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Abstract: The foundation of this study is based on the identification of the key 
performance indicators related to the sustainability of the supply chains in the ap-
parel and footwear industry. The purpose of this research is to evaluate the sus-
tainability initiatives implemented by the leading companies of the industry in or-
der to tackle the issues identified. Case studies of six leading international apparel 
and footwear companies, focused on three heterogeneous market segments, are 
analyzed in order to evaluate their sustainability efforts. This study provides a 
content analysis of dedicated official documents issued by the sample companies, 
and, through the development of a sector-specific analysis framework, examines 
the 769 identified sustainability initiatives implemented by those companies. The 
results of the research aim at achieving three different objectives: (a) identify spe-
cific key performance indicators for the sustainability of apparel and footwear in-
dustry’s supply chains; (b) investigate the sustainability efforts of the companies 
recognized as industry leaders; and (c) highlight the differences between compa-
nies focused on the different market segments. 
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1 Introduction 

Sustainability issues are particularly significant in the global supply chains of the 
apparel and footwear companies, due to the economic, environmental and social 
impacts of the operations that those companies carry out across both developing 
and under-developed countries. 

Over the past 35 years, decisions on deregulation and privatization, combined 
with the advent of the information age and globalization, have created new oppor-
tunities. But these forces have also allowed sectors, firms and individuals to cap-
ture a disproportionate amount of economic power (OXFAM, 2016). 

The garment sector is characterized by global supply chains, resulting in com-
plex relationships between the actors engaged, such as global brands, manufactur-
ers, subcontractors and material suppliers. Consequently, the actions of one entity 
in the supply chain can affect the ability of another to fulfill its social and envi-
ronmental responsibilities. For the labor-intensive garment sector, keeping wages 
low and productivity high is crucial to success. In this scenario, globalization and 
with it the increase in cross border trade have created a vast number of productive 
employment opportunities in developing economies. Since the sector requires a 
relatively low-skilled workforce and limited capital investment, this is particularly 
the case for vulnerable workers, such as unskilled women, minors and migrants, 
the vast majority of whom are employed under poor working conditions (ILO, 
2015). Too often, in the apparel and footwear industry, substantial gains are being 
made by businesses in positions of power and influence, along with resulting envi-
ronmental, social and financial costs faced by ordinary people. 

The plight of workers in garment factories captured media attention in 2013, 
when 1.134 workers were killed in the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory in Dha-
ka, Bangladesh, due to issues of fire and building safety. People are losing their 
lives as companies seek to maximize profits by evading necessary safety practices. 

As apparel and footwear supply chains have expanded globally, the focus on 
working conditions and environmental practices has intensified. There is increas-
ing agreement that, in addition to owners and operators of manufacturing facili-
ties, apparel and footwear brands are responsible for the conditions in their supply 
chains. This is especially the case where fundamental rights and protections are 
not upheld through law and enforcement systems (GRI, 2008). 

The need to distribute rewards more fairly down the supply chain in the gar-
ment sector is now well appreciated and increasingly is being called for. The pres-
sure imposed by international and local regulations, non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), customers and competitors has succeeded in raising the attention of 
practitioners toward specific sustainability issues of the supply chains in which 
such companies take part. 

In recent years, both practitioners and scholars devoted particular attention to 
the sustainability issues in the industry, and companies are increasingly undertak-
ing efforts to ensure the sustainability of their supply chains. 
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2 Theoretical Background 

Existing research on supply chain management (SCM) and on the sustainability 
issues of supply chains in the apparel and footwear industry provides a detailed 
and comprehensive background, for the analysis of the initiatives that the leading 
international companies implement in order to fulfill their responsibilities. 

Regarding sustainability related risks, the main drivers to perform risk man-
agement in environmental and social affairs are the pressures and incentives from 
stakeholders. NGOs, governments, policymakers, customers, and other stakehold-
ers are driving companies with pressure and incentives to perform supplier evalua-
tion for risk and performance as well as to develop sustainable products. Higher 
pressure from stakeholders results in companies implementing supply chain relat-
ed measures for environmental and social risks (Freise & Seuring, 2015). Seuring 
and Müller (2008) define sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) as: “The 
management of material, information and capital flows as well as cooperation 
among companies along the supply chain while taking goals from all three dimen-
sions of sustainable development, i.e. economic, environmental and social, into 
account which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements.” 

Existing literature provides clear evidence for the positive effect that sustaina-
ble supply chain management has on the performance and competitiveness of sup-
ply chains, as such developing a strong business case for SSCM. Yu, Chavez, 
Feng, and Wiengarten (2014) find that SSCM with customers and suppliers are 
significantly and positively associated with flexibility, delivery, quality and cost 
performances. They suggest that building collaborative SSCM relationships with 
customers enables a firm to better understand customer requirements and better 
forecast customer demand, thus allowing the focal company to provide better 
quality and more innovative products at lower cost and more flexibly. On the other 
hand, integration with suppliers allows the firm to be rapidly updated on the pro-
gress of its orders at the supplier’s plant and to decide jointly with the supplier the 
most appropriate plan modifications to accommodate final customer requests, thus 
bearing lower production cost, fast and reliable deliveries and greater ability to 
cope with unforeseen events. Ultimately, Zhu and Sarkis (2004) focusing on the 
economic performance of supply chains, prove that enterprises having higher lev-
els of adoption of SSCM practices have better positive economic performance im-
provements and less negative economic performance improvements. 

2.1 Research Questions 

• RQ1: Which initiatives can be identified as key performance indicators in the 
evaluation of the sustainability strategies that apparel and footwear companies 
implement across their supply chains? 
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• RQ2a: What are the efforts being made by the leading international companies 
in order to enhance the sustainability of their global supply chains? 

• RQ2b: To which extent are those companies implementing the initiatives iden-
tified as sustainability key performance indicators? 

• RQ3: Are there any substantial differences between the leading international 
companies focused on heterogeneous market segments? 

3 Methodology 

In order to investigate the sustainability issues of the supply chains in the apparel 
and footwear industry, this research conducts a detailed content analysis of the 
codes of conduct and sustainability reports issued by the leading international 
companies identified among three heterogeneous market segments. 

 
Tab. 1 Sample companies selected for the research 

The research is based on secondary data collected (in 2015) from publicly 
available documents published by the sample companies selected. The sample 
consists of six apparel and footwear companies focused on three heterogeneous 
market segments and identified as international leaders in their respective sectors. 
The analysis framework used to analyze the secondary data gathered was devised 
from existing sustainable supply chain management literature, and from the prin-
ciples and guidelines put forward by two internationally established organizations 
such as the United Nations Global Compact and the Global Reporting Initiative. 

Combining the UNGC’s principles and policy areas with the general and sec-
tor-specific performance indicators and topics identified by the GRI, a framework 
was developed, in order to analyze the sustainability initiatives undertaken by the 
sample companies. It was organized in two main Categories, the Environmental 
Category and the Social Category; then in Subcategories, following the GRI 
methodology; and further split into Topics and Aspects, with the respective Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs). 
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The procedure led to the recognition of 22 Topics, 9 into the Environmental 
Category and 13 into the four different Subcategories of the Social Category. A to-
tal number of 107 Aspects, together with the respective key performance indica-
tors, were identified: 39 in the Environmental Category and 68 in the Social Cate-
gory. In the latter, 22 KPIs were identified in both the Labor Practices and Decent 
Work Subcategory and in the Human Rights Subcategory, 15 in the Society Sub-
category, and 9 in the Product Responsibility Subcategory. 

 
Tab. 2 Categories, Subcategories and Topics identified in the Analysis Framework 

Through the development of the analysis framework the first research question, 
namely RQ1, is being answered. The 107 Aspects identified within the different 
Topics outline the critical issues on which apparel and footwear companies need 
to focus their efforts, in order to ensure the sustainability of their supply chains. 

4 Results 

The analysis conducted on the secondary data gathered from the documents issued 
by the companies of the research sample produced two kinds of results. Fig. 1 dis-
plays how many initiatives are being implemented by each company, while Fig. 2 
displays the results arising from the comparison between companies’ initiatives 
and the KPIs identified in the analysis framework, providing further and comple-
mentary information for the purpose of the research. 

Inditex, H&M and Adidas each undertake more than 150 sustainability initia-
tives, followed closely by Nike. PVH carries out slightly more than 100 initiatives, 
while Ralph Lauren is the company that implements the lowest number of sustain-
ability initiatives among the research sample. In the Environmental Category the 
companies focused on the Premium market segment implement a much lower 
number of sustainability initiatives compared to the other companies of the sam-
ple. The total number of initiatives implemented in the Social Category is much 
higher for each company, with Ralph Lauren lagging behind the other brands. The 
sample companies are directing their efforts to a greater extent toward the Social 
Category, where they are undertaking a much higher number of initiatives. 
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Fig. 1 Sustainability initiatives implemented by the sample companies 

769 sustainability initiatives were identified in total through the analysis of the 
secondary data collected from the documents published by the sample companies. 
262 of those initiatives were identified inside the Environmental Category, while 
507 are categorized inside the Social Category. This can be explained in the light 
of the higher number of KPIs and Topics included into the Social Category. 
Therefore, due to its wider scope, it is to be expected that a higher number of sus-
tainability initiatives will be targeted at the issues of the Social Category. 

In order to evaluate the sustainability strategies of the sample companies, in 
addition to determining the extent of their efforts in terms of the number of initia-
tives implemented, it is useful to specify the extent to which the initiatives under-
taken by the companies cover the KPIs identified in the analysis framework. 

 
Fig. 2 KPIs covered by the sustainability initiatives of the sample companies 

The analysis reveals that none of the sample companies manages to cover two 
thirds of the KPIs identified as fundamental for the sustainability of the apparel 
and footwear industry. H&M is the company that covers the most KPIs, at a rate 
of slightly more than six KPIs covered out of every ten (60,7%). Nike, Adidas and 
Inditex each achieve similar levels of commitment, covering over half of the KPIs 
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(from Inditex with 53,3%, to Nike and Adidas with 54,2%). At the same time 
PVH and Ralph Lauren, the companies focused on the Premium market segment, 
do not achieve that same 50% milestone, showing the lowest level of commitment. 
Similar rates of KPIs coverage are reflected both in the Environmental Category 
and in the Social Category. 

Overall, the data and the statistics displayed in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 provide a com-
prehensive answer to the research questions RQ2a and RQ2b, by detailing the 
number of sustainability initiatives carried out by each company, as well as the 
rate of KPIs covered by each company through its initiatives. 

5 Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to identify the critical areas and issues related to 
the sustainability of the supply chains in the apparel and footwear industry, and to 
investigate the efforts undertaken by the leading companies of the industry in or-
der to cope with the issues identified. Six companies were selected, inside three 
heterogeneous market segments of the apparel and footwear industry. By means of 
analyzing the sustainability initiatives implemented by those companies, it is pos-
sible to evaluate their sustainability strategies and their levels of commitment. 

The analysis framework, through the identification of 107 KPIs, provides the 
answer to RQ1 and facilitates the evaluation of the sustainability strategies and ef-
forts of the companies doing business in the apparel and footwear industry. 

The data analysis, through the recognition and evaluation of the sustainability 
initiatives of the sample companies provides the answer to RQ2a. Furthermore, in 
order to determine the extent to which the sample companies’ efforts comply with 
the KPIs identified in the analysis framework, the sustainability initiatives that 
they undertake were compared to those KPIs, and the results reported provide the 
answer to RQ2b. The levels of sustainability commitment reached by the apparel 
and footwear industry leaders signal that replicating the best practices of these in-
dustry leaders can lead to effective standpoints and sustainability strategies. 

The determination of the level of sustainability commitment reached by the in-
dustry leaders selected for the research sample provides useful insights for the 
companies doing business in the apparel and footwear industry, which aim at 
learning from the best practices of the leaders and at widening their compliance 
with the KPIs identified as fundamental for the whole industry. 

The detailed analysis of the sustainability initiatives undertaken by the sample 
companies reveals several substantial differences between companies focused on 
the heterogeneous market segments selected within the apparel and footwear in-
dustry. The companies focused on the Premium market segment (i.e. PVH and 
Ralph Lauren) implement a lower total number of sustainability initiatives than 
those focused on the Sportswear and Fast Fashion segments (i.e. Nike, Adidas, In-
ditex and H&M). This is particularly the case for the environmental bottom line. 
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Furthermore, the Premium companies are characterized by lower rates of KPIs 
coverage, especially with regard to the environmental bottom line where the sus-
tainability initiatives have a more quantitative nature. Their efforts signal that they 
are primarily focused on complying with legal and industry regulations with min-
imal intrusion of sustainability initiatives into their core strategies and business 
functions. These deductions provide the answer to RQ3. 

The results are useful to practitioners and scholars interested in developing 
their understanding of (a) the critical areas and issues related to the sustainability 
of the supply chains in the apparel and footwear industry, and (b) the sustainability 
strategies and the levels of commitment of the leading companies of the industry. 
The framework and the conclusions provide a foundation for further research. 

Like all research, this is subject to several limitations, associated with the sam-
ple size and the methodology. The research sample consists of six companies and 
although it provides useful insights for both scholars and practitioners, new studies 
shall deepen the results of this research by analyzing more sustainability reports 
issued by other companies of the apparel and footwear industry. The research re-
lies on publicly available secondary data issued by the companies themselves, 
therefore, it suffers from the limitations of similar studies that analyze companies' 
publications, namely the quality of the secondary data collected. The qualitative 
approach used to study and analyze the information gathered represents the latter 
limitation of this research. Future research should integrate the qualitative ap-
proach of this research with quantitative studies, in order to explore the substantial 
quality differences between the sustainability reports and secondary data of, pref-
erably, a greater number of companies. 
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