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Validating Hypothesis
The US was selected as the most suitable
destination to carry out research as it was
felt that this was the most competitive
market – it is also Sri Lanka’s biggest buyer –
so it made sense to focus our understanding
here because it had the potential to create
the biggest impact.

The research was a qualitative study as we
intended to obtain insights to understand the
key criteria which drove the decision-making
process with these buyers. We also
approached key influencers who were lower-
level executives in the purchasing
department.

The essential purpose was to validate our
assumptions and provide a basis for a clear
long-term positioning for Sri Lanka Apparel.
We were not fishing for information, since
we had a very limited budget and did not
have the luxury of carrying out follow-up
studies.

The outcome of the research challenged
some of our hypotheses. For example, the
industry was thought to be too
underdeveloped to be able to promise a
‘partnering’ solution which required much
more significant physical integration with the
buyers.This led us to explore other areas of
competencies.

Good manufacturing practices were
constantly sought after and assurances
related to this was an important aspect that
surfaced.This highlighted one of Sri Lanka’s
core capabilities of the industry – ethical
manufacturing free of child labour and
devoid of human-rights violations.

The study found that ethical manufacturing
was a crucial point of differentiation which
had still not been leveraged by any country.
Awareness of the need to ensure ethical
manufacturing was already in place –
primarily amongst the buyers – following the
Nike sweatshop scandal some years before.

Hence, the ethical-manufacturing
positioning was thought to be highly relevant
and persuasive as being a criterion which
would get buyers to look at an alternative
sourcing destination.

Research concluded that this positioning
clearly resonated with current and potential
buyers.This offer coming from Sri Lanka was
thought to be credible, supporting the
sophistication of the industry in our country.

The apparel industry in Sri Lanka was
some 30 years old, and was therefore quite a
mature industry when compared to the
other competitor countries. It is at the
forefront of industrial excellence and social
responsibility in Asia, conforming and
complying with the norms of ethical sourcing
backed by strong legislation. And over the
past decade, as global interest focused on
how, where and by whom products were
made, Sri Lanka Apparel was already ahead
of the curve.

Developing the Strategy
The key challenge now was how we
developed this into a strategy based on the
minuscule budget that was available.

The answer lay in aligning the industry fully
behind this concept.This was easier said than
done.There were many stakeholders, with

different interests. For example,
there are many apparel
manufactures, each with different
standards, which somehow needed
to be brought together holistically
in order to offer a consistent brand
promise.

Clearly, the brand offering had to
take into account the diversity of
manufacturing standards, and this
had to be addressed in order for
the brand to be credible. In order
to do so, the brand ‘ethos’ was
articulated by the industry.This
established that Sri Lanka Apparel
was free of child labour, had ethical
working conditions free of forced

labour, free of discrimination on any grounds
and free of sweatshop practices.

All of this was linked to various industry
initiatives such as rural-poverty alleviation,
women’s empowerment, educational and
training support, environmental initiatives and
working towards a better quality of life for all.

The industry believes that female workers
have become change agents on a wide range
of issues from children’s education to health
issues. Hence, by creating a more equitable
society, women can make a profound impact
on the quality of life of the people and the
development of society as a whole.

With 270,000 people directly employed
(and one million indirectly linked to the
industry) it is big enough to make a
significant contribution to Sri Lanka’s quality
of life.

With the belief that one cannot have a
better life without a clear understanding of
the key issues that confront them, both
professionally and personally, Sri Lanka
Apparel’s mission has progressed beyond the
workplace to the community to include pro-
people initiatives.

Supporting the Strategy
Sri Lanka is, in fact, the only outsourced
manufacturing country in Asia which has
signed up to 27 of the International Labour
Organization (ILO) Core Conventions
covering areas such as prohibition of forced
labour and prohibition of child labour. In
addition, the country’s strong labour
legislation demands safe and healthy working
conditions, governed hours of work, social
and security-fund contributions and
environmental-protection standards.

In recognition, Sri Lanka is the only
country in Asia to have been granted
concessions by the European Union (EU)
under the GSP+ scheme for good
governance, which entitles duty-free imports
under certain criteria to the EU.

On the environmental aspects, Sri Lanka
Apparel supports many initiatives focused on
minimising its impact on nature. Much effort
is being made to create sustainable growth
by protecting the environment, both at the
workplace and in the community.
International standards of recycling, effluent
treatment and waste-management practices
are followed to run the operations at
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Building brands is complex and takes
considerable time, effort and focus.This is
true of products as well as of services.The
task then, of building a brand for a total
industry, would be so much more complex.

As a result, there are no branded
industries in Sri Lanka although we have a
business history going back some 150 years.
The tea industry – one of the oldest
industries in the country – does not have an
all-encompassing brand.Yes, we have the
Ceylon Tea ‘trademark’, which is only a
trademark or sign, it is not a brand.

A product or a sign becomes a brand only
if it stands for consistent and coherent
functional and emotional values which are
unique.These have to be actively built and
managed over time. Much of Sri Lanka’s tea
is still sold in bulk, and it is a commodity in
which price plays a critical role. It is the
Dilmah, Mlesna and the Akbar brands which
have built a business around brands. And
these brands are as powerful as Coca-Cola
and Apple in their ability to draw vivid
emotional triggers in the minds of their loyal
consumers in different parts of the world.

Sri Lanka Tourism, too, has been dabbling
with creating a brand. Some years ago it
came up with an advertising slogan ‘A land
like no other’ but once again, this is not a
brand, it’s an advertising pay-off line which
will change over time. Powerful brands do
not change.They have a specific positioning
which is maintained consistently.

Sri Lanka Apparel is, therefore, the very
first local industry to go through a strategic
process of creating a brand for itself. A brand
that can compete with the apparel industries
of other countries in this highly competitive
market with a unique positioning.

This initiative is expected to lead Sri Lanka
Apparel to create a point of preference,
leading to the establishment of a much
stronger platform from which to command
better prices in the global marketplace.

The key starting point is to establish the
framework for the marketing plan. Based on
the realities of this business, it was
established right at the outset that we would
focus all our efforts on the industry itself,
rather than dissipate our meagre resources
by approaching the end purchaser, the
consumer.

The overall plan, which was formulated by

STING Consultants, was therefore highly
focused with a clear objective, which was to
directly approach the core buyers of the
large apparel manufacturing companies based
in the US, the UK and Europe, and convince
them to look at Sri Lanka as a preferred
sourcing destination. Essentially, a B2B
marketing plan, amongst a maximum of 500
potential apparel buyers.

The logic was that if we could convince a
small proportion of the top companies to
switch a small percentage of their orders
through this marketing effort, it may well
make a huge impact on the local industry.
The switching, however, must happen
through a value-added incentive and not
solely based on cutting price – that was the
challenge.

Start with Available Information
The starting point in any strategic exercise is
to gather all the available information.This
information very often does not reside in
reports and presentations – it lies within
people who are working in the industry.

There is always a huge reservoir of
information based on real-life experiences
which should be tapped into and skilfully
distilled down to form conclusions.The first
step therefore, was to have a brainstorm
workshop to understand the barriers and
opportunities for growth in the local apparel
industry.

There were several hypotheses that came
out of this which were directly linked to the
purchase-drivers for large international
buyers (see chart below). Price often plays
such an important role that the challenge in
exercises such as these, is to set aside this
factor (temporarily) and look at value-adding
purchase-drivers as the key to the solution.

This analysis led us to developing a
framework for possible positioning for the
future Sri Lanka Apparel brand.

In building a brand, it is essential that the
agreed positioning should be enduring, so it
can be sustained over the long term.This
required us to ensure that we based our
strategy on facts and not just on gut feel,
which led us to validating our hypothesis.

Recognising the importance of this, an
investment was made into market research.

The selected research partner approached
this exercise in a highly innovative manner.
The Nielsen Company (formerly ACNielsen)
who carried out this part of the project sent
one of its local researchers to New York to
conduct the study.

A local person was thought to be more
appropriate in order to obtain first-hand
information and feedback through this
research.The researcher was thus able to
have direct contact with a representative
sample of key decision makers in apparel
companies that were operating in the New
York area.

A Case for Industry
Branding – Sri Lanka
Apparel
STING Consultants

Sri Lanka Apparel is Ethical



GAP

Mattel

These examples clearly demonstrate the
differentiation that Sri Lanka Apparel can
make as a reliable manufacturer in an
increasingly interconnected world, which is
now more acutely aware of global social
responsibilities.The way companies do
business is now directly linked to their
performance which in turn impacts the
return on investment to shareholders.

Despite these factors, the issue that the
apparel industry has to contend with is the
relentless drive of buyers to obtain their
supply requirements at the lowest possible

price.This is dictated by the need to
continue to improve margins to provide
better returns. Consumers too are extremely
price-conscious and shop for apparel which
provides the best value.

Maintaining an ethical manufacturing
practice is not cheap.There is a cost to this
which apparel buyers and consumers need
to appreciate.The dilemma will always
remain, balancing higher priced products
which are manufactured under good
conditions, with lower priced cheaper
product which may not have all the social

assurances.
Sri Lanka’s challenge, therefore, is to move

up the value chain, increasingly providing
more intricate and complex apparel whilst
ensuring that its manufacturing capabilities
are the best in the world.Yet, there is a need
to be price-competitive, which means energy
costs need to be low, transportation needs
to be more efficient and the industry still has
to rely on a globally competitive wage to
workers.

Thus, the Sri Lanka Apparel brand has to
play this vital role of creating an overall
higher-value perception by encompassing
these important emotional aspects and
capturing them within the brand.This must
lead to large influential buyers looking at Sri
Lanka as the ideal sourcing destination which
is able to meet the requirements of their
stakeholders.

The long-term goal is to be able to
eventually reach out to consumers
themselves, and to establish the unique
value-added capabilities of Sri Lanka Apparel,
similar to what the British used to believe
about Ceylon Tea, many decades ago.

Whilst those running the Ceylon Tea
industry did not foresee the value of an
overall industry branding initiative at that
time – and let the opportunity slip through –
the apparel industry on the other hand, can
foresee the future and is leading the charge
through a highly differentiated brand strategy
in the global marketplace.
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optimum environmental efficiency.
In order to ensure that we are able to

deliver on the brand promise, formalising a
self-regulatory and monitoring system was
essential.To implement this aspect, Sri Lanka
Apparel commissioned the Swiss-based SGS
Group, the world’s largest organisation in the
field of inspection, verification, testing and
certification, to monitor the Sri Lanka
Apparel Code of Conduct.This certification
was crucial to support the brand offering
and to ensure that the diverse organisations
which form Sri Lanka Apparel is brought
under an integrated net.

The SGS Group which specialises in this
field has more than 250 auditors with social
accountability expertise in 40 countries.

Creating the Brand Identity
The brand strategy based on the overall
framework of the project which had been
established right at the outset, was to take
this compelling proposition directly to the
500 core decision makers based in the US,

Europe and the UK.
The challenge was to then bring the brand

to life through a compelling creative idea,
relevant to that core group.

Grey Worldwide conceptualised the
brand, visualising the brand identity and
creating the now famous line ‘Garments
without Guilt’.

The supporting collateral reinforced this
idea, through a fully integrated direct
marketing campaign.

The limited budget necessitated that we
keep away from conventional media and
reach out through other channels. Direct
one-on-one communication is a key method
of disseminating the message. Industry
exhibitions showcased Sri Lanka’s ethical
brand which has been able to reach out
through websites and innovative Web-
marketing initiatives which are extremely cost
effective.

Achievements
The brand was launched to the local industry

in August 2006.The international launch took
place at the FATEX exhibition in France in
November 2007. Soon after its launch Sri
Lanka Apparel were commended for this
initiative at a presentation which was made
to senators, their representatives, chambers
and NGOs in Washington D.C.

Meanwhile the industry is now using the
Garments Without Guilt tags on sample
clothing which are sent to buyers throughout
the world.The supporting marketing
collateral is also being used by individual
companies in their promotional initiatives.

Plans are under way to implement a viral
marketing initiative on the Web. In addition,
the message has been disseminated through
forums such as the ILO and the Ceylon
Chamber’s Economic Summit. Further
initiatives are planned at environmental and
social-responsibility forums.

Future
In September 2007, Mattel, a manufacturer of
toys, suspended supplies from China due to
the detection of products which contained
material that was potentially poisonous to
children.

And, in October 2007, Sri Lanka’s single
largest buyer GAP Inc. of the US, found that
one of their suppliers in India was using child
labour.This resulted in GAP halting all
supplies from India, to investigate this and to
review their sourcing partners.

Such news obviously has significant impact
on the performance of these companies,
with dire consequences to shareholders, as
can be seen from the charts.

Indian sweatshop announcement
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