label could detect which item is where and
where it is produced or which item-number it is.” (F1)

“So that most of all us, as entrepreneurs have the overview. Where are our products coming from, how
are they produced, and under which circumstances? We do that [ . . . ] by means of certifications. ”(D1)

Long-term relationships ensure economic sustainability and, thus, are often considered by
retailers and manufacturers.

“[ . . . ] in terms of cost saving. Also, in terms of trust and relationships. You know nowadays business
has turned to be [ . . . ] just transactional; it is about relationships.” (F1)

“This is not something you achieve from one season to the next but it is an opportunity and really
depends on long-term relationships, long-term supplier commitment and not just chasing the lowest
price.” (A1)

For German retailers, supplier development goes hand-in-hand with long-term relationships
and enhanced communication. When applying supplier development as a sustainability practice,
the retailers build on the willingness of their suppliers to develop sustainability measures along with
the customers.

“[ . . . ] but we have the trust now and we know some of the producers for more than ten years and we
sense, we’re on the same page regarding our mindset and actions.” (B1)

The Ethiopian manufacturers, as already examined for the internal practices, rely rather seldomly on
suppliers, and if they do so, these suppliers are in most cases already nominated by the retail customers.
The manufacturers, unlike the German retailers, consider cooperation to further environmental and
social sustainability factors to be more important. This observation is surprising, because cooperation
can only be successful if both partners see the importance and are willing to collaborate.

“[ . . . ] we are always trying to change with our third buyer or customer perspective. This is our
motor [for] sustainability. If we are not running with them [ . . . ] then, we cannot give them, work
with them. We cannot keep them. In fact, the buyers will change us. So, for sustainability we can
always care.” (G2)

Both groups, Ethiopian manufacturers and German retailers, see enhanced communication as
a building block for fruitful relationships and cooperation. However, compared to other external
practices, the relevance of enhanced communication is limited.

“My opinion is first of all, dialogue. Sitting together and work together.” (G3)

Joint development plays a minor role among the external sustainability practices in T&A SCs,
and joint production, a relevant sustainability practice for chemical manufacturers (Brömer et al.,
2019) [15], is not addressed by any of the interviewees from the T&A firms.
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4.4. Framing the Constructs

To frame the prerequisites and practices of sustainability in T&A SCs, we adapt a framework
designed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15] and illustrated in Section 2. The resulting framework depicted in
Figure 4 helps in answering the research question, “what prerequisites and practices drive and enable
sustainability in T&A SCs?”.
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A comparison of results between our study and Brömer et al.’s (2019) [15] as listed in Table 5
shows similarities and differences between T&A SCs and the chemicals industry.

Table 5. Similarities and differences between T&A SCs and the chemicals industry.

Sector Prerequisites Practices

T&A only
• Geographic position
• Interest groups
• Alliances

n/a

Both sectors

• Management orientation
• Learning and training
• Innovation
• Re-conceptualization
• Local value chains

• Monitoring
• Standards and certificates
• Supplier selection
• Supplier evaluation
• Supplier development
• Long-term rel’ships
• Transparency
• Traceability
• Co-operation
• Joint dev’ment
• Enhanced communic.

Chemicals only
• Coordination of TBL objectives
• Life cycle assessment
• Direct sourcing

• Joint production
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The results on the sustainability prerequisites for T&A SCs indicate large similarities with the
chemical industry. The importance of management orientation and local value chains, as well as
innovation and learning and training, is addressed in both sectors. In addition, the re-conceptualization
is important to chemical firms as well as to German apparel retailers. The geographical position and
alliances with interest groups are more relevant in global, multi-tier T&A SCs than in the chemical
firms. In contrast to the chemical industry, life cycle assessment and the coordination of TBL objectives,
as well as direct sourcing, are not addressed by managers from the T&A firms in our study. To a certain
extent, this is surprising, because life cycle assessment would help in improving the sustainability of
fast fashion, and conflicts between TBL objectives exist and need to be resolved in nearly any industry.

All sustainability practices mentioned by T&A managers are also important to the chemicals
industry, and joint production is the only practice from the chemicals sector that is not addressed by
managers from T&A SCs. Most likely, transferring the concept of joint production from chemicals
manufacturing to T&A production is hardly possible due to technical differences between both sectors.

The results of the comparison illustrate that a large majority of sustainability prerequisites and
practices are important to and applicable in both sectors. However, the emphasis within the categories
varies between both industries due to the particularities of global T&A SCs and their stakeholders,
and due to differences between manufacturing technologies in these two sectors.

5. Discussion

The study at hand has empirically investigated and confirmed the requirements, means and
interrelations that advance sustainability in T&A, which were identified through expert interviews and
a subsequent qualitative content analysis. An SSCM framework on sustainability prerequisites and
practices for the chemical industry developed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15] has been reframed for T&A
SCs based on the interview results. The study has given particular insight into manufacturers in the
Ethiopian T&A industry and German fair/organic fashion retailers. It has highlighted the complexity
of global, multi-tier T&A SCs from both the suppliers’ and the retailers’ perspectives.

5.1. Summarized Findings

We find that the fashion retailer cases proactively apply sustainability measures out of an intrinsic
motivation, since they have been founded and operate as fair/organic fashion retailers. This is in
contrast to the modus operandi of the conventional T&A manufacturers, which tend to react on the
sustainability requirements of customer markets and other stakeholders. While certifications pose as
decision support tools for retailers, and as figureheads for their customers, they are considered costly
customer requirements for manufacturers. The differences in the results for sustainability prerequisites
and practices between Ethiopian and German interviewees arise from their SC positions (retailers vs.
manufacturers) and their business models (fair fashion vs. conventional production), and less from their
geographical particularities and distance. Low labor costs and government incentives promising high
profitability lead to one of the most recent developments in T&A SCs, which is the shift of production
from established producers in South and South-East Asia to Eastern African countries [34,50].

5.2. Research Contribution

This paper contributes to the research on sustainability in T&A SCs. A framework for SC
sustainability in the chemical industry designed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15] is adapted and transferred
to T&A SCs through cases of Ethiopian manufacturers and German retailers. Our study elaborates
on T&A manufacturers and retailers and, hence, helps in filling the gap in SSCM research on T&A
retailers, as detected by Yang et al. (2017). Such a representation of both the suppliers’ and the retailers’
perspectives is rare in the related literature.

The prerequisites and practices of sustainability in the T&A industry as presented in this study
complement sustainability enablers and barriers in T&A SCs, as identified by Oelze (2017) [51] and
Raut et al. (2017) [52]. In line with Pagell and Wu (2009) [16], our case study exemplifies for the
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T&A industry that the implementation and execution of sustainability practices leads to a potential
improvement in the TBL performance. All interviewees in our cases see management orientation
as an important prerequisite of sustainability in T&A SCs, which confirms insights gained by Beske
and Seuring (2014) [20] and Jia et al. (2020) [42]. Our study validates the relevance of standards
and certificates, as well as transparency, in sustainability, as detected by Oelze et al. (2020) [49] and
Kumar et al. (2017) [5], respectively. We identify enhanced communication as an important SSCM
practice in the T&A industry and, thus, emphasize that deficits in the communication and transparency
of sustainability measures, as detected by Kunz et al. (2020) [37] and Garcia-Torres et al. (2019) [39],
need to be resolved. The adapted framework illustrates that customers and other interest groups
trigger sustainability in the T&A industry. This particularity mirrors the findings of earlier studies
that identify interest groups and stakeholders as sustainability drivers in the T&A industry [51,53,54].
In line with Kökzal et al. (2017) [25], we recommend developing the conceptual framework further so
as to integrate SSCM prerequisites and practices with risk and performance.

The German and Ethiopian cases presented in this paper complement the comparably small
set of studied T&A SCs in Africa. Our study confirms the high relevance of sustainability for T&A
manufacturing in Ethiopia, as emphasized by Khurana (2018) [35].

5.3. Managerial Implications

The increasing importance of SSCM strengthens the practical relevance of the study at hand.
SC sustainability implementations may help firms gain a competitive advantage that is crucial for the
innovation and business success of Ethiopian T&A companies [55,56]. Long-term relationships further
drive the sustainable development of the Ethiopian T&A sector, which is an important factor for the
economy in that country, just as in the leather industry [57].

The managerial implications of our study guide practitioners towards the implementation of SC
sustainability in the T&A industry. Management incorporating the ideas of sustainability, the learning
and training of staff members, and an effective communication within the company and SC is key to
success when rolling out sustainability initiatives and measures. These insights complement the findings
of Prasad et al. (2017) [58], who recommend Base of Pyramid producers to form cooperatives, to engage
in political unionization, and to ensure that their social networks expand beyond local communities.

6. Conclusions

The study at hand has empirically investigated and confirmed the requirements, means and
interrelations that advance sustainability in T&A, which were identified through expert interviews and
a subsequent qualitative content analysis. An SSCM framework on sustainability prerequisites and
practices for the chemical industry developed by Brömer et al. (2019) [15] has been reframed for T&A
SCs based on the interview results. The study has given particular insight into manufacturers in the
Ethiopian T&A industry and German fair/organic fashion retailers. It has highlighted the complexity
of global, multi-tier T&A SCs from both the suppliers’ and the retailers’ perspectives.

Limitations arise from the comparably low number of interviews as well as from the geographical
scope of the study, and its particular focus on the prerequisites and practices of SC sustainability.
Broadening the perspective of traditional markets and industrialized economies with growth markets
is one potential direction for sustainable T&A SCs. In general, studying the sustainability-related
impacts of global sourcing, particularly from emerging economies, represents a promising area for
future research.

Though research into SSCM practices, performances and risks in the T&A industry advances,
different aspects are not fully elaborated and, thus, merit being studied further. Research opportunities,
such as the analysis of risk and performance categories, can be derived from the results of the study at
hand. We encourage conducting conceptual and empirical research by qualitative and quantitative
studies. Further case studies or broad surveys in the related field may empirically substantiate
theoretical insights. Moreover, quantifying the performance and risk impacts of sustainability-related
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prerequisites and practices helps in managing, further developing, and thus improving, SC sustainability
in general, and in the T&A industry in particular.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire

Short introduction of interview partner

• Name
• Company’s name
• Which position do you hold in your company?
• What are your responsibilities within the company? How does your daily work look like?

Presentation of the company

• Since when does the company exist?
• What are the primary business activities and objectives?
• Which products are sold?
• Through which channels are those distributed? (online shop, retail, wholesale?)
• How many stores are there in how many countries?

Managerial orientation toward sustainability

• How would you define sustainability?
• Which importance does sustainability have in relation with the textile industry?
• How important is this topic for your company/in your daily business?
• Is sustainability communicated to the lower management level/operations field? (How?)
• Who is responsible for a sustainable development in your company?

Description of the value chain

• Who are your customers and who is your target group?
• Who are your partners and your suppliers?
• With how many suppliers do you work together?
• Has there already been a transformation towards sustainability of your supply chains or parts of

those? If yes, why?
• How does your competitive environment affect your sustainable practices?
• Which role do interest groups play e.g., customers, investors implementing sustainable practices?
• Do you work together with NGOs, competitors, and/or regulators to achieve sustainability along

your supply chains?
• Is your company a member of initiatives or alliances regarding sustainability?

Production



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9960 15 of 18

• In which countries are your clothes are produced? How many facilities are involved in the
manufacturing process?

• Where are your raw materials from? Which materials are used for your clothes?
• How important is traceability of the products during each step and way of the

manufacturing process?
• How does your company control this?
• Are there standards, rules and regulations regarding working conditions and health of

workers (child labour, working hours, wages), environment (water, chemicals used, disposal),
safety conditions.

• How do you ensure that the facilities and the companies that control these really comply with
standards, rules and regulations? Who controls the conditions?

• Are there any approaches to minimize the carbon footprint and the ecological damage of the
textile industry from your company?

Transportation

• Do you work together with logistic providers including sustainable aspects?
• Purchasing/Procurement and product design
• Do you think of sustainability aspects by choosing the material?
• Does longevity play an important role? If yes, what are you doing to create this?
• How important is the material selection regarding product life cycle and the recyclability?
• Are your products marked with seals of approval?

Sustainable standards and certificates

• What kind of sustainability-related standards and certificates are used within your supply chain?
• Are there any standards that are only used within your company?
• Network cooperation, communication, coordination and supplier relationship
• How do you select your suppliers? Do you have specific sustainable-related criteria?
• How do you control that your suppliers comply with your criteria?
• Do you use supplier development and audits regarding sustainability?
• Did you define common goals with your suppliers achieving sustainability?
• To what extent can supplier relationships contribute to a sustainable development?

Practice-based view

• Which sustainable-related practices can easily be implemented from other companies within the
industry sector and which are company-specific?

• Which material and non-material profit result from implementing sustainable practices in the
supply chain?

• What are/were essential success factors and barriers implementing sustainable standards along
the supply chain?

• What are the most important prerequisites designing sustainable supply chains?
• Which importance does transparency have regarding the whole supply chain network and how

can this be achieved?

Future/Development

• Are there any sustainable-related projects, campaigns or transformations planned? (social,
economic, ecological)
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