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a b s t r a c t

In recent years, both researchers and practitioners have devoted attention to environmental sustain-

ability issues in the fashion industry, but, despite the topic’s relevance, a structured analysis of the

problem is missing.

This paper presents the results of exploratory case-based research aimed at identifying three

factors: the drivers that push companies to adopt ‘‘green’’ practices, the different practices that can be

used to improve environmental sustainability, and the environmental KPIs measured by fashion

companies. Results include a comparison of two approaches pursued by established international

companies with green-positioned brands with the efforts of small firms that have adopted alternative

supply chain models.

& 2011 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

In recent years, environmental sustainability has become a key
managerial issue, and both researchers and practitioners are
devoting increased attention to the topic as they face the challenge
of achieving a balance between environmental and business needs
(Clarke and Clegg, 2000).

Pressure on these issues is very high in industries with significant
environmental impact and high visibility in the public eye (Seuring
et al., 2008). As shown in some recent scandals, such as use of
transgenic cotton (i.e., genetically engineered cotton obtained by
imparting insecticidal and herbicidal proprieties to the plant) at
C&A and H&M fashion is one of the industry’s most exposed to the
public. Companies are held responsible for environmental and social
problems caused not only by themselves directly, but also by their
suppliers (Koplin, 2005).

Moreover, the fashion industry’s environmental impact is very
high, particularly in relation to its global volumes; it accounts for
9.3% of world’s employees and 4% of worldwide exports (World
Trade Organization, 2008). The production processes, and in parti-
cular the phases of dyeing, drying and finishing, make intensive use
of chemical products and natural resources and generate a high
environmental impact (De Brito et al., 2008). In addition, the use of
fibres, such as cotton, wool and synthetics, has a significant environ-
mental impact; cotton and wool production requires large quantities
of water and pesticides, whereas synthetic fibres are extracted
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x: þ39 02 2399 2720.

niato),

i.it (L. Crippa),
from non-renewable resources and require considerable energy to
produce (Myers and Stolton, 1999). Moreover, the global scale of the
fashion industry requires moving the products from low-labour-cost
countries to consumers in Europe and the US (Abecassis-Moedas,
2006), with the consequent environmental impacts of transportation
(Borghesi and Vercelli, 2003).

Fashion companies increasingly rely on external partners to
produce their products (Jacobs, 2006), using raw materials (e.g.,
fibres and leather) that are often sourced from distant locations
and subcontracting different production activities (e.g., milling,
dyeing, weaving, finishing, cutting and sewing) to different
companies scattered across the world.

In this context, supply chain management (SCM) serves two
crucial purposes, helping companies be competitive and also allow-
ing them to pursue environmental responsibility. Scientific literature
has widely addressed the first point, underlining the importance of
working closely with partners in time-based competition (Jacobs,
2006; Christopher et al., 2004), and several contributors have shown
the relevance of SCM in the fashion industry (Simatupang et al.,
2004). However, few studies have analysed the second issue, i.e., the
relevance of SCM in contributing to environmental sustainability.

Despite the topic’s acknowledged relevance, a complete struc-
tured analysis of the problem does not exist. Several specific
elements require further research: (a) the drivers pushing fashion
companies to adopt ‘‘green’’ practices in their supply chain, (b) the
practices that can be used to improve environmental sustainability,
and (c) the resulting sustainability performance and the related
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Through a multiple case study
methodology, this paper attempts to fill this gap by analysing why
and how different kinds of companies tackle environmental sustain-
ability issues through a comparison of two completely different
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business models. Established international brands are positioning
themselves in the ‘‘green’’ segment of the market with incremental
changes to their traditional business model and supply chain
structure: these multinational companies are traditionally recog-
nised by customers for their high product quality, and they have
decided to include environmental aspects into a new concept of
quality. Examples of this kind of company include Patagonia, an
American outdoor clothing company (Chouinard and Brown, 1997),
Napapjiri, an Italian sportswear company (Source: www.napapijri.
com), and The North Face, an American outdoor clothing and
footwear company (Source: www.thenorthface.com). Meanwhile,
a separate innovative group of companies, including smaller and
local firms, has radically changed their business model and supply
chain structure, leveraging on environmental sustainability to com-
pete in new market niches and establish their brand. Among the
others, one particularly interesting case is Terra Plana, a UK footwear
company (Source: www.terraplana.com). This type of company is
spreading in Italy, where several Small and Medium Enterprises
(SMEs) in high-end fashion districts have decided to use their
knowledge and expertise to directly sell more sustainable products
to end consumers: some examples are Astorflex, an Italian shoe
company (Source: www.astorflex.it), and Ali Organic Wear, an Italian
nightwear and underwear company (Source: www.aliorganicwear.
it). This new alternative approach provides some interesting
insights, suggesting that environmental sustainability in fashion
concerns not only materials and processes, but also impacts supply
chain configuration and management, both up- and down-stream,
and can generate new business opportunities.

This paper attempts to synthesise both existing and new
elements in a coherent framework that will support future research
on this topic. The comparison between the two supply chain models
– not identified in previous scientific articles – and analysis of the
relationships between drivers, practices and performance are its
main innovative contributions.

The paper is organised as follows. A literature review is
presented in Section 2. Section 3 addresses the research framework
and objectives, and Section 4 presents the research methodology.
In Section 5, the results of the analysis are discussed. Finally, the
discussion, conclusions and directions for future research are
presented in the last section.
2. Literature review

2.1. The concept of sustainability

The concept of sustainability was defined in 1987 in the Brunt-
land report and was then adopted by the United Nations’ World
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED): ‘‘sustain-

ability means being able to satisfy current needs without compromising

the possibility for future generations to satisfy their own needs’’ (World
Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).

The first scientific contributions on sustainability focused on
the use of natural resources and their influence on quality of life
(Robinson, 2004). More recent conceptualisations of sustainability
recognise the relationship among three important principles:
economic growth, social equity and respect for the environment
(Bansal, 2002). This idea corresponds to the ’’triple bottom line’’
approach (Elkington, 1998), which is based on the idea that
business performance should be monitored according to three
perspectives, namely economic, environmental, and social. In
other words, to practice sustainable development and address
the impact on future generations’ wealth, companies must adopt
a long-term horizon and let economic growth sustain the social
progress and the environment (Lamming and Hampson, 1996).
The social principle requires that everyone be treated fairly and
equitably. The economic principle requires the adequate produc-
tion of resources so that society can maintain a reasonable
standard of living, and the environmental principle asserts that
society protects its environmental resources (Bansal, 2002).

This paper focuses on environmental sustainability in fashion
supply chains. The next paragraph examines this specific pillar
and the contribution that effective supply chain management can
make in improving environmental sustainability.
2.2. Environmental sustainability and supply chain management

In recent years, the scientific literature about SCM has increas-
ingly focused on issues related to sustainability. SCM is relevant not
only from an economic perspective, but also because of its social
and environmental impacts (Kleindorfer et al., 2005; Elkington,
1994; Zhu et al., 2008). In particular, the influence of stakeholder
pressures on the adoption of environmental practices has been
established in the supply chain management literature (Ciliberti
et al., 2008; Sarkis et al., 2010), and several contributors (e.g., Zhu
and Sarkis, 2004; Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Chung and Wee, 2008) have
encountered environmental issues in SCM.

During the ‘‘supply chain revolution’’ of the 1990s, when indivi-
dual enterprises became members of larger networks that evolved
from independent units to integrated supply chains (Vachon and
Mao, 2008), the need for the integration between environmental
management and on-going operations (Srivastava, 2007) emerged.
Organisations have recognised the importance of their supply chain
partners in managing the environment (Vachon, 2007; Bai and Sarkis,
2010). Moreover, scientific literature reveals that organisations are
often held responsible for the environmental performance of their
suppliers and partners (Koplin, 2005). This is particularly relevant in
the case of brand-owning companies. Pressures to adopt greener
business practices tend to reverberate throughout the whole supply
chain but are particularly strong for those organisations whose names
are closest to the public consciousness (Seuring et al., 2008). This
represents a significant risk to a company’s reputation and its
attractiveness on the market, because it must take responsibility for
its suppliers in front of all the stakeholders, such as media and non-
governmental organisations (Scherer et al., 2002). As a consequence,
companies must find ways to incorporate environmental issues into
their SCM practices (Seuring and Goldbach, 2006; Ciliberti et al.,
2008; Chung and Wee, 2008). In greater detail, Vachon and Klassen
(2008) highlight the importance of collaboration in the move towards
environmental sustainability and the need for managers to consider
environmental issues throughout the supply chain. The focus is on
inter-organisational interactions between supply chain actors, con-
sidering aspects such as joint environmental goal setting, shared
environmental plans, and joint action plans to reduce pollution.

Supply chain concerns have merged with sustainability needs
into the concept of Green Supply Chain Management (GSCM), which
emerged as a critical strategy for companies eager to improve their
competitive stance and performance (Sarkis, 2006; Zhu et al., 2008).
Adding the ‘‘green’’ component to supply chain management means
addressing the influence and relationships between supply chain
management and the natural environment (Srivastava, 2007; Zhu
et al., 2008). GSCM is defined as the ‘‘integration of environmental
thinking into supply chain management, including product design,
material sourcing and selection, manufacturing processes, delivery
of the final product to the consumers as well as end-of-life manage-
ment of the product after its useful life’’ (Zhu and Sarkis, 2004).

One of GSCM’s key aspects is the simultaneous pursuit of
improvement in both economic and environmental performance
throughout the supply chain in established long term buyer–
supplier relationships (Walton et al., 1998; Zhu and Cote, 2004;
Yang et al., 2010).
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Some contributors suggest several sets of practices that
companies should implement for GSCM, such as the reducing
packaging and waste (Ciliberti et al., 2008), considering environ-
mental performance in supplier selection (Bai and Sarkis, 2010),
developing more eco-friendly products (Chung and Wee, 2008;
Kainuma and Tawara, 2006), reducing carbon emissions during
the manufacturing and the distribution of goods (Walker et al.,
2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008), training suppliers to improve their
environmental capacity (Kainuma and Tawara, 2006), collaborat-
ing with suppliers (Yang et al., 2010) and developing reverse
logistics systems (Zhu and Cote, 2004; Ciliberti et al., 2008).

2.3. Environmental sustainability in the fashion industry

Sustainability initiatives are crucial to companies’ strategies,
especially those in sensitive business areas (e.g., intensive use of
natural resources, poor labour conditions), as is the case of the
fashion industry (Smith, 2003). Collaboration and adequate use of
natural and internal resources is becoming more relevant in an
industry marked by high competitive pressures and a short life
cycle (Chung and Wee, 2008). Indeed, few industries have received
as much public attention as the fashion industry, and few are more
challenged by the sustainability concerns that have recently
emerged in the media and public. Some scandals in this industry
have been public: apparel brands such as Nike, Levi Strauss,
Benetton, Adidas and C&A (Seuring and Muller, 2008) have been
blamed in recent years for problems with inhumane working
conditions or environmental contamination that occurred during
production of their clothing. Such events have increased those
companies’ interests in GSCM (Seuring and Muller, 2008).

The textile sector has experienced significant environmental
problems linked to the production process, which is characterised
by the intense use of chemical products and natural resources,
resulting in a high environmental impact (Lakhal et al., 2008).
Moreover, the search for lower production costs has led to a
dramatic relocation of production sites to the Far East (Bonacich
et al., 1994), with consequences for transport-related energy con-
sumption and emissions.

GSCM is certainly relevant to the fashion industry; however,
achieving good environmental performance in a global supply
chain is difficult (Zhu et al., 2008). For example, Vermeulen and
Ras (2006) illustrate the difficulties faced by two Dutch fashion
companies in greening their global fashion supply chain, and
Faisal (2010) describes the case of Van Bommel, a shoe producer,
which found that an Indian supplier was unwilling to engage in
environmental performance assessment.

In recent years, the preferences expressed by final consumers
have become increasingly complex, including performance that go
beyond style, quality and price (Borland, 2004). Recent trends
indicate that sustainability is a springboard to reach environmen-
tally conscious consumers and to enhance the overall brand image
in developed countries (Faisal, 2010). This kind of consumer opens
a new world for the fashion companies: several studies (Kogg,
2003; Forman and Jorgensen, 2004) have investigated the poten-
tial of ‘‘green fashion’’ to offer a competitive advantage. For
example, an inquiry into the attitudes and expectations of Finnish
consumers towards sustainable textile and clothing products in
2009 showed that 62.7% of the respondents were very interested
in ethical consumption and products’ environmental impact,
whereas 28.3% were somewhat interested (total 91%). In reporting
actual ethical consumer behaviour, 20.8% agreed that they
behaved ethically as consumers and 57.1% agreed slightly with
this (total 77.9%) (Niinimäki, 2009).

In this industry, more and more companies are adopting sustain-
ability strategies. This is the case at Norm Thompson Outfitters, a
catalogue retailer that has included sustainability principles in the
company’s strategy since the 1990s (Marshall and Brown, 2003).
Some fashion retailers are specifically known for producing ‘eco-
fashion’ or environmentally friendly fashion (e.g., Sans and Veja).
One paradigmatic example of implementing environmental prac-
tices in the fashion world is Patagonia, a company that changed its
mission in the 1990s to ‘‘give the maximum attention to product

quality while striving to do no harm to the environment’’ and decided
to use only organic cotton (Chouinard and Brown, 1997).

Different practices have been used in the fashion industry to
pursue environmental sustainability objectives, in terms of both a
single company and the whole supply chain (De Brito et al., 2008).
The most important methods are: (i) use of organic fibres (i.e.,
fibres that follow standards that nurture the soil or animal from
which they come and do not use toxic insecticides, herbicides or
fungicides; examples of organic fibres are organic cotton, organic
wool, kapok, and silk) to reduce the collateral effects of chemical
products, the scarcity of natural resources, and CO2 emissions
(Chouinard and Brown, 1997); (ii) reuse and recycling of materi-
als such as old clothes, manufacturing scraps, bottles, and tyres;
(iii) vintage practices and second hand; (iv) clean technologies,
both old and new, and even information technologies (Nieminen
et al., 2007); (v) green certifications (e.g., Global Organic Textile
Standards, Ecolabel, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)-Apparel and
Footwear Sector Supplement); and (vi) green product and process
design, considering the production technologies, the product
characteristics, and the materials used. Looking at the whole
supply chain, traceability of the product is an important practice,
particularly for organic fibres, which need a continuous control of
product and information sharing (Lakhal et al., 2008).

Sustainability should be considered not only during product
design and manufacturing phases but also in supply chain design
and management. For example, Nike recently involved its partners in
sustainability action plans because this was the only way to achieve
concrete results (Fromartz, 2009). Indeed, in the fashion industry,
sustainability needs the involvement of several actors and their
collaboration. In 2006, the British Standards Institution (Source:
www.bsigroup.com) started a Community of Practices about ethical
fashion so that experiences, problems, and knowledge could be
shared to facilitate collaboration and investments. Other commu-
nities are focused on more technical issues, such as the Réseau

Industriel d’Innovation du Textile et de l’Habillement (Source: www.
r2ith.org), a French network focused on materials, nanotechnologies,
and new production technologies. In addition, logistic processes can
become greener through collaboration and partnership: green prac-
tices for logistics and transport include the optimisation of burdens,
adoption of resource-sharing solutions and ‘‘clean’’ transport (De
Brito et al., 2008). Therefore, to maximise the results of an environ-
mental campaign, De Brito et al. (2008) underline the importance of
involving a wide set of stakeholders: (i) suppliers (fibres, machinery
and chemicals), (ii) manufacturers (clothing and textiles), (iii) retai-
lers and fashion bureaus, (iv) post-consumer actors (e.g., operating in
the second-hand market), (v) service providers (press and industry
associations), and (iv) independent experts (scholars).

In conclusion, despite wide agreement on the topic’s relevance,
few contributions have offered a complete and structured analysis
of the different practices that can be employed to achieve better
green performance. Although sustainable development has been
advocated as a guiding principle in the industry, it still must be
assessed and transformed into business practices, particularly
within the supply chain. Moreover, the specific drivers that can
prompt companies in the fashion industry towards environmental
sustainability objectives remain unclear. Finally, the relationship
between the adoption of green practices and environmental per-
formance is not clearly understood, and the possibility of leveraging
environmental sustainability to obtain a competitive advantage on
the marketplace has not been analysed.
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3. Research framework and objectives

3.1. Research questions

The literature review has shown some gaps in research on
environmental sustainability in fashion supply chains. This
paper seeks to fill some of these gaps, in particular by including
sustainability drivers, practices, and performance in a complete
research framework and investigating the relationships among them.

Given the high complexity and heterogeneity of this industry,
the analysis must focus on more specific and narrow segments.
Environmental sustainability is becoming increasingly important
within the industry, both for its growing relevance in the value
proposition of well-established international brands and for its
role in enhancing new market opportunities that smaller compa-
nies are exploiting to find a competitive niche.

Thus, two kinds of situations have been considered and com-
pared, to determine the similarities and differences between two
different kinds of companies that are both expending great efforts
toward environmental sustainability (Lakhal et al., 2008). The first
group of companies are established international brands that are
positioning themselves in the ‘‘green’’ segment of the market with
‘‘incremental’’ changes to their traditional business model and supply
chain structure, such as the example of Patagonia presented by
Chouinard and Brown (1997). The second group includes smaller
companies that have radically changed their business model and
supply chain structure, leveraging on environmental sustainability in
their district to compete in new market niches and to establish their
own brand (De Brito et al., 2008), such as the examples of Astorflex
and Ali Organic Wear mention above. From this point forward, we
refer to the first type as ‘‘Green International Brands’’ (GIBs) because
they are international companies, managing well-known brands,
trying to clean up their supply chain without radically changing it.
We refer to the second type of company as ‘‘Small Alternative Firms ’’
(SAFs) because these smaller companies are reshaping their business
models and supply chains and are following alternative models to
achieve better environmental performance.

Regulation and an understanding of sustainability importance
act as drivers (i.e., the reasons why companies decide to pursue
environmental sustainability goals), pushing companies towards
the implementation of specific sustainable practices. Several
authors (Carter and Dresner, 2001; Klassen and Vachon, 2003;
Zhu and Sarkis, 2006) address the main sustainability drivers, but
drivers specific to the fashion industry have not yet been studied.
Research question 1 analyses the extent to which the two kinds of
companies have chosen to pursue environmental performance
driven by similar or different reasons.

RQ1: Which are the drivers pushing ‘‘Green International
Brands’’ and ‘‘Small Alternative Firms’’ towards the adoption of
environmental sustainability practices?

The role of SCM in coping with sustainability issues in the
fashion industry has been highlighted by several authors (De Brito
et al., 2008; Jacobs, 2006). Due to the specific inherent character-
istics of the industry and the increased level of complexity,
dynamics and uncertainty of the market, fashion industry vulner-
ability has been recognised as higher than in many other industries
(Smith, 2003; Chung and Wee, 2008). A review of literature on
supply chain sustainability in the fashion industry (Vermeulen and
Ras, 2006; Faisal, 2010) revealed no complete frameworks addres-
sing all of its possible meanings. In particular, the identification of
specific sustainable supply chain practices (i.e., the actions that
companies put in place to pursue environmental sustainability
goals) that could be adopted is critical to help companies in
selecting the right approach. The objective of research question
2 is to understand, which supply chain practices are adopted by the
two different kinds of companies.
RQ2: Which practices are used by ‘‘Green International
Brands’’ and ‘‘Small Alternative Firms’’ to improve environ-
mental sustainability?

Finally, measuring the effect of sustainability on a specific
implemented practice is important. For analysing the performance
measurement systems of the fashion industry, the framework
proposed by the GRI (Source: www.globalreporting.org) is generally
considered the most comprehensive. Notably, GRI indicators are
mainly intended as single company measures. Although the rele-
vance of supply chain indicators has increased, and a qualitative
assessment of the performance of the supply chain is recom-
mended, the framework does not provide concrete guidance in this
direction.

The objective of research question 3 is to identify the differ-
ences in terms of performance measurement for the two types of
companies.

RQ3: Which practices are measured by ‘‘Green International
Brands’’ and ‘‘Small Alternative Firms’’ to assess environmental
sustainability?
3.2. Research framework

Starting from an in-depth analysis of the scientific literature,
the different elements of the framework have been detailed, as
shown in Fig. 1.

Drivers and practices have been respectively divided into three
sub-elements, in spite of a single element for the performance.
Besides, the three elements, as shown by the partial overlapping
in the figure, can take place both independently and together.

Drivers have been classified in three main categories adapted
from the straightforward Porter’s view and the classification
presented by De Brito et al. (2008):
�
 Internal drivers can be related to efficiency objectives (i.e., cost
reduction) (Carter and Dresner, 2001; Handfield et al., 1997) or
to other company-specific factors (e.g., corporate values of the
owner or the top management and corporate responsibility
objectives) (Handfield et al., 1997; New et al., 2000).

�
 Market drivers are related to the requirements for environ-

mental sustainability from the customers, who may be indus-
trial clients or end consumers (Beamon, 1999; Hall, 2001; Zhu
and Sarkis, 2006; New et al., 2000).

�
 Law is related to the requirements of both current and future

regulations both current and future (Beamon, 1999; Hall, 2001;
Min and Galle, 2001).

Practices have been classified according to the Three Dimen-
sional Concurrent Engineering (3DCE) framework (Fine, 1998),
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which Ellram et al. (2007) have shown is suitable for studying
sustainability issues:
�
 Product design encompasses all of the decisions related to the
product’s features, such as the choice of materials, develop-
ment of the product’s components and the design of the
packaging.

�
 Process design includes the design of production processes

from raw materials to the finished product. In this paper, only
the internal processes of the focal company have been included
in this category.

�
 Supply chain design includes the decisions related to in-sourcing

and outsourcing, logistics channels, suppliers, customers, and
relationships with other actors in the supply chain.

The analysis of performance has been focused on identifying
the most important environmental criteria that companies are
trying to improve through the adoption of ‘‘green’’ practices.
Environmental performance should include KPIs to monitor the
firm’s environmental impacts throughout the lifecycle. Several
models of environmental KPIs can be mentioned (e.g., Schmidt
and Schwegler, 2008; Tsoulfas and Pappis, 2008; Nawrocka et al.,
2009), but the most comprehensive one is the GRI model. This
framework has been chosen over the other available performance
standards because is the world’s most widely used one. In the
framework, the main dimensions of the GRI are considered,
thereby combining the last general version (called G3) and the
industry-specific one. The selection of categories is designed to
cover all of the supply chain processes (internal, inbound, and
outbound):
�
 Materials, which includes indicators that identify the reporting
organisation’s ability to reduce material intensity and to use
recycled input materials.

�
 Energy, which covers the most important areas of organisa-

tional energy use, i.e., direct energy consumption, energy
consumption to produce products purchased externally, indirect
energy consumption, energy saved, and development of energy-
efficient products.

�
 Water, which includes indicators for identifying the water

sources (recycled and reused) affected by the organisation
and reducing the volume of water available for use.

�
 Biodiversity, which includes indicators related to the preven-

tion, management, and remediation of damage to natural
habitats resulting from the organisation’s activities.

�
 Emissions, Effluents, and Waste, which includes indicators to

measure the level of direct and indirect greenhouse gas emis-
sions, the amount and quality of the water discharged, and the
total weight of waste by type and disposal method.

�
 Products and Services, which includes indicators that assess

the existence of initiatives to mitigate the environmental
impact of products and services.

�
 Compliance, which assesses the monetary value of fines and

non-monetary sanctions received for non-compliance with the
environmental regulations.

�
 Transport, which seeks to quantify the environmental impacts

associated with logistics and distribution.

�
 Business integration (a section specific of the Apparel and Foot-

wear Sector Supplement), which includes indicators that assess
policies on supplier selection, management, and termination.

4. Methodology

Given the exploratory nature of this study, the empirical
research is based on multiple case studies (Yin, 2003). According
to the definition by Yin (2003), a case study ‘‘investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident’’. The case study methodology was chosen because
it is an appropriate research approach to describe and explore new
phenomena or to build new operations management theories
(Voss et al., 2002). Furthermore, case study research has substan-
tial interpretative advantages despite its limitations for standar-
dising and generalising findings beyond the boundaries of the
considered empirical research (Larsson and Lubatkin, 2001).

The sample consists of five case studies split in two homo-
geneous groups, which differ according to company size and
mission. According to Eisenhardt (1989), this number can be
considered sufficient to give an accurate account in an empirical
research when the purpose is mainly explorative. In fact, this
study seeks to provide insight into different approaches adopted
by sustainable fashion companies.

The research has been drawn up through a theoretical sam-
pling. Cases have been selected because they are suitable for
understanding relationships among constructs and because they
provide a representative sample of different types of companies
(Eisenhardt, 1989). A heterogeneous sample was chosen to explore
different approaches related to the drivers towards sustainability
and the sustainable practices adopted. As mentioned previously,
two different groups of companies were considered in the
research. The common point of the two groups is that all of the
companies are considered progressive in their attitudes toward
adopting green practices, based on the classification of Murphy
et al. (1996).

The first group, GIBs, includes two US-based clothing companies
operating worldwide (A and B) that are placing a growing emphasis
on environmental sustainability issues and that explicitly mention
this effort in their mission. They have been selected by means of
secondary sources, through analysis of major fashion companies’
websites. Fifty fashion company websites were surveyed to identify
companies that have green product lines, advanced environmental
policies, and official documents such as reports, ethical guides, and
Corporate Social Responsibility documents. This approach allowed
the evaluation of these companies’ attitudes toward environmental
sustainability and selection of two companies for the sample. After
the identification through secondary sources, analysis of these
companies was performed using both direct interviews with the
company and secondary data, such as scientific papers, company
reports and websites, which were publicly available.

The second group, SAFs, includes three small companies (C, D,
and E) operating in Italian districts that have identified environ-
mental sustainability as the key element to compete and to
survive in the market. They were selected through analysis of
newspapers articles on the topic and through participation in
trade shows and events linked to green fashion issues. Because
most of these companies are small, the more structured ones were
chosen to exclude craftsman workshops. The sample includes
companies that have different roles inside their supply chain:
company C is a shoe manufacturer, whereas company D is the
controller of a network of manufacturers (not strictly belonging to
the same supply chain), and company E participates in a network
of companies focused on design and small producers (often part of
the same supply chains). These companies represent three different
ways of implementing sustainability in the supply chain. For this
group of companies, the analysis is based primarily on direct
information obtained through interviews because few secondary
data were available. Table 1 below illustrates the main characteristics
of the sample.

A semi-structured interview tool was developed to collect data
on key variables of the research framework described in the
previous section. Although identical questions were posed to all



Table 1
The sample.

Case study Product typology Revenues [mln h] No. of employees Country Description

A Fashion/outdoor 41000 41000 USA International fashion and outdoor brand

B Outdoor clothing 100–500 41000 USA International sportswear (climbing) outdoor brand

C Footwear o10 10–50 Italy Small shoes manufacturing company

D Underwear o10 10–50 Italy Network of small knitwear manufacturing companies

E Outdoor o10 10–50 Italy Network of small clothing producers and designers

Table 2
Drivers.

Company Internal Market Legislation

A Corporate values: inspiration of the top

management

Growing relevance for the final customer Not relevant because the company wants to go

beyond regulations proactively

B Corporate values: inspiration of the top

management

Not relevant: creation of a new market in

the 90s

Not relevant because the company wants to go

beyond regulations proactively

C Reduce brand and retail costs, Corporate values

of the owner

Requirements of a new market niche Not relevant because the company wants to

anticipate and go beyond regulations

D Reduce brand and retail costs, Corporate values

of the owner

Requirements of a new market niche Not relevant because the company wants to

anticipate and go beyond regulations

E Corporate values of the owner – Not relevant because the company wants to

anticipate and go beyond regulations

Table 3
Practices.

Company Product Process Supply chain

A Natural raw materials; sustainable packaging;

recyclable products

Low energy consumption facilities; collection

and recycling of disposed products at the POS

Environmental certifications of suppliers; code

of conduct; direct controls on subcontractors;

transports optimisation; development

programs; green projects with suppliers

B Natural raw materials; product life cycle

assessment; common thread recycling

Low energy consumption facilities Supplier selection based on green practices;

development programs; direct controls on

subcontractors; transports optimisation

C Natural raw materials through local suppliers;

low chemical substances

Clean production processes (e.g., natural leather

drying); low energy consumption

Short supply chain; supplier selection on

green practices; green projects with suppliers;

reverse logistics (e.g., rubber)

D Organic cotton through fair trade suppliers; no

dying to avoid chemical substances; sustainable

packaging

Mechanical processes; low energy consumption Local production network; fair trade for raw

materials; suppliers’ education

E Organic cotton through fair trade suppliers – Suppliers selection on green practices; fair

trade for raw materials
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companies, the interview subjects had the possibility to freely
describe their companies by answering open questions. Never-
theless, an adaptive process was followed because many questions
were formulated during the interview, irrelevant questions were
dropped, and questions were asked according to a flexible check-
list and not to a formal questionnaire (Kvale 1996; Mikkelsen
1995).

Interviews were conducted by at least two members of the
research group; interviews were recorded and summary reports
prepared. Furthermore, interviewers have shared notes to achieve a
single complete version of each case study: notes were used to
formalise qualitative information obtained during interviews. After
the data collection, data analysis was conducted by cross-case
techniques to analyse and compare data from the research. The
cross-case analysis was conducted by cataloguing the interviews
data into a single file, with detailed questions listed on the rows and
companies on the columns. Questions were aggregated into four
main groups, corresponding to the main sections of the interview
protocol, i.e., company characteristics, supply chain configura-
tion (including supply chain sustainable practices), environmental
behaviour (drivers and barriers), and environmental performance.
Each detailed question was treated as a Boolean variable (yes/no
were the possible answers); qualitative comments were also
analysed to consider the whole company situation.

The results obtained through the cross-case analysis have been
used to fill in the Table 1, previously shown, and Tables 2–4,
discussed in the next paragraphs. The qualitative information has
been useful to illustrate examples of the cases.
5. Findings

In this section, the results obtained through the empirical
analysis are described.
5.1. Drivers

The case studies confirmed the importance of the drivers identi-
fied in the literature, even though some differences were identified
within and between the two groups of companies. Table 2 sum-
marises the main results obtained during the empirical analysis.



Table 4
Measured environmental sustainability performance.

Performance category Performance Company

A B

Materials Recycled materials Product and packaging:

– % of recycled materials

– Recycled synthetic fibres

– Recyclable clothes

Emissions, effluents, waste Product waste – Reuse of product parts – Common thread Garment recycling programme

– Limited packaging

Water consumption – Organic agriculture – Organic agriculture

– Buildings with LEED certification

Water pollution – Limited use of chemicals

– Depuration of discharge water

– Limited use of chemicals

– Depuration of discharge water

CO2 Emissions – Carbon Neutrality 2010 – Limited emissions (production and transports)

Products and services Chemical substances – Organic fibres

– Limited use of chemicals

– Organic fibres

– Limited use of chemicals

Energy Energy consumption – Efficient technologies

– Buildings with LEED (leadership in energy and

environmental design) certification

– Efficient technologies

– Buildings with LEED certification

Renewable energy – Solar and Aeolian system – Solar system

– Renewable energy

Business integration Environmental certifications – Organic cotton

– GOTS (Global Organic Textile Standards)

– Silver Rated Tannery

– LEED

– Organic cotton

– LEED
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Considering internal drivers, interviewees underlined how cor-
porate values, identified as the commitment of the owner or of the
top management to sustainable objectives, are a propelling factor at
all of the companies in the sample. GIBs are early adopters of GSCM
practices since the late 1990s. At company A, the enabler of the
sustainable approach is the founder’s son because his entry in the
company at the beginning of 2000 coincides with the new company
strategy. At company B, secondary data identifies the change in the
company’s strategy as a decision by the board of directors in August
1994; a visit to the cotton grove prompted recognition of the on-
going deterioration of the natural world and acknowledgment of
the need for citizens and companies to act. In addition, all of the
three SAFs declare a strong link between adoption of a sustainable
business model and the owner’s commitment: they cite the owner’s
efforts as the major element of the success. Company C began
implementing sustainability programs at the behest of the actual
owner, who strongly supports the relevance of sustainability in
improving product quality. The adoption of natural materials and
processes with low environmental impact improves both the
environmental profile and the real quality of the final product. This
approach emphasises the cultural footprint – i.e. the values recog-
nised by the whole organisation as a common elements in deter-
mining its behaviour and its decision – the owner seeks to transmit
to the entire company and to the whole supply chain as well.

With respect to internal costs, a difference emerges between
GIBs and SAFs. For A and B, costs are not a relevant driver; they
follow green practices with the main objective of strategic leverage
rather than cost reduction. Nonetheless, costs are kept under
control, and these companies assert that their investments in
sustainability have paid back quickly thanks to the reduction of
material, energy, and resource wastes. On the contrary, this driver
is a key point for the SAFs (i.e., company C and D). For company C,
which was suffering from competition from low labour cost
countries, the sustainable approach was a business opportunity
for gaining higher margins, cutting the expenses of retailers and
distributors and thereby making higher manufacturing costs more
sustainable. These companies (C and D) were subcontractors and
suppliers to major international brands until some years ago, when
the growing off-shoring of production activities and the increasing
cost pressures made the business economically unsustainable for
them. They now sell their products directly to the end consumers,
and sales to local exchange communities – i.e., organised groups
of consumers, usually interested in sustainable products – are
gradually replacing sales to international brand owning companies.
This new market provides higher margins, thanks to the direct
sales, and therefore, allows the companies to invest in sustainable
products and processes.

In relation to market drivers, several different answers were
identified. In summary, market pressures on GIBs were not very
high; in particular, company B had to build consumers’ attention
and educate them about green values because these themes were
not as strong fifteen years ago as they are today. Secondary data
highlight the strong work done to develop a marketing strategy
oriented toward making consumers aware. The case of company A
is slightly different because they decided to follow a sustainable
approach for reasons strongly related to the founder’s vision, but
the company explains the success of this path in terms of its
growing relevance for the final customers. On the other side,
market pressure is a relevant driver for SAFs, but it is a conse-
quence of a complete redesign in the business model. In that case,
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market pressure is related to these companies’ need to identify
new niches to survive in the current competitive arena. The target
consumers are people with a strong environmental orientation,
attracted through local exchange communities in spite of the
traditional retail system. Both companies C and D use local
exchange communities to deliver their products with the twofold
objective of reducing distribution costs and environmental impact
and reaching these specific customers.

Finally, Table 2 demonstrates a significant insight: law com-
pliance is not a relevant driver for these companies because they
want to go beyond the lower boundaries defined by regulations in
terms of green performance. This happens because legislation in
the fashion industry is not very tight yet, as it is in other industries,
and current laws are related to only some elements, such as air
emissions or water pollution. The characteristics of the legislation
itself imply the same behaviour for the two groups, pushed by
different reasons.

5.2. Practices

The Table 3 shows the main practices observed in the five case
studies.

In all of the companies in the sample, product design practices
seem to be considered the core element of a green strategy. In
particular, companies design their products by considering green
principles from the beginning of the development process, using
green and recycled materials, creating a completely recyclable
product, and making the packaging recyclable and reusable to
minimise its environmental impact. From this point of view,
several actions can be identified in the following examples:
�
 Environmentally friendly product design: company A designed
a model of shoe with an interchangeable sole to replace only
that in case of damage.

�
 The adoption of green and organic fibres and raw materials:

company C uses soles made with natural rubber; companies B
and E employ only organic cotton; company D utilises only
organic raw materials that are not harmful to workers or the
environment.

�
 The use of recyclable packaging: company D uses biodegrad-

able packaging made from organic cotton or recycled paper.

Production processes are important as well, but they can be
directly controlled only if full outsourcing does not take place.
This demonstrates an important difference between the two
groups. The GIBs tend to outsource the entire production process,
and so they do not have internal production processes to address.
Companies A and B focus on the use of clean energy for ware-
housing, points of sales and headquarters. Meanwhile, the SAFs
still have internal manufacturing processes and focus on adopting
clean and natural production processes. For example, company C
dries the leather for its shoes with natural sun heated air.

Finally, supply chain design is crucial in producing products with
good environmental performance for all of the companies in the
sample. Some differences between the two groups emerged from
the empirical analysis. For GIBs, the design of the inbound supply
chain is very critical because it is based on the full outsourcing of the
production processes. For example, companies A and B follow
specific practices designed to minimise environmental impact: (i)
select suppliers on the basis of environmental criteria (e.g., emis-
sions levels and adoption of cleaner technologies), (ii) ask suppliers
to sign their specific company’s codes of conduct to ensure that
environmental standards are respected, (iii) establish long-term
relationships with suppliers aimed at continuous improvement,
and (iv) check the status of environmental conditions with a
transparent and continuous approach. These rules are so demanding
that company A states it faced difficulties at the beginning of this
new approach in finding suppliers amenable to these constraints.
Moreover, logistics and distribution play an important role because
they can be optimised from an environmental point of view.
Companies have improved the use and the optimisation of greener
transports by adopting practices such as vehicle routing (i.e.,
defining the transport route to minimise emissions).

The practices adopted by SAFs companies are quite different. For
the inbound supply chain, some of the practices adopted are the
same as those at GIBs, although the smaller sizes of the companies
and of the suppliers make it more difficult to use formal certifications
and structured communication systems. For example, company E
explicitly states that it cannot pursue its desire to use only certified
suppliers because the certification process dictates a minimum
company size. Supplier selection also plays a key role in this group,
and two alternative approaches emerge: despite higher prices,
company C uses only local suppliers to have a direct and close
relationship and also to reduce the impact of transportation. At
company D, although the production network is local, raw materials
often come from far away but remain within the Fair Trade network,
which reflects the company’s attention to both environmental and
social sustainability and its support for small producers and their
communities in developing countries. To pursue those same goals,
company E locates its entire production network in developing
countries such as Bangladesh and India. At all three companies, the
role of supply chain design goes beyond the inbound supply network
because the outbound supply chain design assumes a preeminent
role as well, going beyond the simple optimisation of the transports.
These companies have redesigned the outbound supply network by
selling products directly to end customers, and this solution has
allowed them to obtain higher margins, to reduce selling prices and
to invest in environmental sustainability practices. For example,
company C adopts a short supply chain strategy, considering all
the three perspectives presented by Crippa et al. (2010). Commercial
disintermediation is achieved by distributing the products directly to
the end consumer without intermediaries: the products are sent to a
single customer, the coordinator of a local exchange community, and
all other consumers can find their products there. In this manner,
transportation at all of the outbound supply chain levels is reduced.
The same practice has been adopted by company D as well.
Information transparency is obtained through the diffusion of
information about product characteristics and price (using company
web site), through the creation of an environmental culture inside
the local exchange communities, and through workshops held by the
owner himself. Company D pursues the same objectives through the
diffusion of specific documents on its website and through collabora-
tion with university students to improve common knowledge about
these topics: the objective is to develop a transparent supply chain,
looking at both costs and product characteristics. Geographical
proximity is achieved by selecting suppliers in a range of twelve
kilometres from the company. Company C introduces the same
practice from the manufacturing process, thus selecting only suppli-
ers located in the same local district.

Finally, all of the companies in the sample underscored the
role of culture, considered as the company and supply chain
partners’ sensibility towards environmental themes, in enabling
and facilitating adoption of these practices. Initiatives to foster
this culture within the single company and across firm bound-
aries in the supply chain have been identified as a key element of
a green strategy. For example, company B provides its employees
with financial incentives to buy hybrid cars; company A involves
its employees and the employees of their suppliers in green
projects (e.g., cleaning the shore of a river, planting new trees in
a park); and company D collaborates with non-profit associations
to coordinate specific environmental projects around the world.
To increase the culture and awareness of these products, several



F. Caniato et al. / Int. J. Production Economics 135 (2012) 659–670 667
companies from both groups (e.g., A and C) are emphasising the
concept of sustainable products as products of higher quality.

5.3. Environmental performance

In the assessment of environmental sustainability perfor-
mance, two very different situations were identified in the two
groups.

GIBs adopt green practices to improve a wide range of
environmental sustainability criteria, most of which are measured
and included in annual reports. The most important measured
criteria are: the use of recycled and organic materials, the
reduction of product wastes and chemical substances, the reduc-
tion of energy and water consumption, and the decrease of CO2

emissions and water pollution. Table 4 summarises the perfor-
mance dimensions of environmental sustainability that are mea-
sured in case studies A and B.

The waste problem can be addressed by working on material
selection and product waste. Choosing recycled and recyclable
materials in the product design, using them for manufacturing
and packaging, paying attention to waste and scrap production,
and selecting suppliers and partners that use them are worth-
while goals. Moreover, product waste can be reduced using a life
cycle view during the design phase, considering even the end-of-
life of each product: a best practise can be focusing on the
complete or partial reuse of the product and even its packaging.
The use of chemical substances can be managed during the
product design (e.g., use of organic fibres or avoidance of pollut-
ing substances such as polyvinyl chloride, also known as PVC),
during the manufacturing process (e.g., use of alternative meth-
ods that do not require the use of toxic substances), and along the
whole supply chain (e.g., selection of suppliers according to
environmental specifications). Even fossil energy consumption
should be reduced. Practices in this direction include the produc-
tion and the purchase of renewable energy and the use of
renewable energy in the production facilities, retail outlets, and
corporate buildings; moreover, brand owners can push all these
practices along the whole supply chain considering partners,
customers, and suppliers. Water consumption and pollution are
strictly related to the manufacturing process but can also be
evaluated during material choice or process design (e.g., organic
fibres can be produced with less water). In addition, during most
of the production steps, toxic substances and similarly harmful
products are forbidden. These practices should be followed by
both the focal companies and the whole supply chain. Even the
CO2 emissions are relevant because all processes have an impact
on this performance. One of the most critical objectives is Carbon
Neutrality, which is pursued through two different practices:
reducing emissions from manufacturing processes and transports
as well as planting new trees and producing clean energy. Despite
the good number of environmental KPIs assessed, Table 4 sug-
gests that large and certified companies do not cover all of the
dimensions suggested by the GRI. The choice of KPIs is probably
influenced also by the certifications obtained by these companies
(e.g., ISO14001 and EMAS), which impose the monitoring of
specific environmental KPIs.

Meanwhile, SAFs are small companies that have not yet intro-
duced a structured performance management system (PMS). They
have greener processes, but they do not quantify environmental
performance in a structured quantitative way because their small
size makes it difficult to set up an ad hoc performance measure-
ment system. For example, company C intends to introduce a PMS
identifying the assessment of water consumption and the amount
of CO2 emissions as priorities. Company D states its intention to be
100% sustainable, but currently no indicator has been measured;
from their point of view, the most critical criteria for the fashion
industry is the amount of water consumption. Company E has not
measured any environmental KPIs as well, but it considers as most
critical the number of certified suppliers.
6. Discussion

The results shown in the previous section provide an answer to
our research questions by comparing the two approaches to envir-
onmental sustainability in fashion supply chains. A more traditional
approach of the GIBs has been compared to the SAFs’ alternative way
to address the problem. The two approaches are different not only in
the adoption of green practices, but also in terms of the drivers that
push these companies towards sustainable models and the perfor-
mance criteria that are pursued and measured.

6.1. Green international brands

The main triggers that push GIBs to adopt green practices stem
either from the corporate values and the personal commitment of
top management or from market requirements. Indeed, compa-
nies have only recently started investing in green practices and
including green values in their strategies as end customers pay
more attention to sustainability issues.

The GIBs are well-established international corporations that
focus on product design and retailing, relying on external manufac-
turers for the production activities. As a consequence, product
design practices have shown to be highly relevant for these
companies, whereas internal processes have a low potential impact
on environmental performance. At the same time, supply chain
practices are crucial because suppliers’ environmental performance
is by far the main determinant of the final products’ environmental
footprint. Thus, the inbound supply chain has not been radically
redesigned to better respond to environmental criteria, but rather
the companies have made incremental changes affecting suppliers
(e.g., training, incentives, supplier selection, and extension of code of
conduct). Nor has the outbound supply chain been completed
revised because the majority of those companies still adhere to
traditional channels; the most significant innovations involve adop-
tion of the Internet as an additional channel (reducing the distribu-
tion steps, but not really introduced for sustainability purposes).

GIBs are concerned with a wide set of performance measure-
ments, ranging from water pollution to energy consumption. They
are setting up green performance management systems and
relying on certifications to evaluate suppliers’ performance and
on direct measures to measure internal factors.

These cases have important implications for sustainability
because they demonstrate that large companies could reshape
their supply chain to become more sustainable. Their previous
competitive positions have not been affected by this change; on
the contrary, costumers perceive the focus on sustainable pro-
ducts as an important leverage to improve product quality as
well. Beyond these interesting insights, the real question concerns
the potential for substantive change: is this is just a good story to
sell more products, or does this new way of doing business really
increase environmental sustainability? The suspicion reflects the
strong emphasis on sustainability in recent years, even though
the companies in the sample started focusing on sustainability
well in advance of the new fashion trend.

6.2. Small alternative firms

The main trigger pushing SAFs along the path towards environ-
mental sustainability has been the need to find new ways to
compete and to market their products. As mentioned before, they
were – and for a part of their business they still are – suppliers to
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international brand-owning companies, and in the last decade,
pressure to reduce costs has increased significantly. The choice of
selling their products directly to final customers has pushed these
companies to focus on particular market segments, made up of
people accustomed to purchasing clothing and other goods outside
of traditional distribution channels. These people are usually very
concerned about environmental sustainability issues, and this has
been the main reason why these companies have started investing
in green practices instead of focusing, for example, on cost reduc-
tion. The personal commitment of owners towards environmental
sustainability has played a key role as well, as the source of
inspiration for identifying this new market opportunity.

SAFs have always been manufacturers, and they directly con-
trol the main phases of the production process. The main con-
sequence is that, beside the product design, process design has a
strong impact on environmental performance, and these companies
are investing a lot on greener processes (e.g., sun drying and
natural dyeing). SAFs use green criteria to select their suppliers
and try to foster sustainability through their inbound supply
chain (by sourcing either locally or in the fair-trade context), but
the more radical change is the complete redesign of the outbound
supply chain with the goal of excluding distributors and retailers
to reach the market directly. This is not a green approach by itself,
but this radical choice makes it possible for these companies to
increasingly invest in environmental sustainability.

The SAFs in our sample do not have structured green perfor-
mance measurement systems, although all of the interview
subjects state that this will be a priority in the next years.
Moreover, their small size and the small size of their suppliers
make it difficult to apply for certification and to formally evaluate
suppliers’ green performance.

The results suggest that, in spite of the existent differences
among them (manufacturer, controller of a network of manufac-
turer, and part of a network of companies), these companies tend to
adopt quite similar behaviours in terms of drivers, practices, and
performance. In particular, company E does not implement any
practice that differs from ones identified at companies C and D,
although they have a very different perspective on the supply chain.

The existence of this second group of companies has important
implications for the recognition of sustainability as an important
managerial leverage. Despite the common belief that sustain-
ability requires high investments, these small companies have
been able to strengthen their businesses without high economic
input, and they have used this solution to find a new way of being
successful in the very traditional fashion industry. In contrast to
the previous group, the analyses suggest that the emphasis of
these companies place on sustainability provides real improve-
ment for environmental sustainability. Nevertheless, there are
real doubts concerning the long-term and large-scale applicability
of this approach, which seems very successful in the short-term
on a small-scale. The evidence that the model adopted by
company C has been replicated in the recent years by other small
Italian companies suggests that it could be a successful approach,
replicable to other companies as well; on the other hand this
topic should be further investigated in future steps, with a
longitudinal perspective to verify the validity in the long-term.

As far as the third research question is concerned, SAFs would
like to measure specific indicators but, for dimensional and
economic reasons, currently do not measure anything at all. This
suggests that companies are not clearly aware of the benefits and
impacts of sustainable practices.

6.3. Further considerations

Case study results suggest further interesting insights not
originally considered in the framework, about the existence of
trade-offs and synergies between the three pillars of sustainability,
which should be investigated further in future research. For
example, considering the environmental and economic pillars,
some issues emerge when analysing fashion companies: multi-
national companies, like the two included in the GIBs group, must
respond to doubts that the real change stems from marketing
strategy rather than true environmental concern; for small
companies, the desire to assure the company’s economic security
is perceived as stronger than environmental motivations.

Looking at the relationship between environmental and social
sustainability, two different approaches emerge. The SAFs are used
to consider the elements together, focusing simultaneously on all
the three pillars of the sustainability, because their customers are
strongly sensitive to both environmental and social issues. These
companies are new, and therefore they include in their sustainable
strategy an approach based on the Triple Bottom Line idea.
However, the GIBs who have been pursuing environmental sus-
tainability principles over the last ten years consider the two
principles as two different levers, developed independently.
7. Conclusion

In this paper, we have investigated the supply chain environ-
mental sustainability issue in the fashion industry, an industry
that is typically studied from other perspectives (e.g., brand
management, marketing and retailing).

Five cases of fashion firms that devote significant attention to
environmental issues have been studied using our research frame-
work, which analyses drivers, practices and performance indicators
for green supply chain management with the twofold perspective of
small and big companies. Two different approaches have been
identified, and they show very different features, despite their
shared final objective of improving environmental sustainability
performance. Large companies tend to focus more on products and
processes improvement, including relevant changes as well; none-
theless, these changes are incremental when compared to the ones
introduced by small companies. Small companies have been able to
completely reshape their supply chain, from both the inbound and
outbound perspectives, putting in place practices that large com-
panies cannot pursue, primarily for reasons of scale; on the contrary
large companies tend to reshape only one part of the supply chain,
either the inbound, the internal, or the outbound one, even if with a
radical perspective. Examples of radical changes implemented by
small companies include commercial disintermediation, adoption
of local suppliers, and the use of a natural drying process for leather,
not applicable, at least simultaneously, by large companies for scale
reasons.

In the next two paragraphs the implications of the paper and
the limitations and future developments will be presented.

7.1. Implications and contribution

Although this is a preliminary work, we have provided some
useful contributions to both research and practice: our framework
is an innovative synthesis of both existing and new elements that
can support future research in this direction. From a practitioner’s
point of view, some examples of practices and measurable perfor-
mance are presented, and a new business model applicable even to
small firms has been illustrated. These results may help companies
identify good practices to adopt as they pursue sustainability
objectives, depending on their specific characteristics. Moreover,
these two different approaches demonstrate the importance of
sustainability for remaining competitive in fashion industry, for
both small and large companies. The examples from small compa-
nies, in particular, suggest that a sustainability approach can be
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used to survive against the strong competition posed by countries
with low labour costs. From an academic point of view, the
development of a research framework that concurrently considers
drivers, practices and performance, not yet illustrated in the
literature, is an interesting approach to analysing real companies’
behaviour towards sustainability. In particular, the identification of
peculiarities and differences between the two groups of companies,
in terms of drivers, practices, and performance, confirms the
relevance of the two groups and of the results as well.

Finally, some insights into the trade-offs between the different
pillars of sustainability have been identified, considering in
particular the dyadic relationships between environmental and
economic sustainability, and environmental and social sustain-
ability, respectively. Further developments of the study will
analyse this point more in detail.

7.2. Limitations and future developments

The major limitation of this paper lies in the small number of
cases, which were selected among the best practices and therefore
cannot be considered representative of the whole industry; rather,
they provide examples of advanced practices that are indeed
applied in real cases. Further evidence, not only with an explora-
tive aim, will be sought using a larger sample.

Although some limitations exist, opportunities for further research
are also apparent. Future developments will surely allow researchers
to evaluate a larger sample and will provide a better understanding of
the framework’s various elements and their mutual relationships.
First, a deeper analysis of the performance could be conducted to
understand the impact that different practices have on different
measures of performance. Thus, an in-depth analysis of the existing
trade-off and synergies among different sustainability pillars is worth
studying from both an academic and a managerial perspective.

In addition, single relationships between drivers and practices
or between practices and performance could be investigated to
help companies to identify the most suitable practices given their
drivers and expected performance.

Finally, the role played by the company and supply chain
cultures (e.g., internal values, national culture, etc.) in improving
the results in a sustainable supply chain should be underscored,
as suggested by some companies of the sample.
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