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Abstract

In view of immense pressure of competition among German clothing companies it is a basic need for enterprises to assess their logistical efficiency. Potentials for rationalization often lie in the logistical system but are rarely recognized by the management. Therefore, a system providing logistical measures of comparable enterprises is useful. In contrast to a direct comparison of companies, the instrument of a supra-company comparison provides an analyze of logistical achievements by means of indexes established from real relevant measures. This article describes the new approaches of the specific performance measurement for the clothing industry.

The current situation in the clothing industry
Germany’s clothing industry is under a massive pressure of competition since many years. The growing share of fashionable products, shorter product developing times and time-to market periods, a decreasing share of pre-orders from the retailers as well as shorter times of delivery set high demands for the clothing industry. To meet these demands processes of structural adjustment are required. On the hand , due to different reasons like decreasing spending power there is a falling demand of the final consumer regarding stylish clothing which is influencing the economical situation of the whole clothing branch.

Formerly, potentials for cost saving have been exploited with priority by optimizing the production process. Substantial potentials for optimization can be expected in the logistical area. This is becoming obvious regarding the integration of the clothing industry in the whole textile chain. The production of clothing is more and more carried out at different spread sites. Indirect sections such as product development, production of initial patterns, product planning, raw- and finished material handling as well as distribution of the final products are core competencies which are still centrally beaded at the companies headquarters. The flow of material and information between the clothing industry, the retailers on the one hand and the apparel industry in the other hand offers success factors along the textile chain. There is demand for improvement of the material and information flow along the whole textile supply chain.

Identification of achievements through comparison
It is important to set up realistic and achievable objectives and measures in order to plan and control the own achievements. One possibility to identify the own rationalization potential is benchmarking. The objectives of benchmarking is to compare products, methods and processes of different companies of divisions, to evaluate the weak points and to find the processes and methods applicable in the own company: best practices (CAMP 1995). A benchmarking study should be made in cooperation with companies known as the best-in-class concerning the subject to be compared. The final goal is not only to obtain measures and identify the gap but to surpass even the measures performance. The collection of quantitative data must therefore be followed by the identification of reasons for a superior performance. Since partners are hard to find the „virtual benchmarking“ concept has been developed at the FIR at Aachen University of Technology (RWTH), using a different approach trying to avoid the problems of selection partners. Starting point has been a research project made to determine the influential factors on measures in the clothing industry.

Usually measures which had no connection to each other were taken, rarely embedded in a measurement system. If operating with metrics and systems of metrics it has to be paid attention on the fact that metrics are not put together indiscriminately (WEBER 1995). For an efficient assessment of the logistical achievement the list of metrics had to be limited to the top measure only. Simultaneously it is very important that the particular metrics are the found be means of the same definitions (WILDEMANN 1996). As an example may serve different ways to define „ readiness for delivery“. Asides counting the order value it is also possible to count quantities or the members of orders. Each definition leads to different figures for the readiness of delivery although talking about the same subject. Missing clearness relating to the basic definitions leads to massive uncertainties. Sweeping comparisons of companies are critical.

Scientific literature provides various approaches to develop logistical metrics systems. Measuring systems especially directed to the requirements of the clothing industry do not exist yet. Therefore, it has been necessary to establish an expressive measuring system considering the specific influences occurring in the clothing trade. Expressive metrics of logistical matters for the clothing industry are for example: time of delivery, readiness of delivery, quality of delivery, flexibility, share of stocks on total sales, as well as the logistical costs. 

The metrics have to be measured depending on the product spectrum, the trade, the size of company, or the structure of customer orders, to assure comparability of the data and to make valid statements about the logistical achievements. Besides an expressive matrix also the development of factors influencing the procedures in an enterprise is missing. For this, characteristics with essential meaning for the clothing industry influencing the marked metrics have to identified. Consequently, influencing factors absolutely have to be taken into consideration to avoid the comparison of „ apples and pears“.

Influencing factors for the identification of comparable enterprises

Typical specific influences for the clothing industry are: high level of fashion, low share of customer’s pre-orders, purchasing attitudes, short-living trends, or large transport distances between producer and customer, and logistical power. These factors set high requirements of the concerned enterprises. To characterize the companies following influencing factors should be considered: 1. ‘Company-specific data an program e.g. collections per year, 2. logistical organization, 3. transport and stock logistics, 4. structure of procurement and last but not least the production structure, e.g. sites of production.

Based on those data, a significance analysis was made using Kruskal-Wallis-tests to determine which factors have a statistical valid influence on which measure. This made it possible for the first time to draw individual measures for each type of company with every possible factor combination. For every measure not only the mean and the median value could be calculated but also a tolerance belt and, what is more important, the best values. The result is a comparison of the current state with the „should be“ state given through the combination of the companies.

Virtual Companies and Virtual Benchmarking

The analogy between the current state an how it „should be“ is what leads to the term „virtual companies“. In contrast to the results of one’s own real company, a virtual company is built by a combination of comparable companies. It is a company that does not exist in reality but is built through the results of the survey.

The database does not only contain average virtual companies but also virtual best-in-class data: the benchmarks. Those benchmarks can be calculated taking into account the influencing factors: benchmarks from comparable but not existing companies. The results have been transformed into a software tool. The virtual best company is a combination of the best processes of all companies that participated at the survey. The database is constantly updated by new data.

Instead of comparing average companies which was done often in the past it is now possible to compare with the best-in-class companies and see which level of excellence they are able to achieve. The virtual best company sets real benchmarks, realistic and achievable goals for process optimization. These can be communicated and will be better accepted than an “improve“ slogan from the management.

Virtual benchmarking compares measures and clearly indicates performance gaps. It does not compare processes as the classical benchmarking does. Comparing the processes would be the next step, once the gaps have been identified. The management receives information on other companies performance. The expenditure of this comparison is much lower than for a classical benchmarking study.

Conclusion

The virtual benchmarking concept is a fast and efficient instrument to get information about the performance of business processes in the clothing industry. The data is available, the search for partners to learn how well they perform is not necessary and the measures are comparable since all companies use the same definitions. 
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