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Abstract
Unibrands is a small company that has implemented a postponement strategy without
knowing it. However, they have not implemented completely because they do not know 
the theories behind it. This report is an attempt to understand and analyze the problems 
of the implementation of postponement in the supply chain of Unibrands, in terms of 
examining the theoretical succeeds factors of postponement implementation in the case 
of Unibrands.
The purpose is to determine what type of postponement strategy the supply chain use 
and what factors can hinder the use of postponement strategy in a SME fashion supply 
chain by applying an qualitative research approach. The collection of empirical data was 
through the interview guide approach in which we used meetings and telephone inter-
views with people representing Unibrands and their contact trading company. 
The results of this research can be concluded in few perspectives. Unibrands is imple-
menting postponement in an improper format, with the results of several gaps in the 
supply chain related to the success factor in postponement. The request for the fully 
customization in colors and materials, the bottleneck of relationship developing which is 
caused by factory manager,  complicated procedures for sample testing, and lack of 
knowledge of different relationships in the supply chain. Postponement is never perfect, 
but for Unibrands some problems could very well hinder the efficiency in the supply 
chain. Solutions are proposed to solve the problems in chain. The proposals suggest re-
lationship improvement and information sharing. In addition, culture adaptation by in-
volving the right people in the right process.
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1 Introduction

This chapter will present mainstream of the study. It will include the purpose of this thesis as well as the 
background and problem.

1.1  Background

The traditional view of competition among companies has always been on individual 
terms where a business has to differentiate itself from others in order to survive. How-
ever, such mindset may not work as efficient as is used to when the customers are de-
manding more than an individual firm can handle (Lam and Postle, 2006). Firms realize 
that they can no longer compete effectively in isolation from their suppliers or other or-
ganization in the supply chain, and are realizing the benefit of a collaborative relationship
with other organizations as well as within. Depending on the market, an effective supply 
chain is required, especially when demand is shifting from mass production to mass cus-
tomization (Lam and Postle, 2006).

In Biao, Burns and Backhouse (2006), competitive marketplace forces companies pro-
vide customized products and quickly filled orders, and still, customers do not want to 
pay a premium price for the customization and availability. Building up inventory is a 
common method to provide protection from potential stock outs caused by unpredicted 
demand. However, many companies are exploring different strategies to this in response 
to constantly changing demands. Feitzinger and Lee (1997) call such strategy mass cus-
tomization, where the key is postponing the task until the latest possible point.

When the market demand suddenly change, it is very difficult to forecast the demand, 
which in the end creates the difficulty to control inventory build-up, after-sales support 
and overhead for product support (Rietze, 2006; Swaminathan and Lee, 2003).  Manag-
ing the supply chain effectively includes thinking creatively of how to improve the chain 
more agile by integrating, perform logistics and manufacturing activities (Pagh and Coo-
per, 1998). One of the creative thinking is postponement strategy, which enables the or-
ganization to offer opportunity to achieve delivery of products in a time and cost effec-
tive way, and at the same time improving the processes and production methods, and 
providing mass customization (Pagh and Cooper, 1998). This strategy is widely used by 
many industrial giants and the curiosity of using them and how to implement it success-
fully has been a great interest to both researches and businesses (Yeung et al, 2007).
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1.2 Problem statement

In an apparel company’s product, range the percentage of the fashion offerings was 
smaller than it is nowadays. However, with constantly changing and individualizing cus-
tomer demand, the fashion assortment has increased rapidly over the last twenty years 
(Abernathy, et al, 1999; Azuma, et al, 2004; Christopher, 2005). One of the main reasons 
is that this is the epoch of heightened fashion awareness, which have resulted into greater 
variety and more frequent assortment changes.

The unpredictability and short life cycle of fashion items bring to high risks of shortage 
(lost sales) and excess stock, which results in markdowns (Nuttle, et al, 1991). Therefore, 
speed and flexibility are the important requirements for the fashion supply chain (Fisher,
1997; Abernathy, et al, 1999; Al-Zubaidi and Tyler, 2004). The key in today’s fashion 
market is to keep an eye on and react to customer demand. Although few companies 
have been able to cut their fashion lead times to a few month or even weeks, generally 
long lead times up to 12 months are still the case for many (Barry, 2004; adidas, 2005; 
Mattila, 1999; Cerruti and Harrison, 2006; Rabenasolo and Jolly-Desodt, 2004). Not sur-
prisingly, many apparel companies announce supply chain development programs, in or-
der to improve the foundation of their competitive advantage, to create the ability to re-
spond rapidly to customer demand for fashion items (Azuma, et al, 2004, p.62; Adidas, 
2005; Liz Claiborne, 2005; Mango, 2004; H&M, 2005). 

Unibrands is small company with high sense of fashion. They are operating in the fast 
fashion industry for seasonal products. They design and use Chinese manufacturer to 
produce apparel for people in all ages and sex. Although they provide all sorts of prod-
ucts, there is only one product line that is a non-seasonal dependent. The rainwear sec-
tion for children is the only product that does require a special design each time a cus-
tomer places an order. It is usually a regular customer that needs rainwear 
for children. Since the product does not change much in design, it is easier to produce it 
repetition-based, since it is an exact type or a very similar one. In the end, there is not 
specific need to sample it, test the product etc. 

The company is expanding in an incredible rate because of the frequency of the orders 
and the quantity in each order. Frankly, they cannot receive any more orders due to 
overcapacity in all of their Chinese manufacturers in China. As mentioned, the rainwear 
is a repetition-based product that is growing. Therefore, it is very suitable for this prod-
uct category to utilize postponement somewhere in the process. The company is in ad-
vanced stage the logistic and production, which they fully understand the impor-
tance responsiveness and agile chain. However, do they understand what strategy they 
are using and how it theoretically improve the supply chain when once applied success-
fully? In addition, to study what kind of factors involves implementing a successful post-
ponement.
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1.3 Purpose 

Determine what type of postponement strategy the supply chain use and what factors 
hinder the use of postponement strategy in Unibrands supply chain. 

1.4 Definition

There are multiple definitions of what determines the size SME (Small and Medium En-
terprises) and LSE (Large-Scale Enterprises). The European commission (Small Business 
Europe, 2007) sets a definition as independent enterprises that have fewer than 250 em-
ployees and an annual turnover not exceeding £34 million or a balance sheet not exceed-
ing £29 million. The definition also includes micro enterprises with fewer than 10 em-
ployees with a turnover and balance sheet that does not exceed £1.4 million, and small 
enterprises as fewer than 50 employees, annual turnover/balance sheet not exceeding 
£6.8 million. The authors have set themselves on focusing solely on the amount of em-
ployees, <=250 employees in the chain. Everything above £34 million in turnover and 
=>250 was classified as LSE.

For the definition of our topic, postponement, it refers to a concept whereby activities in 
the supply chain are delayed until a demand is realized (Bucklin, 1965; Van Hoek, 2001). 
Analyzing the whether supply postponement is feasible implement or not, has two dif-
ferent perspectives. The first one is looking at it from a production point of view. Is it
possible to produce semi-finished product, which based on the current machine or 
handmade configuration? Is there any space to hold the semi-finished product?  How 
long does it take to ship things from one point to another? The second view is more ab-
stract, where it is possible to look into the environment, rules of the game, attitudes, 
mentality, culture, etc.

1.5 Delimitations

This thesis will only focus on the Swedish company, Unibrands, and their Chinese sup-
pliers. Due to the uncontrolled reasons, we can’t reach the chinese manufacturers directly 
and  we can’t say this is a  completed supply chain , since we  can’t conclude raw material 
suppliers either.mainly we through unibrands’ chinese contact firm to get necessary in-
formation about the manufacturer.
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Disposition of the thesis

Chapter 1 - Introduction

This chapter will present mainstream of the study. It will include the purpose of this the-
sis as well as the background and problem.

Chapter 2 – Frame of reference

This chapter aim to discuss the theories behind the problem. It includes postponement 
strategies, the industry, supply chain management in Asia and critical Success factors.

Chapter 3 - Method

Method is the second mainstream of this thesis. This part describes the course of action 
of collecting data, analyzing data, selecting samples and what type of interviews used. In 
addition, there are also theories about research methodology as a background, then ra-
tionales for choosing the certain methods and techniques will be discusses as well as 
some issues about reliability and validity of this research.

Chapter 4 - Empirical findings

This empirical part presents the main activities and relations of three participants which 
implementing manufacturing postponement strategy within a fast fashion supply chain.
Through responses gathered during personal interviews with the companies’ representa-
tives, this chapter proceeds by providing background information, followed by compa-
nies` and the interviewees` overview. Then, the responses by all interviewees to the list 
of interview questions in appendix 2 are presented. 

Chapter 5 - Analysis

This chapter holds the analysis and the conclusions, which consist of a comparison, and 
an evaluation of the opinions gathered in the empirical study and the theoretical frame-
work. The analysis follows the same categorization of the investigated success factors as 
before. Problem summarizing are drawn and presented after finished all factors analysis

Chapter 6 - Conclusion

This chapter presents the main findings from the studies in connection with the purpose 
of study and the literature reviewed. It draws conclusion regarding the research and gives 
alternative ways of improvements. The proposed suggestions will also an outcome of our 
thesis paper.
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2 Frame of Reference

This chapter aim to discuss the theories behind the problem. It includes postponement strategies, the in-
dustry, supply chain management in Asia and critical Success factors.

2.1 Historical review of Postponement

Supply chain management strategies varied from which they originate and the customers 
they are to serve. Nevertheless, the intent of many of these strategies is consistent: re-
duce uncertainty and cost while satisfy customer needs. The focus of this research effort, 
postponement, is an attempt to do both. 
Postponement refers to a concept whereby activities in the supply chain are delayed until 
a demand is realized (Bucklin, 1965; Van Hoek, 2001). Many researchers suggest that 
postponement has the potential to improve responsiveness while reducing inventory, 
storage, transportation, and obsolescence costs (Yang et al., 2004a).
Postponement literature dates back to 1950 at what time Alderson argued that overall 
costs could be reduced by postponing a differentiating stage of production (Alderson, 
1950). After 15 years, Bucklin (1965) extended the concept of postponement by viewing 
it as a good opportunity to shift the risk of owning goods from one position in a supply 
chain to another. In addition, he developed the complementary concept of postpone-
ment, namely speculation, which means changing form and moving goods to inventories 
as early as possible to reduce the cost of supply chain.
Moreover, there are two key and very well known contributions to the concept of post-
ponement which identified by Cooper, and Zinn and Bowersox. Cooper identified four 
different postponement strategies for global brands-the bundled manufacturing strategy, 
the unicentric strategy, the deferred assembly strategy, and the deferred packing strategy. 
It was later described as consisting of five specific types: four different strategies of form 
postponement (labeling, packaging, assembly, and manufacturing) plus time postpone-
ment. (Zinn and Bowersox, 1988), Pagh and Cooper (1998) developed a simple and con-
ceptual model to explain the scope of postponement strategies that companies could im-
plement. They identified four generic strategies: full speculation, logistics postponement, 
manufacturing postponement and full postponement

2.2 Identification of generic postponement strategy

2.2.1 Speculation
The converse concept of postponement is speculation that represents those changes in 
form, and the movement of goods to forward inventories. It should be made at the earli-
est possible time in the marketing flow in order to reduce the costs of the marketing sys-
tem. As in the case of postponement, application of speculation strategy can lead to the 
reduction of various types of costs. Speculation allows ordering goods in large quantities 
rather than in small frequent orders thus reduces the costs of sorting and transportation
and finally permits the reduction of uncertainty in a variety of ways. Bucklin (1965)
Boone (2007).
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Logistics
speculation Postponement

decentralized inven-
tories

Centralized invento-
ries & direct distribu-
tion

speculation

make to in-
ventory

The full speculation 
strategy

The logistics post-
ponement strategy

Manufacturing

Postponement

make to order

The manufacturing 
postponement strat-
egy

The full postpone-
ment strategy

Table 1 - A matrix of generic postponement-speculation strategies (adapted from Pagh and Cooper 1998)

Pagh and Cooper (1998) used a two by two matrix of generic postponement-speculation 
strategies (see Table 1 for an adapted version) identifies four generic supply chain Post-
ponement Speculation strategies, by combining manufacturing and logistics postpone-
ment and speculation. The matrix will be referred to as the "P/S-Matrix". As in the Table 
1, the rows of the matrix represent manufacturing postponement or speculation is em-
ployed, and the columns represent logistics postponement or speculation is employed. 
The dimensions are the degree of postponement-speculation in logistics and manufactur-
ing. Logistics can range from a speculative strategy where inventories are speculatively 
distributed, and consequently decentralized, to a postponement strategy where distribu-
tion is postponed, and therefore inventories are centralized. Manufacturing can range 
from a speculative strategy characterize to postponement strategy characterize.
Based on (Pagh and Cooper, 1998), the four strategies are, the full speculation strategy, 
the logistics postponement strategy, the manufacturing postponement strategy, and the 
full postponement strategy.

2.2.2 The full speculation strategy 
This strategy is traditionally the most often used by companies, Cooper (1993). Based on 
inventory forecasts, full speculation of all manufacturing and logistics operations is adept. 
From (Pagh and Cooper, 1998), the retailer/customer order point is positioned at the 
lowest level downstream in the supply chain, see figure 1. The manufacturing operations 
are prior to the differentiation of product by location. The product is stocked close to 
customers, and then distributed through a decentralized distribution system.
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Figure 1 - Illustration of the full speculation strategy adapted from Pagh and Cooper (1998).

An illustrative example of employing this strategy is Xerox, (Camp and Colbert, 1997).
Xerox has been working hard on integrating the supply chain from supplier to end cus-
tomer since 1990. A main result of the work was three envisioned integrated supply chain 
P/S-strategies by identifying three different supply chains P/S needs. One of these needs 
was for Xerox's standard commodity products (plug-and play products such as: small 
workstations, small copiers, etc.). These products are now fully manufactured and dis-
tributed in forecasting future demand. Commodity stocks are held close to customers, 
because short delivery time is a fundamental order-winning condition. 
The consequences of employing the full speculation strategy are difficult to generalize. 
Advantage is that full manufacturing and logistics economies of scale can be achieved, 
since products can be both manufactured and distributed in large lot-sizes, Bucklin 
(1965). However, due to the decentralized inventories, the inventory investment will be 
high, the highest of all four of the P/S-strategies. 

2.2.3 The manufacturing postponement strategy 

Cooper (1993)'s deferred packaging and assembly strategies are strongly related to the 
manufacturing postponement strategy identified by (Pagh and Cooper, 1998). They pri-
marily differ in the degree of form postponement employed. Therefore, these post-
ponement strategies can fit within the manufacturing postponement strategy.
In this strategy, after the product has been logistically differentiated, the final manufac-
turing operations, whether it is light manufacturing, final assembly, packaging and/or la-
beling (Zinn and Bowersox, 1988), are performed once a customer order is received, or
they are postponed at least until a short-term forecast is firm. As shown in Figure 2, the 
retailer/customer order point is positioned prior to the final manufacturing operations. 
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Figure 2 - Illustration of the manufacturing postponement strategy (adapted from Pagh and Cooper 1998).

The classic manufacturing examples are coloring paint at retail stores and the customiza-
tion of vehicles by car dealers. Rather than holding a wide variety of premixed colors, re-
tailers began to stock paint in a neutral color, and customize the final color upon specific 
customer orders, thus dramatically reduced the retailers' number of necessary stock keep-
ing units (SKU's), (Scott and Westbrook, 1991). Another classic example is Hewlett-
Packard's employment of decentralized final customization of their DeskJet printers for 
the European and Asian markets. As a replacement for fully customizing the DeskJet 
printers at the factory, HP decided to postpone the final manufacturing operations 
(power supplies, packaging, and manuals) until the local distribution centers, (Lee and 
Billington, 1995).  It is now only necessary to manufacture, distribute and stock (at the 
local distribution centers) one kind of DeskJet printer. However, the final customization, 
at the local distribution centers, all based on customer orders. Because of the decentrali-
zation of the final manufacturing operations, the number of SKU’s and the safety stock 
has dropped while manufacturing cost has increased slightly. In addition, the total manu-
facturing, shipping and inventory costs were reduced by 25%. (Feitzinger and Lee, 1997)
The manufacturing postponement strategy can be successfully applied when it is vital to 
have inventories close to customers, and to the extent that no specialized manufacturing 
capabilities (e.g. technological or knowledge based) or highly restrictive economies of 
scale, requires that the operations are performed centrally, Zinn and Bowersox, (1988).
Firstly, the variety of differentiated products moved and stocked in anticipation of sale 
can be reduced while providing a full assortment. Further, a reduced total value of inven-
tory and a simplification of the inventory planning and management can be reaped. On 
the other hand, it will also bring on the increasing of high costs and complexity of cus-
tomer order processing.
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Manufacturing postponement can also affect packaging. Take the Swedish retailer IKEA
for example. IKEA has become extremely successful internationally by shipping furni-
ture products in the smallest possible form, knocked down in ‘at packs’ for postponed 
assembly by customers. In this way, IKEA spend less money on shipping furniture from 
Sweden to destinations in the USA than the US domestic manufacturers pay to ship fully 
assembled furniture from Oregon to the Midwest. There is an added ergonomic advan-
tage for ‘at packs’ used in furniture handling during distribution. It can also reduces the 
damage that results from manual handling, since unassembled items compare to fully as-
sembled furniture which is awkwardly manually handled, can be palletized and mechani-
cally handled, Twede et al (2000) .

2.2.4 The logistics postponement strategy
The fifth postponement strategy identified by Zinn and Bowersox, time postponement, 
is closely related to the unicentric strategy identified by Cooper (1993), and to the logis-
tics postponement strategy identified by Pagh and Cooper as well.
In logistic postponement, manufacturing is based on speculation, and logistics is based 
on postponement. Under this strategy, fully finalized products distributed directly from a 
centralized inventory to final retailers/customers. Figure 3 show that the customer order 
point has been moved upstream to the central warehouse level. All manufacturing opera-
tions are inventory initiated, and performed prior to the logistics operations. The logistics 
operations are purely customer order initiated. (Pagh and Cooper, 1998)

Figure 3 - Illustration of the logistics postponement strategy (adapted from pagh and copper 1998).

Applications of this strategy were investigated in a study of Abrahamsson. Three Swedish 
international companies (Atlas Copco Tools, Sandvik Coromant and ABB Motors) have 
changed their supply chain Postponement Speculation strategy from a full speculation 
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strategy (stocking fully finalized goods in each European country) to a logistics post-
ponement strategy, Abrahamsson (1993). The change of P/S-strategy has resulted in in-
creased on-time deliveries of complete orders, shorter and more reliable lead-times, re-
duced inventory costs, constant transportation costs, and faster introduction of new 
products in the assortment. 
By employing this strategy, the anticipatory nature of logistics is reduced or eliminated, 
because products are distributed directly to customers. The centralization of inventories 
reduces the amount of stock required to offer high in-stock availability, Maister, D. H. 
(1976), but shipment cost may increase due to smaller shipment sizes and faster modes. 
Finally, manufacturing economies of scale are preserved. 

2.2.5 The full postponement strategy
Further, the bundled manufacturing strategy identified by Cooper, who does not have an 
obvious equivalent to the strategies identified by Zinn and Bowersox, is strongly related 
to the full postponement strategy identified by Pagh. The aim in both strategies is to re-
tain product commonality as downstream in the manufacturing process as possible
This strategy represents the highest level of postponement application compare with 
other P/S-strategies. Both manufacturing and logistics operations are customer order ini-
tiated. Under this strategy, some of the early manufacturing operations performed in an-
ticipation of customer orders. Therefore, it could shorten delivery time or achieved the 
benefit by utilizing manufacturing economies of scale.  This situation is illustrated in Fig-
ure 4, where the retailer/customer order point initiates the last stage of the manufactur-
ing process. (Pagh and Cooper, 1998)

Figure 4 - Illustration of full postponement strategy (adapted from Pagh and Cooper 1998).

For this strategy, when the product ‘formulation’ is not common to all markets but ‘pe-
ripherals’, like labels, packaging and instruction manuals, are common to all markets, 
Cooper(1993) recommends customization at the last stage of the production process be-
fore shipping .An good example is Sony's factory in Wales, which makes television sets 
for Europe. Sony introduced a ‘Euro chassis’ basic design which can be customized late 

Material flow Inventory Manufacturing 
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Production plant
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in the production process (but still at the central facility) for each market to replace mak-
ing different products for each country according to its broadcasting and technical stan-
dards. Sony also reduced the range of components required, simplified its inbound logis-
tics and improved product quality to pursue the benefit of not having to commit inven-
tory to specific countries until a later stage, Twede (2000). Since the distribution area of 
Sony is confined to Western Europe and there would be no logistical advantage to post-
poning the operation to regional locations, Sony customizes the products at the factory 
location, Ferguson (1989).
The full postponement strategy is suitable when customization has a high value to cus-
tomers, when there is a good reason like achieve economies of scale by keeping the cus-
tomization operation at a central location, and when the customer is willing to wait for 
the product. Although depend on the lead-time, it main bring out high production and
distribution costs for this strategy, the inventory cost and risk are very low. 

The above classification highlights the diversity in postponement practices, as well as the
empirical application for different types of postponement strategies. Mainly Different
types of postponement from other authors identified, and summarized in Table 2.

Literature Classification

Zinn and Bowersox (1988) 
Labeling postponement, packing postponement, assembling 
postponement, manufacturing postponement and time post-
ponement

Bowersox and Closs (1996) 
Time postponement, place postponement, manufactur-
ing/form postponement

Lee (1998)  
Full postponement    logistics postponement and form post-
ponement

Pagh and Cooper (1998) 
Full speculation, logistics postponement, manufacturing post-
ponement and full postponement

Brown et al. (2000) Product postponement and process postponement

Waller et al. (2000) Upstream postponement, downstream postponement, prod-
uct postponement and place (distribution) postponement

Yang and Burns (2003) Engineering-to-order, buy-to-order, MTO, assemble-to-order, 
MTS,ship-to-stock and make-to-forecast

Yang et al. (2004b) Product development postponement, purchasing postpone-
ment, production postponement and logistics postponement

Table 2 - The classification of different types of postponement strategy adapted from Yeung et al. (2007)

2.3 Critical Success Factor

Many literature review of SCM describe different types of critical success factor for im-
plementing postponement. Chin, Tummala, Leung and Tang (2004) and Tummala, 
Cheryl and Johnson (2006) suggest five strategic success factors to implement, it does 
not provide a framework of evaluation a possible implementation without fulfilling the 
strategic success factor. Biao and Yang (2004) have a similar approach but it is adapted to 
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what can hinder or facilitate the implementation of postponement. Nevertheless, the au-
thors’ purpose is to design a framework for implementing postponement. The key issues 
in areas of postponement are to determine the possibility to implement postponement at 
the current condition of customer-supplier’s and what factors can facilitate or hinder the 
implementation. The four factors acting as variables are:

 Ideal conditions

 Relationships and partnership

 Sharing information

 Information and communication

2.3.1 Ideal conditions

The central question of what factors contributes the implementation process throughout 
the supply chain, or in which operating context favors postponement (Van Hoek, 1998). 
Many scholars have suggested certain conditions and situations in order to implements 
postponement successfully and depending on the competitive environment, the benefit 
could vary significantly. In a traditional way on operating on a highly competitive market 
with short product life cycle makes sense to use inventory to supply the market uncer-
tainty (Yang, Burns and Backhouse, 2004b). Some manufacturers are forced to do so in 
order to remain competitive with manufacturers with the ability to offer short-lead time 
or variety of products (Chin et al, 2004). According to Yang, Burns and Backhouse 
(2004b) not matter what industry it is, the degree of uncertainty is decisive for selecting 
the appropriate postponement strategy. If the environment were easy to predict, post-
ponement would serve no purpose (Yang et al, 2004b). In addition, Dröge et al, (1995) 
and Van Hoek, (1998) emphasize that strong relationships between information and 
communication technology and the postponement application is a critical requirement. 
Although, not as critical as the market itself, should favor or require the application of 
postponement custom goods. What Dröge et al, (1995) means is that when a customer 
demand becomes less and less predicable the viability of postponement increases. Pre-
dicting the volume and composition of demand is difficult, the relevance of postponing 
final assembly or other applications increases. The variability of demand has the tendency 
to increase the product variety on one side, whereas the unpredictable demand of inven-
tory risks on the other.

Van Hoek (1998), describes the postponement is most suitable when 1) the product life-
cycle are shortening because of growing variability in increasing demand and customiza-
tion, 2) production and product technology frequently has to change with new product 
life-cycles, 3) competitor’s action is difficult to predict in a fragmented and heterogene-
ous market.

In order to make postponement work, the company needs to first figure out what can be 
forecasted and what cannot be forecasted. Applying postponement throughout the com-
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pany’s manufacturing processes is not necessary. The considerations are only given to 
those with unpredictable items (Yang et al, 2004b). 

In Hong Kong mainland, some manufactures in SME class, utilize postponement to 40-
60% of their total processes, making them both into a MTS and MTO orientated manu-
facturer (Chin et al, 2004). The choice of different postponement strategies depends on 
the extent to which it is possible for a company to change its products and processes into 
modular system.

2.3.2 Relationships and partnerships

Differentiate oneself from other firms has always been a traditional way of competing 
with each other and eventually businesses develop a core competence, a specialization, to 
stand out or in order to stay active on a highly competitive market (Chin et al, 2004). Ac-
cording to Chin et al (2004), they emphasize that a core competence of the business idea 
may not be enough to stay competitive. They argue that core competence may be unique
for each company, but many literatures has shown that the basis on competition in in-
dustries will revolve around the concept; Supply Chain Development in the future. What 
Chin et al (2004) try to lift out is that logistics or the SCM should be a part of a com-
pany’s core competence. Developing a network of logistics by forging partnerships with 
supplier and customers throughout the chain is a strategy that is proven to increase cus-
tomer satisfaction and competitiveness. 

Chin et al (2004) explains that developing a viable partnership is a very important step in 
building customer-supplier relationships. The initiative of supply chain seeks to incorpo-
rate all suppliers as a partner, on a strategic level. It is vital to determine which suppliers 
hold a strategic significance, that could benefit both; a win-win situation. Van Hoek 
(2004) further explains that in collaborative planning embraces electronic collaboration 
on all levels: strategic, tactical and operational. This method enables trading partners to 
work together to understand the future demand better, and to devise plans to satisfy the 
demand, a common goal both trading partner wishes to achieve. The trading partners 
collaborate on new levels: product planning, demand forecasting and replenishment 
planning, and work at such close range to align their organizational plans.  When initiat-
ing partnerships or a collaborative relationships, firms has to review all areas that man be 
affected by the collaboration. Both internal and external must work to build an under-
standing of a mutual need and an importance of SCM on all channels. The benefit of col-
laborations are numerous, however it comes with a challenge to push the envelope of the 
present relationship (Chin et al, 2004).

Significant improvement can be achieved by internal collaboration and integration, how-
ever in external collaboration are potentially higher (Van Hoek, 2004). Different degrees 
of relationship exist between customer-supplier, from arm’s length to full partnerships. 
There are adversarial relationships that have little coordination between the operations; 
for instance in a very simple bond purchasing decisions are based on price only, which 
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ultimate will only last for a short term or never develop into a partnership. In Lam and 
Postle (2006), manufacturing firms1 in Hong Kong do not consider logistics as a part of 
their strategy and most of their relationship is based on adversarial bond. The upstream 
actors take on the heavier cost burden whilst the retailer receives a much higher profit 
margin, which will never lead to partnerships due to the unbalanced benefits and risks. 
The findings is supported by Chin et al, (2004) where they theorize that a full partnership 
requires every participants to share risks, benefits and continues improvements. Among 
SME’s, there are few companies that manage to develop a relationship based on real 
trust, especially among companies from different nations. The intended partner needs to 
be convinced that they will not be taken advantage the new relationship.

Relationship in postponement can vary from arm’s length to JIT (Just-in-time) concept 
depending on the industry. In Yeung et al (2007) study, they have samples ranging from 
different industry from; mp3 player, toys, boots, shaver, ATM and doll. They concluded 
that postponement could be applicable in the simplest form of relationship where their 
many of their European customer’s places orders on Chinese manufactures via fax or 
phone call. Most of the Chinese manufactures in Yeung et al’s (2007) study fully operate 
on MTO concept with semi-finished products (manufacturing postponement) except for 
the doll, since there is only one variation with many complex parts. They also express 
applying postponement throughout the chain is depending on the structure, that is “who 
has the bargaining power”, in that sense the customers in Europe have a significant 
higher power in bargaining that has forced the some of the manufactures to adopt a 
postponement strategy throughout upstream.

2.3.3 Sharing information

In order for postponement work operationally, it is depended on information. Acting as 
a partner in the chain automatically means to relinquish information about sales, produc-
tion, processes, names and such (Chin et al, 2004). The principle of information sharing 
occurs when trading partners are given access to a system that has shared information in 
it. This information is need-to-know basis, which does not require any feedback once re-
ceived. Shared information may include pricelist, calendar, shipment tracking and many 
others. Uncertainty is reduced by allowing the trading partner to be aware of other part-
ner’s activities (Van Hoek, 2004).

Establishing a flow of communication is also critical point when forging partnerships, it 
helps to prove that there is a trust amongst each other. By sharing information, compa-
nies seize an opportunity to establish a competitive advantage through mutually benefi-
cial efforts. By not holding not holding back the information, the companies are able to 
communicate better and accurately to meet deadlines, production lead-times, cost reduc-
tion and many others, which in turn help to manage the flow of materials and lower the 
inventory levels across the supply chain (Chin et al, 2004). Sharing information also en-

                                                

1 Small Medium Enterprises in the apparel industry.
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able suppliers to improve planning, forecasting and allocation of resources by reducing 
the forecasting horizon. For instance, sharing previous sales figure of a season can help 
the manufacturer to semi produce a portion of the product, once the order is received 
the manufacture can complete the final steps and ship out the products with much 
shorter lead-time than producing it from scratch on the point of receiving the order
(APICS, 2003; Yeung et al, 2007).

2.3.4 Information and communication

Applying ICT (information and communication technology) is a very important strategic 
tool in managing supply chain. It acts as an enabler for process and product communica-
tion to reduce paperwork and lead-time, and to improve accuracy, responsiveness and ef-
ficiency. There is no specific standard of what is considered as an adequate ICT system, 
it completely depends on the industry and where in the supply chain the supplier oper-
ates in. However, there are simple systems by using phones, faxes or internet as means to 
communicate and provide information. Advance approach of ICT is usually adopted 
among LSE Corporation that has strong influence over other small suppliers in the sup-
ply chain. It is mainly because the actor has the knowledge, the funds and a high bargain-
ing power to force their way through. On the other hand, simple approaches appear in 
chain where it is less complex and do not require it.

No matter what system, the effective use of information and communication technology 
is vital when a company wants to operate efficiently and quickly. The ideal is to span a 
system throughout the supply chain by implementing standardized routines. The goal is 
to use a system that can make decision quickly and with 100% accuracy. The role of ICT 
is to acquire raw data about the company’s supply chain and then to process, filter and 
compile it into a understandable content, need to know basis for the order. This is par-
ticularly important for managers in production, who need accurate and timely informa-
tion about existing and future manufacturing orders or capabilities.

Since the explosion of Internet, companies utilize as a part of their ICT, which enables 
SME’s or smaller to interacts and communicate in real-time with companies across globe 
by processing procurement activities operationally and strategically. The use of e-mail 
and faxes (online) and World-Wide-Web, EDI and many others are the few examples of 
web based ICT that can improve the SCM activities efficiency.

Postponement application does not completely rely on ICT, in fact, APICS (2003) con-
ducted a specialized study about postponement revealing that companies do not neces-
sarily have to implement advanced ICT in order to implement postponement applica-
tions. On the other hand, they also mentioned that companies that lack adequate com-
munication technology are less prone to implement postponement strategy (APICS, 
2003).
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2.3.4.1 Culture and Languages

For the communication factor, culture and language play a very important role. 
Samovar et al. (2007, p.20) use a definition to culture from the researcher Triandis, 
where culture is defined as

Culture is a set of human-made objective and subjective elements that 
in the past have increased the probability of survival and resulted in 
satisfaction for the participants in an ecological niche, and thus be-
came shared among those who could communicate with each other be-
cause they had a common language and they lived in the same time and 
place.

It is commonly agreed that the most common tool people use to do communication 
with each other in our daily life is languages. The expression of feelings and thoughts 
is mostly based upon languages. To some extent, there will be no problems when 
people communicate with each other using the same language and sharing the same 
culture. However, when communication is conducted by using different languages 
and different cultures, misunderstandings and troubles may occur.

To be more specific, problems arise from the diversity of languages. Diversity of lan-
guages is the results of the fact that thousands of languages exist in the world,  even 
within the same language, a single word have more than one meanings, and with dif-
ferent combination of words, it will also results in different meanings. For example, 
“the five hundred most-used words in the English language can have more than four-
teen thousand meanings” (Samovar et al., 2007). Hence, misunderstanding may arise 
when communication partners can not get the real meaning of the words. Take the 
situation in China for example. The official language in China mandarin is the Chi-
nese, and it exists together with hundreds of different dialects. 

On the other hand, there is close connection between languages and cultures, and dif-
ficulties may increase because of different cultural backgrounds of communication 
partners. Samovar et al. (2007) states that culture greatly influences languages and de-
termines largely the way people think and the way they ultimately speak. Distinct dif-
ference of expression exists between Western countries and China, and it could be 
considered as conflict. Samovar et al. (2007) further refer to cultures could be divided 
into high context and low context. And the context based upon the degree to which 
meaning comes from the words being exchanged. “The context is the information re-
lated to a particular event and inextricably tied with the meaning of the very same 
event. Samovar further defined high and low context as following” (Samovar et al., 
2006, p. 158):

A high context communication or message is one in which most of the infor-
mation is already in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicitly 
transmitted part of the message. A low context communication is just the op-
posite, i.e., the mass of the information is vested in the explicit code.
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Based on these classification, China would be referred to as being a culture of a high-
context culture and Sweden as a low-context culture.Generally speaking, people from 
western countries including Sweden often express their thinking and feeling directly, 
in terms of a direct language, and Samovar et al. (2007) characterizes such kind of 
language by bluntness, frankness and explicit expressions. However, people from 
China are performing on the contrary. Indirect languages are often used, especially 
when expressing their disagreement and dissatisfaction. This way of expressing their 
feelings and thoughts can help achieve face-saving and maintain social harmony 
(Samovar et al., 2007). Ma(1996) also point out that Chinese and westerners use the 
words “yes” and “no” in a different way. According to Ma (1996),in Chinese culture, to 
say yes for no or no for yes is a reflection of the indirect approach to communication. It 
will avoid. Undesirable interpersonal consequences. So that the ability to read between 
the lines is highly desirable when communicating with Chinese people (Ma, 1996). 
The fact above also lead to the situation that the way of doing business is completely 
different in China compared to Western countries.

2.4 Research model
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This is our research model to use for our analysis. In our theory part, firstly we define 
what postponement strategy is. Postponement, it refers to a concept whereby activities in 
the supply chain are delayed until a demand is realized (Bucklin, 1965; Van Hoek, 2001). 
In order to clarify the postponement strategy, we compare it with its opposite strategy-
speculation strategy and introduce history of postponement strategy. Further, for our 
empirical analysis, we identify different kind of postponement strategies. Since different 
companies may use one or combine two different postponement strategies. So that it’s 
necessary to give this background in order to make reader understand what kind of post-
ponement strategy our case company is using. Our thesis intend to determine what type 
of postponement strategy the supply chain use and what factors hinder the use of post-
ponement strategy in Unibrands supply chain. Of course, we need to identify those im-
portant factors for a success implementation of postponement strategy. They are 

 Ideal conditions  (product characteristic, market)

 Relationships and partnership

 Sharing information

 Information and communication 

 Culture and language

Based on these factors and theory foundation, we design our questionnaires and collect 
all relate information and our case companies’ supply chain activities. So that we can find 
out what activities fit for what postponement strategy, distract those useful data, which
related to success factors. Like in our model, we can analysis our data structurally by us-
ing different factor theory. 
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3 Method

Method is the second mainstream of this thesis. This part describes the course of action of collecting data, 
analyzing data, selecting samples and what type of interviews used. In addition, there are also theories 
about research methodology as a background, then rationales for choosing the certain methods and tech-
niques will be discusses as well as some issues about reliability and validity of this research.

3.1 Qualitative or quantitative studies

There are two main methods, which are quantitative and qualitative. Qualitative and 
quantitative researches are two significantly different approaches. Quantitative research is 
typically associated with the process of enumerative induction. The power of the quanti-
tative method is that the data collected is more efficiently gathered, measured and com-
pared than that in qualitative method (Patton, 2004). 

Qualitative research mainly generates soft data, which often deals with explanatory con-
cepts, less focused on quantifiable methods and is often try to find in-depth information 
or new knowledge about one specific situation while quantitative research aims to meas-
ure or explain the relation between variables (Maylor and Blackmon, 2005). The four ma-
jor methods used by qualitative researchers are, observation, analyzing texts and docu-
ments, interviews and recording and transcribing (Silverman, 2001). In practice, these 
methods are usually combined for specific purpose like observation and interviews are 
combined during a study. 

As indicated by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007), the qualitative method is a proper 
way for this research in order to give the deeper view of describing the phenomena. This 
involves a specific chain, which relies on a qualitative study in order to understand and to 
investage a phenomen. In addition to the qualitative approach, a deductive method is 
used. It is the most formal and widespread method to apply a research study (Holme and
Solvang, 1997). Deductive approach is used as a way to create new information based on 
existing theories by drawing proposition (Patel and Davidsson, 1991). In this case, 
proposition is not suggested, however, the main purpose of a deductive approach is a 
way to test underlying theories based on previous studies and then apply the theory in 
order to create new studies.

3.2 Data collection

The gathering of data is an important, crucial and vital task that requires thought and 
planning in behind. The information sources are normally classified into two types: pri-
mary data and secondary data. Primary data refer to the data that is collected by agents or 
ourselves who known to us. “Studies made by others for their own purposes represent 
secondary data to you” (Cooper and Schindler, 1998). Obviously, primary data has some 
more evident advantages than secondary data in the aspects of relevance and accuracy. 
“Using primary sources, researchers can collect precisely the information they want” 
(Cooper and Schindler，1998, p.256). In addition, primary data is more reliable than 
secondary type due to the specific research purpose.
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3.2.1 Interviews
Interviews can be fully structured, unstructured or semi-structured (Holme and Solvang, 
1993; Wengraf, 2001). When conducting fully structured interviews the respondents 
should be asked exactly the same questions, in the same order and ideally by the same in-
terviewer. Ideally, the interviewer’s behavior should not vary in between the interviews. 
Unstructured is the complete opposite, where the respondent can freely respond to ques-
tions, and make follow-ups on new questions. Semi-structured is built on the best from 
the two worlds. It has a set of formal guidelines and at the same time has the ability to 
developed new questions during the interview.

In addition to the structure of an interview, Patton (1990) identified four types of inter-
views styles as follows: 

 Informal conversational interview where questions emerged from the immediate 
context and are asked in the natural course of things.

 Interview guide approach where topics and issues to be covered are specified in 
advance in outline form

 Standardized open-ended interview where the exact wording and sequence of 
questions are determined in advance-all interviewees are asked the same ques-
tions in the same order.

 Closed quantitative interviews where questions and response categories are de-
termined in advance in a fixed form, and respondents choose among these fixed 
responses. 

Variations to these interviews include telephone, group and elite interviews. By use of in-
terviews, one can obtain first hand information since they involve direct contacts with 
the respondents. They provide in-depth understanding and detailed knowledge (Stake, 
1994) and facilitate cooperation from research subject, and access for immediate follow-
up data collection for clarification and omissions (Greenfield, 2002). We will also make 
use of many “how” and “why” questions. 

The thesis adopts a combination of open-ended and semi-structured interview process, 
where the authors will ask several respondents in different firms. The questionnaire has a 
set of basic questions (open questions) in order to aid the interviewers to stray into un-
necessary topics. The open-end questions are designed in such way that the interview will 
be semi-structure, which will allow the respondent to freely give answers on the follow-
up questions.

This interview seeks answers that can be explained through an open mind with a phi-
losophical thinking, and which can be expressed more through a semi-structured inter-
view. It is also expected that in this way it may allow the respondent to answer more will-
ingly and provide us with additional information than with using structured and unstruc-
tured interview. 



24

3.2.2 Samples vs Respondents

A meaningful sampling lies in the power of selecting proper information from correct 
cased in a in-depth study. Although, Davis (1996) express that there are no specific rules 
for a sample size when conducting a qualitative study. It is all depending on the size, the 
main purpose, what to achieve, what to be used and the amount of time and resources at 
disposal (Davis, 1996). According to Patton (2002), the sample size will not decide the 
validity, the purposefulness or the credibility of a qualitative study. Instead, it will depend 
on the richness of the information collected, how it was collected and of the analytical 
skills of the researcher. Samples is used and preferred in a study where the researches aim  
toward a more generalized study. However using small sample for the specific of explor-
ing a phenomenon is suitable in a qualitative study. Huberman and Miles (1994) explaisn 
the a small sample/respondents is a way to collect and understand a specific case. The 
result could be used in a later used for a larges sample, which could in the end generalize 
one specific phenomena. In addition, the number and the geographical location of the 
respondents are of importance to the period of the research, thus accessibility and time-
liness for data collection and interviews should be considered when deciding on the 
amount of respondents interviewed in a qualitative research (Maylor and Blackmon, 
2005).

3.2.2.1 Selecting the respondents

The decision to engage in small and medium enterprises in Borås is based on multiple 
reasons. First, the sample were retrieved from Borås is the heart of textile industry in 
Sweden, which included two additional samples from China; a trading and a manufac-
turer.

Second, fashion industry is a typical example, it has a very short product life cycle, with 
rapid growth in mature stage and rapid decline in mature stage, see figure 5 (Kotler et al, 
2002),. Based on the literatures review, fashion industry is an ideal candidate to imple-
ment postponement. Demand is fluctuation and so does the volume of production, 
postponing different activities in the chain can help to reduce inventory build-up, pro-
duction cost and improve accurate sales figure.

Figure 5 - Product Life cycle from Kotler et al. (2002)
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3.2.2.2 Finding the respondents

Finding companies that were willing to share their customers and contacts database was 
very troublesome. The first step was to gathering information of organization that could 
help the authors to find small fashion companies that places manufacturing in China. 
With help of Susanne Hertz and member in the seminar group, they suggested The 
Swedish School of Textiles and Swedish trade Council as starting point. Both of organi-
zations provided the authors with names of companies and names of organization that 
might be of assistance. The organization, provided by The Swedish School of Textiles, is 
Proteko (KY-education unit in Swedish School of Textiles) and TEKO (Branch organi-
zation for textile industry). They are well familiar with the industry and explained that 
small enterprises usually contract an agent in order to produce abroad, but for medium 
size firm, they have just enough recourses to tap into Chinese market and they usually try 
to find a middleman, such as Swedish Trade Council, to help them establish offices 
abroad.

All of the names of key people and companies were contacted by phone and e-mail, and 
eventually there was only one company available, which agreed on sharing confidential 
information. The agent (they design and outsource production in china) would gladly be 
included in this thesis and they agreed upon relinquish information about their customer 
as well as their contact in china in order to proceed with the thesis. It is crucial that re-
spondents are included in the same supply chain.

The two selected organization are briefly summarized in a table below

Unibrands Trading firm Manufacturer

Number of full-time employ-
ees

20 6 400+

Foundation 1992 2005 -

Annual sales (Million US$) 20 to less than 25 1 to less than 5 -

Number of customers Unknown 32 Unknown

Number of suppli-
ers/manufacturers

Unknown3 7 fabric
7 accessories

Various4

Company type Agent Trading company Manufacturer

Major product market Sweden Europe Europe

                                                

2 Represent the majority of their annual sales

3 The amount of manufacturers varies, since the there are subcontractors involved. 

4 The manufacturer sometimes outsources it to subcontractors, when the capacity is not enough.
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Table 3 - List over the participated companies

3.3 Case study

A case study refers to study a phenomenon that is not clearly understood (Saunders, 
Lewis and Thornhill, 2003). Case study attempts to understandable data or map of what 
the phenomenon is and how it works (Merriam, 1994). The case study relies on empirical 
data in a real-time context. The data is collected from multiple sources and techniques 
such as interviews, direct observations, research materials, records and others (Saunders
et al, 2003; Merriam, 1994). According to Merriam (1994) all forms of collected data can 
be used a case study. However , Gilliam (2000) states that is not the amount of data that 
is collected, it is the reliability and its accuracy in data, for instance talking to the right 
person is more efficient than talking to several non-essential person for a specific phe-
nomenon. Gillian (2000) also to elaborate the importance of collecting evidence, by using 
at least one method but with several sources.

According to Yin (2003, there are two types of case studies; Single-case study and multi-
ple case study. Both of the case studies are very much like each, they are suppose to re-
flect on the existing theories, make comparison and draw conclusion, generalized or not. 
As Yin (2003) and Riley, Wood, Clark, Wilkie and Svivas (2000) elaborate that the main 
differences are the scope, methods, analysis and conclusion of a case study. The disad-
vantage in multiple-case study is that not everyone can perform such an undergoing task, 
it requires time, resources, skilled personnel and difficult to perform. Single-case have the 
advantage to perform a research short amount og time and with less resources and less 
amount of skilled personnel. However, the result might not be as accurate as a multiple-
case study would provide. In addition, single-case or multiple-case studies should no be 
generalized compared to a statistical analysis (Riley, Wood, Clark, Wilkie and Svivas, 
2000)

This thesis applied single-case study with the purpose to discover if one specific chain is 
utilizing theories to what degree in postponement. It is well suited e due to fact that the 
thesis can create knowledge about postponement in a SME environment on a heuristic 
level. That is to create knowledge in the subject of postponement. In addition, to provide 
knowledge about the complexity in deploying postponement in a SME environment de-
spite the simplicity in its theories. 

The rationale for a single case study is to test a well-formulated theory or to deal with an 
extreme or unique case, or to observe a phenomenon, which was inaccessible for investi-
gation. On the other hand, the data conducted from multiple-cases is considered more
compelling and the overall study is more robust due to the ability to compare and con-
trast findings. However, the multiple-cases are resources and time extensive and are not 
applicable to conduct unique or extreme case (Yin, 2003). 

Next, in order to meet the purpose of this thesis which is determine what type of post-
ponement strategy the supply chain use and what factors hinders the use of postpone-
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ment strategy in a SME fashion supply chain, the authors chose to conduct the study at 
Unibrands and used the single-case study strategy. We investigated the different perspec-
tives of Unibrands’ international operation with their Chinese suppliers, including their 
different activities, partnership and relation, the ideal condition of Unibrands implement-
ing postponement, communication and sharing information status within the chain, etc.

3.4 Trustworthiness

Validity and reliability is a phenomenon that has different meaning and definition in 
many literatures. The most comprehensible illustration is throwing darts at a dartboard. 
Darts collected in one area is reliability, while validity is achieved when darts hits the cen-
ter of the dartboard (Björklund and Paulsson, 2003).

3.4.1 Validity

Validity defined as two types: internal and external validity. Internal validity measure how 
well the theoris corresspond the the empirical data, whilst external validity refers to col-
lect and measure the data which can be used to draw a generlized result from reality con-
text. Depending on the purpose, it is possible to achieve both or either (Lundahl and 
Skärvad, 1999). 

This thesis limits itself to specific firms within one supply chain. It is difficult to draw 
generlized result based on the collected data. Nevertheless, the main purpose is to match 
the underlying theories about the postponement. Therefore, internal validity is achieved
rather than external validty.

3.4.2 Reliability

High-level reliability requires accuarate data and less error in order to maintain high qual-
ity results. Asking the right question to the right person is one part reliability, physical 
contact is also an important factor in achieving high reliability. There are many variables 
and factors that is crucial to achieve high relaibility. The reseracher must be aware of ad-
vantanges and disadvantages depending on the study (Patel & Davidsson, 1991).

The authors are aware of the disadvantages in a qualitative method, it has a chance of de-
liver decreased level of reliability. E.g, Patel & Davisson (1991) subject is interviews 
twice, but on different occasions, asking the same type of questions. The subject how-
ever might deliver two different answers.

The chosen research approach is using a qualitative study. In this case, the thesis is to ex-
plore the option of implementing the postponement for SME firms in a long-distance 
trading, between Sweden and China. This very accurate topic might be difficult to gener-
alize. There are many designer firms and agents on the Swedish market, as well as many 
manufactures and suppliers in china. In addition, collecting the data is conducted in two
ways, face-to-face and phone interview. Face-to-face is a preferable way to collect infor-
mation, where the interview can visually receive information from the respondent using
body language, eye contact, facial expression and other appearances that may emphasize 
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the interview. Phone interview on the other hand is different, it is lacks the variables sur-
round a context (body language, eye contact etc.), which makes it impossible to angle or 
emphasize on a specific answer. In addition, not meeting the company at all and only 
communicate through phone and e-mail, cannot create a trust between the partners and
may not answers questions that has to do with confidential information and may provide 
a different answer instead. To ensure high relaibility and decrewase chance of misintepre-
tation, the conversatiosn were recorded. It is a very efficient and reliable method the re-
play an event and capture word by word on the respondents.

The concern in reliability is the amount of respondents in this study. The numbers of re-
spondents is limited to three persons; Jonas, Anne and Liu (she is also communication 
with the factory manager), which is not enough to generalize the result. However, it is 
enough to achieve proper relaibility due to their proficiency in logisitic and the key 
postions everone is holding.
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4 Empirical findings

This empirical part presents the main activities and relations of three participants which implementing 
manufacturing postponement strategy within a fast fashion supply chain. Through responses gathered dur-
ing personal interviews with the companies’ representatives, this chapter proceeds by providing background 
information, followed by companies` and the interviewees` overview. Then, the responses by all interview-
ees to the list of interview questions in appendix 2 are presented. 

4.1 Participants

Anne Broström – Quality and Sourcing Manager

With more than 20 years of experience in clothing manufacturing in China, she was re-
cently acquired by Unibrands in the middle of 2007. She is responsibilities quality in pro-
duction, materials and upholding the code of conduct. She will efficiently try to improve 
and aid the manufacturing processes in China. In addition, she also acts as an advisor of 
western production capabilities for the Chinese manufacturer and textile producer.

Jonas Edenvik – Product Manager

He has been in the company for more than 3 years. He has previous experience in nego-
tiation, selling and promotion in clothing industry in Sweden. 

In Unibrands, Jonas is the product manager for multiple clothing lines, among them are 
the raincoats. Jonas deals the entire process from customer order to delivery, which in-
cludes selling, negation, and promotion of the products. He is also responsible for mak-
ing sure that the product maintains the quality according to the customer requirement.

Yan Mei Liu – The principal of trading company in China

Liu has been with the trading firm since the foundation. She is completely responsible 
for overseas customer and making sure those manufacturers follows the product re-
quirement from the customers. She is the bridge between the Unibrands and the raincoat 
manufacturer, and handles the communication, the orders, production deadline and de-
livery with the Chinese.
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4.1.1 The supply chain

4.1.1.1 Unibrands background

The company has more than 10 years of experience in trading and manufacturing in 
china. Even since the foundation 1995, they began to custom design clothes from cus-
tomers and placed the production in China. At that time, old trading5, promoted them-
selves as low and middle price custom clothes with production China. Back then, they 
dealt with outdoor wear, such as jackets, raincoats and work wear.

Their main office was placed in Lidingö, Stockholm, and in the 1995 they opened a 
branch office in Borås, in the textile city of Sweden. In 2001, they closed the main office 
in Lidingö and moved it to Borås. The main reason is that most of their customers reside 
in Borås, since majority of apparel brand have their office in Borås. In 2003 the name old 
trading was discarded due to changes in ownership at that time the name Unibrands ap-
peared.

4.1.1.2 Operations: Design and manufacturing

The design occurs in-house while they outsource the production in various manufactures 
in China. They can indirectly produce wide varieties of garments, such as sweatshirts, 
underwear, sweatpants, work wear and much more. However, their core competence lies 
in outdoor wear, such as; jackets, heavy-duty jackets for work and seasonal jackets for 
end-consumer for all ages and sex.

Strategically, Unibrands has been doing same thing the start – to custom design clothes 
for customers in Sweden and place the production in china. The differences are: the price 
and quality went from low and middle, to middle and high. Many of their products can 
be seen in the stores throughout Sweden. 

In addition to producing functional outdoor wear, Unibrands is very trendy and have a 
multiple product variety and design to match the next coming year. They also one step 
ahead using technologies in manufacturing processes and using advanced materials

4.1.1.3 Customer base

The agent operates on b2b level and is very customer orientated, since clothes and jack-
ets are custom made for each customer every time. The agent do not have a product base, 
such as t-shirt, underwear etc. Nothing is produced until an order is received.

Their main customers’ base is made up of two types. One is businesses that wish to have 
specific clothes or jacket for their employees. It could be a uniform, jacket with a logo, 
work wear, industrial wear etc. The second type of customers is companies that hire 
agents to produce clothes for the end-consumer. These clothes changes seasonally, Uni-
                                                

5 Old trading was the original name of the company.
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brands does not have any products in inventory, but product according to customer or-
ders.

4.1.2 Trading company

The Chinese trading firm represent a series of manufacturers, including the one’s Uni-
brands are using. The company as a micro firm (<10 employees) and was established in 
2005. Even though it only has existed for less than 3 years, the principal has more than 
30 years of experience in the fashion industry, ranging from fast fashion to slow fashion. 
The trading firm represents several Chinese factories in most categories in apparel indus-
try, everything from socks, t-shirt, sweaters, pants to jackets, sports wear and much more. 

4.1.3 The manufacturers

Mainly, there are two factories producing the rainwear products for Unibrands and both 
of them are owned by the same person. The first factory is the initial plant that produces 
rainwear, the second one is newly built and expected to be operational sometime in 
spring in 2008. 

The manufacturer involves subcontractors, it happens when capacity is not enough to 
cope with the order, they subcontract other small Chinese factories in order to fulfill the 
orders.

From this point on, neither the trading firm of Unibrands has any control over the pro-
duction when the factories hires the subcontractors. However, since Unibrands is a 
member code of conduct organization, they try to obtain information the subcontractors.

4.2 Activity within the chain

4.2.1 Manufacturing Activities from customer perspective

From customers understanding about the produce activities, Quality and Sourcing Man-
ager Anne simply introduced us the first step production activities of their manufacturer. 
（From answers to questionnaire, quality manager 2007-11-29）She said:

“Because the main activity of production is step by step, the first step is supplier order necessary fabric, 
which needed for production, that’s the first step. The logistic for them is to order, and they know, for in-
stance, the first thing they have to order normally, the fabric normally the longest lead time, this is the 
most important to have order first immediately when they get customer order for button, for other small 
things, it’s quite quick.” (Anne Broström, personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

For the next step of production, the quality manager supplemented:

“When everything arrived in the factory, hopefully they have planned, because they know the lead time 
from the beginning, then everything must be there. Then they start production, that’s of course step by step, 
depending on the item during the process, so this is not the same for all style, depends on style or aspect 
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they need to do the production, but of course they have certain lead time for product, they know the quan-
tity they know the style. Then you come to finish, of course, in the meantime, if they start to pack, export 
cottons, all these also must be done continually and finally the order is finished in boxes to be shipped” 
(Anne Broström, personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

At the same time, the quality manager emphasized

“The process is quite easy because what they doing, first step, they buy fabric and accessories, lead time 
depend on the lead time from them, that is the first process. And next step, when they get order fabric and 
accessories, they start production, that’s one activity that they make production.” (Anne Broström, 
personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

4.2.2 Order process in the trading firm

For the activities about the order process in the chain, Yan Mei Liu, the principal of the 
trading company told us : “When orders come in, we must confirm the order details like the inconsis-
tent place between photo and writing description, as well as the size and model.” (Yan Mei Liu, phone 
communication, 2008-02-15).

And for that lead-time of order, the principle thinks: 

“Generally it takes 10 days to prepare order including the confirmation mentioned above as well as the 
translation arrangement about the order. Meanwhile since we have other old orders in hand, it generally 
needs 7 or 10 days to generate orders for factory. Usually we process these orders and communicate with 
our factory, and in the afternoon, we become very busy, since we mainly communicate or process orders 
from Sweden ,as well as write and reply email , call their assistant, mainly it’s their assistant talk to us 
about the order process, those experienced managers focus more on market and their customers.” (Yan
Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

Figure 6 – Order process (illustrated by the authors)
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4.2.3 Physical flow within the supply chain- Sample production proc-
ess 

Since we cannot reach the principal of factory, we can only give some description of the 
completely physical flow within the train and lead time required based on collecting in-
formation from trading company’s principal. We use the sample production as an exam-
ple

# Process Days
1 Administration office recives an order. Confirm details with customer.
2 Trading company wait reply from customer.

Translate and make order to factory.
2
7

3 Director or technology manager reads and handles order. 2
4 Make paper model.

Put the fabric on the paper model and cut out.
1
1

5 Send to printing factory to print logo. 2
6 Printing factory: make film-printing model – make silk screen-printing logo. 7
8 Cutter make the fitting sample using machine. 2
9 Factory mail finished sample to trading company. 2
10 Trading company mail sample to Sweden. 4
11 Trading company recieve reply from Unibrands about sample.

Then trading company reply to factory
3
1

12 Factory starts to make photo sample using the color on the photo. 7
13 Get feedback from customer. Need to fix - make pre-production sample. 4
14 Factory buys new fabric. 3-4
15 Factory make pre-production sample. 2-3
16 Pre-production sample sent to Sweden. 4
17 Factory make production plan depending on the amount of orders. 10

Table 4 - Order process - illustrated by the authors

From Unibrands perspective about the lead-time,: 
“Total is 90 days. Shipping time by boat is 35 days.  It depends on the means of transport. For the first 
time order, however, repetitions orders are limited to 60 days, maximum. During this lead-time, the 
shipping of pre-production samples and shipping samples are included. Now, we have problem with lead-
times, it is much longer now because of the Chinese New year and because we have place so many orders. 
The start of 2008 is the record, all time high, for placing orders. The lead-time if the order is placed in 
the beginning of this year, the shipment date is in June. That is 6 months.” (Jonas Edenvik, Personal 
communcation, 2007-11-29).

4.2.4 Manufacturer factory arrange production activities

Since Liu has many year´s experiences working with manufacturers and fabric supplier, 
from her observation and understanding, she gave the authors detailed description of the 
sample production process and point out why it’s very hard for them to control the lead 
time and what kind of problems delay the lead time.
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1) The sample: when manufacturer get the order from trading company, they start to 
look for the fabric and lining, arranging fabric supplier and drawing a design.

In this process, the problems maybe come from
“Usually fabric supplier has their own production plan and schedule, it is impossible to arrange the ma-
chine specially to produce sample fabric. Because those machines usually produce each fabric in 10 meters 
one by one. It’s so difficult to control the concrete length of fabric. Based on the cost and the time, usually 
they produce fabric together with other cotton materials, which are in the same color. The lead time for 
this process is about 10 days.” (Yan Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

2) For the manufacturer itself, “they may produce other samples in the same period, therefore it’s 
impossible to arrange the production immediately. In addition, it takes 2 days to get the fabric from 
supplier. In addition, if technology department or the worker too busily to produce immediately, it 
will result in another 2 days delayed. So finally when they start to produce, it’s already 7 or 10 days 
later.” (Yan Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

3) “Some times, if there are some temporary changes from our customer requirements, everything will be 
restart, draw a new design, make new model, and reproduces the sample. Usually the sample is 
manually made by two skilled workers together with machine. If in the middle process, some thing 
wrong happened like the line color is not right, they have to do the poorly done work again. This 
process usually needs 7 days.” (Yan Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

4.3 Critical success factor

4.3.1 Ideal conditions

Applying postponement is dependent on one specific variable, the uncertainty, to make 
prediction of future demand becomes less and less accurate a viable strategy such as 
postponement is an option. But it is also dependent on few other sub variables, which 
van Hoek (2007) mentions.

4.3.1.1 The product

Unibrands’ core competence lies in designing outdoor wear that they produce in China. 
Despite the wide variety of products, Unibrands only have one specific product that 
never goes out of fashion. The rainwear is not season dependent product, unlike winter 
jackets and summer jackets. They produce for children and adults, but majority are made 
in children sizes. The rainwear products are used throughout the year, except wintertime. 
Children use it at the kinder garden, relatives, home, school and other place. In fact, it is 
common for a child to have two or more sets of rainwear at different places.

Rainwear is a very simple product in terms of design. It is though an advanced piece of 
clothing; it is produced using the latest technologies to make it waterproof. For instance 
welded seam instead of usual seam. The design is the same, the only variable that changes 
is the color, patter and sizes. They do change the design because it is not a trendy prod-
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uct. In addition, children grow, and new bigger sets are bought. In someway it is a dis-
posable product.

At the producer, they are familiar with the product characteristics and its design. Produc-
ing it is not a problem, the manufacturer produce the same rainwear but with different 
color and pattern. During the production, they can produce any type of pattern and with 
more than hundredth different color clips. 

Producing a complete new jacket, adds additional processes in the production and this 
takes time. Just by sending samples from China to Sweden and vice versa can take up to 
3 weeks. 

4.3.1.2 The market

High fluctuation in demand and the uncertainty places the rainwear in this category. 

Forecasting the future demand is impossible. The rainwear is a non-seasonal product, 
which means that Unibrands receives production order at any point. However, rainwear 
is dependent on weather. If one season is very rainy, the demand peaks and Unibrands 
will hands their full as well as the producer. If the season is dry, there will is nothing to 
produce. Even though they cannot forecast and because they are Make-to-order orien-
tated, Unibrands can prepare for two season, fall and spring. These are the only seasons 
where they place orders regularly. The volume varies from a few hundredths to a few 
thousand. Forecasting even for expected periods is impossible.

The manufacturer only produce when there is an order, since they specialize in outdoor 
wear they cannot produce an inventory of any product until they know for sure someone 
is going to buy. They do not even produce set standard rainwear for Unibrands because 
for every new batch there is a change in color or pattern, therefore it would be meaning-
less to pre-produce anything.

4.3.2 Relationships and partnership

Unibrands relationship with the trading firm and the manufacturer is very close. But they 
don’t strive for the same common goal. However, it does not mean that the relationship 
is an arm’s length, in fact is much closer than that. Since Unibrands only use one factory 
for the rainwear, the relationship between the trading firm and the manufactures is cru-
cial. They manage to develop such a close relationship that the manufacturer would not 
switch customer nor put Unibrands orders on hold for a bigger one. From the manufac-
turer point of view, Unibrands is considered as a very important actor in the chain and 
are willing to pull extra hours in order to finalize their orders because of the business op-
portunities and Unibrands policy in code of conduct. Looking at it from the other side, 
Unibrands treasure the factory and consider it a very important asset, since producing 
rainwear is a complicated process. product manager is convinced that the manufacturer 
and the trading firm value relationship much more than profit. He also emphasized that: 
“The relationship we have is to try to help each other. They should help me when I need help and vice 
versa, if I can. If the factory cannot produce in time, they tell me in time, I can tell my customers in time, 
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like now. - The delivery will be in late mars instead beginning of March. That is not good, but I help the 
factory. If the customers cannot agree I must push the factory to make it in time.” (Jonas Edenvik, 
Personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

Compare with the beginning, both of Unibrands, trading firm and their manufacturer 
think they develop a lot, the relation normally understanding, their Chinese contact per-
son know exactly when she write something, know each other better.

For their companies’ development and the improvement of relationship with manufac-
turer and supplier, Unibrands plan to open an office in china to have more relation with 
factory and they can say that they do business directly in china.

They also plan to take some Chinese suppliers (people work in export office) to work in 
Sweden for half year, in order to get them know the mentality of Sweden, the mentality 
of Unibrands. Then they can go back to china and even more understand why Unibrands 
has those demands, why they send mail about different questions.

Relationship built understanding each other, from cultural point of view. Unibrands and 
the trading arrange travel and other meeting frequently. Unibrands travel to China is very 
important since it give them a chance to asses and to build a close relationship. The trad-
ing company visit Sweden a few times, but not as much as Unibrands does. 

Even though Unibrands only travel twice a year, they stay there for a long period. They 
believe it is more efficient with fewer visits a year but stay for a long period is much, than 
multiple visits but with short stays.

At the same time, the managers will also send their assistants to travel to china. Because 
they have never been in contact with the Chinese manufactruer, despite the daily contact 
with the Chinese trading company everyday 

“If Liu, our contact person who have many contact with Sandra and peter, my assistants, they have never 
meet each other. Then it is good if Liu comes to here, and Sandra and peter can meet her. I mean, they 
have very tight relation through the mail and phones, know each other very much. However, they haven’t 
seen each other, so that could be even more tight and good relation if they also can meet. So normally once 
year, we will bring one assistant to china. So they will get know and understand business in china.”
(Jonas Edenvik, Personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

Unibrands speaks highly of their relationship, according the Liu, Unibrands main contact 
person, explains that despite their openness and willing to improve the processes, still ex-
isting some problems, she mentions the guidelines are very strict and cumbersome. In 
fact, the routine communication is between the assistant, not with Jonas or Anne.

The requests for sample process from Unibrands are not flexible. it must be starts from producing fitting 
sample -photo sample-preproduction sample. The assistant may lack of experiences and don’t know the 
process so much in china, never flexible accommodating to some changes but tenaciously insisting following 
company procedure, from produce fitting sample to photo sample finally preproduction sample.” (Yan 
Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).
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For Liu, these procedures are a waste of time and resources. She has not mentioned 
these problems to Unibrands, making them unaware of the situation. But, she still con-
siders the Swedish importer much more caring. Since emphasize of making sure that the 
working condition are good and that materials are made properly, as well as adding new 
knowledge into the factory in order to improve their production capability. She values 
that a lot, and believes that long-term relationship is the key to success.

Jonas and Anne points out that their relationship has intensified lately. Previously, Uni-
brands experienced had huge problems in capacity, the manufacture cannot produce de-
spite new orders from Unibrands. According to Jonas, it has been like that for 6-10 
months and in every month the orders keep increasing. During this time, Unibrands has 
pushed the factory manager to build another factory, not just for Unibrands sake but also
for the factory manager and the trading firm. They also experience increase in orders and 
quantity from others customers. The factory did not understand scope of the problem 
and refused to invest. However, at one point, Unibrands tried to find other factories, 
which in the end affected the factory manager because of lost sales. In the end, the fac-
tory manager agreed to build another factory, which is expected to be operational in 2008 
spring. Jonas and Anne explain.

Jonas: “We have pushed and at the same time he also understands that he must develop the factory ca-
pacity. In my line of work, I must find capacity. So therefore, we have searched for other factories.”
(Jonas Edenvik, Personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

Anne: “Actually the manager has realized it now and has built a new factory. It took some time, but he 
has built one. I saw the start of it in October; it is suppose to be done after the Chinese New Year. The 
factory is on the other side of the road, it is a huge factory, with 400 workers. They have finally listened 
to our requests.” (Anne Broström, personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

4.3.3 Sharing information 

Unibrands believe that they have a very open with discussion how to develop together 
with supplier, sharing information about future products development, processes, and 
organizational change. They even invite respective partners to participate in processes in 
both Sweden and China, which allows them to directly communicate and share vital in-
formation that could speed up and improve the processes. As for the manufacturer, the 
trading acts as a middle hand and what the trading firms says the manufacturer follows. 
Jonas describes the manager of the factory as a “doer” and he does not object to any 
changes or suggestions regarding the company. In a traditional Chinese manufacturer, 
they are very secretive and do not trust outsiders. If it were not for the trading firm, the 
manager of the factory would never open up and share production schedules, processes, 
upgrades, improvements etc.
For those Production schedule, order status, Unibrands has some problems sometimes. 
Since Unibrands has increased very much, in 2002, turnover was approximately 40 mil-
lion Swedish kronor, and today is 140 million Swedish kronor in 5 years. The same goal 
they go is earn more money. They have increased a lot but they have not so many more 
factories totally in china. So then some factories have orders for 5 million us dollar but 
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they have make a roof, for instance how many orders can they place in one year for one 
factory, that’s they inform our supplier in china.
For example, for their trading company, they have placed 1.5 million this year, can they 
face 2.5 or should low down to 1 million us dollar. Then they have to follow together 
with suppliers. So economy director must sent some figures, made a list to show where 
different department can go and see whether that factory has not so much limit left. So 
that they can place those orders which they thought for that factory to another factory
Usually they communicate and sharing information fact to face, have discussion, give 
each other paper with figures like showing last year the factory have that amount of or-
ders and this year have increased, may be have decreased, why done that.

All the participants in the supply chain show their positive attitude in communication 
and information sharing.

From Unibrands point of view, they never experienced any problem in information shar-
ing, if manufacturers request then they can give them. However, maybe sometimes they 
ask them whether they have any other customers in Sweden, of course, manufacturers 
cannot give them the direct answers either. 

“They don’t tell us exactly which customer they have and they don’t need to know which supplier we have. 
As long as we satisfy the orders with them, they don’t need to know we had another one, not their busi-
ness.” (Jonas Edenvik, Personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

For that kind of situation Unibrands accept their supplier’s response, but they also point 
out , “we notice if affects our process we feel there is someone more important we come to the second , then 
of course we must come to the open discussion and then maybe leave that company or less orders whatever. 
Suddenly one supplier change his behavior, a good supplier can be a bad one, for any reason maybe the 
people leave the company.” (Anne Broström, personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

4.3.4 Information and communication

The main communication language is English. The only time Unibrands cannot use Eng-
lish is when they communicate with the manufacturer. This is where the trading firms 
come into the pictures. When Unibrands wish to relay a message or a question to the 
manufacturer, they have to go through the trading first and vice versa. The most obvious 
reason is the language barrier, but also the knowledge, the trading understand produc-
tions processes and routines, which means that they can make decision without consult-
ing the manufacturer.

The participants communicate with each other using traditional ways, such as: phone, 
faxes, e-mail and internet. According to Anne, it works perfectly and they do not plan to 
invest any new system.

The trading firm and Unibrands communicate regularly by e-mails. However, none of the 
participants shares information regularly, unless someone requests it. The only informa-
tion that is shared regularly is factory upgrade, capacity availability, potential halt and 
other
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5 Analysis

This chapter holds the analysis, which consists of a comparison, and an evaluation of the opinions gath-
ered in the empirical study and the theoretical framework. The analysis follows the same categorization of 
the investigated success factors as before. 

Pagh and Cooper (1998) describe the four types of generic postponement strategies; the 
full speculation, the logistic postponement, the manufacturing postponement and full 
postponement strategy. Each of these strategies has its capabilities and benefits. The 
supply chain use, without a doubt, a full postponement strategy with some variation. 
Unibrands is completely customer-orientated, and they customize everything for the cus-
tomer. However, the only product they do not custom is the rainwear. The product is 
non-seasonal dependent and the demand is fluctuation radically throughout the year and 
so are the orders. Therefore, Unibrands only place orders when the customer needs the 
product. Further, upstream, the trading firm or the manufacturer produces everything 
based on orders. Nothing pre-fabricated due the fatigue in materials for long-time stor-
age, risk of having inventories, which in the end have to be disposed, but also because 
Unibrands never actually places the same order each time with different quantity. 

Next step is the fabric producer. They also produce according to orders from the cus-
tomers/factories. The reasons are the same as mentioned by the manufacturer but also 
that the fabric has to be custom for each production order. That is color or pattern. In 
short, the chain is 100% Make-To-Order, from top to bottom. Now, that sounds like a 
perfect way to postponement product without retaining inventory. However, their post-
ponement strategy is not flawless, the chain has hinges that hinders the postponement to 
be fully utilized. There are four main factors that affect the chains responsiveness; Ideal 
conditions; relationship and partnerships; sharing information and communication.

5.1 Ideal conditions

Van Hoek (1998), describes three circumstances, we would call it, in order to favor post-
ponement. 1) The product must have a short product life cycle with a high fluctuation in 
demand and at the same time requires multiple customization, 

2) production and product technology will eventually become obsolete due to the short 
product life cycle and the company have to invest in order to cope with eh unsuspected 
surge in demand and 

3) The difficulty in predicting the competitor’s action due to a fragmented and heteroge-
neous market.

Unibrands rainwear product is not a fast fashion item compared to Zara and other fash-
ion chains. However, they do operate in the same industry with the same type of cus-
tomers. That is, sudden demand, improved quality and customization. Unibrands needs 
to be responsive in their chain once there is a sudden increase in demand. If not, Uni-
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brands will miss the opportunity, which could be over in matter of weeks. For a small 
company with the ability to provide products in short time with customization is unusual. 
For instance, profile firms only produce the same product but with different printing, 
such as underwear, sweaters, pants and other items. These are usually found in ordering 
catalogue, which is not fast fashion business.

Be able to respond quickly is the key point in applying postponement since some proc-
esses are postponed until a demand is realized. The question is how far up in the chain 
the are  the processes postponed? 

Knowing that Unibrands product do not change the design, you might think that there is 
room for semi-production or postponing a process. There is not, since Unibrands have a 
color clip more than 100 different colors and pattern. It is impossible to semi-produce 
anything and the complete the process in the factory. The manufacturer receives multiple 
orders with the same specification, unless there is an agreement. In 99% of the cases,
every order has different colors or patterns, even though it is the same end customer. 
The only way to cope with this is to order the materials once an order is realized. The 
whole chain starts to produce all the way from the fabric supplier when Unibrands sends 
their order to the trading firm. 

Unlike Benetton, they have a set of standard color, which they alternative and dye the 
clothes once it is produced. Majority of it item are semi-finished, the only step in produc-
tion is to dye. Benetton can do this because of the fabric (it is just cotton) and their lim-
ited color clip (Yeung et al, 2007). Zara use similar approach, but has a color clip for a 
specific season (Larssen, 2005).As mentioned, rainwear is a cotton fabric treated material 
with coating (latex or other type of coating for weather and rainproof). These product 
have a short expiration date and cannot be stored for a long time, especially in the 
weathers where the factory is located.

Beside the product design the market, producing is also a dependent variable using the 
technology in production and product. Just like processors, a product needs to be inno-
vated even though there is not need for it. Rainwear is close to that area, where Uni-
brands has to use the latest materials with the latest production technology in order to 
satisfy the demanding consumer. 

It works the same in producing outdoor wear, the product have to use the latest produc-
tion technique since it is a functional item. That protects the person wearing it.  They do 
not compete on the same level as Fjällraven or Haglöfs. Unibrands produce advanced 
rainwear for end-consumer for daily life. 

Looking from a competitive environment perspective, the market is fragmented but 
there are few small companies that have the knowledge to import and at the same time 
have the ability to design and produce clothes for every season.
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5.2 Relationship and partnership

Based on postponement strategy, there will be higher effects for the customer satisfac-
tion and competitiveness. From Chin et al (2004), developing a network of logistics by 
forging partnerships with supplier and customers throughout the chain is a strategy that 
is proven to increase customer satisfaction and competitiveness. So we can understand 
how important a good relationships and partnership for the implement of postponement 
strategy.

Chin et al (2004) explains that developing a viable partnership is a very important step in 
building customer-supplier relationships.

Relationship in postponement can vary from arm’s length to Just In Time concept de-
pending on the industry. In Yeung et al (2007) study, they concluded that postponement 
could be applicable in the simplest form of relationship where their many of their Euro-
pean customer’s places orders on Chinese manufactures via fax or phone call. Based on 
our respondents, that is the existed simple relationship between Unibrands and their 
Chinese manufacturers. They fully operate on MTO concept with semi-finished prod-
ucts.

When it comes to the overview of the relationships with their Chinese suppliers, the re-
spondents from Unibrands are quite satisfied in this point. They mentioned that they 
personally like the Chinese and have only pleasant experience so far. The respondents 
think that there is no problem in their relationship with the suppliers. They trust each 
other.

In our case , both of Unibrands and manufacturer want to cooperate for a long time, as 
the increase of customer’s barging power, the supplier share more responsibilities and 
risk .At the same time, it takes Unibrands more time and resources in order to help de-
veloping the performances of their suppliers of this type. Concerning the willingness of 
adapting, the respondents from Unibrands mentioned that their suppliers are good lis-
teners and adapter; respond quickly to their questions and requirements. Although they 
do not involve in concrete production or fabric supplier selecting activities, they play tu-
tor role and give some suggestions for quality control and operation. 

The structure of relationships is much different from what it should look like. The rela-
tionship involving, Unibrands, trading firm and the manufacturer is only a part of the 
supply chain. The fact is, their relationship is only a small part of the total supply chain.  
See figure 7

1: Unibrands, trading firm and the factory

2: Trading firm, manufacturer and accessory producer

3: Manufacturer and fabric producer



42

Figure 7 – Split relationship structure

Figure 8 - Unified relationship

A proper relationship should look consensus according to Chin et al (2004) See figure 9.
It implies that all the participants should share information and understand each other’s 
needs, problem and goals. It proves that Unibrands does not understand the fabric sup-
plier’s production processes and schedules. Liu from the trading firm explains:

“Usually fabric supplier has their own production plan and schedule, it is impossible to arrange the ma-
chine specially to produce sample fabric. Because those machines usually produce each fabric in 10 meters 
one by one. It is so difficult to control the concrete length of fabric. Based on the cost and the time, usually 
they produce fabric together with other cotton materials which are in the same color.” (Yan Mei Liu, 
phone communication, 2008-02-15).

If Unibrands were to understand be aware of it s production plans and other schedules it 
would be much easier to process directly to the fabric supplier without having the manu-
facturer placing the orders.

An important milestone in their relationships is the construction of the new factory in 
Fojou. Unibrands has been telling the factory manager to increase the capacity; other-
wise, they will have to place it somewhere else. It took the manager nearly 8 month to 
understand what needs to be done in order to maintain their relationship. Unibrands will 
of course provide assistance and other knowledge in order to help the factory manager
one-step closer to a closer unified relationship.

5.3 Sharing information

Sharing information is necessary for all kinds of Business Corporation. In our case, it’s 
the same and even a basement for the postponement working operationally. Acting as a 
partner in the chain automatically means to relinquish information about sales, produc-
tion, processes, names and such. (Chin et al, 2004).It means no any secrets between all 

1 2
3

2 3

1
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participants in the chain. From our respondents, Unibrands notice the importance of 
sharing information, Quality manager Anne told us

“For quality security, secure of the quality of the process. Sharing information is very important to have 
the meeting, because if you are not organized then the quality process is not good, it will affect the quality 
of final garment.” (Anne Broström, personal communcation, 2007-11-29).

As sharing information a part of a relationship, the flow stops where there is no connec-
tion. Unibrands does not know anything about the fabric supplier and its processes and 
vice versa since those fabric suppliers exist in two complete different relationship chain.

Shared information may include pricelist, calendar, shipment tracking and many others. 
Uncertainty is reduced by allowing the trading partner to be aware of other partner’s ac-
tivities (Van Hoek, 2004).

By implementing postponement strategy, manufacturers always make to order, they only 
start to produce after they get order. Therefore, long lead time and delay is common. 
Based on the interview, the problem for the Swedish customer is they think those Chi-
nese suppliers are continually delayed their sample. They both think it’s very important to 
know how the process going, what’s the performance and to inform this during each 
meeting and discuss. When Unibrands sharing necessary information with the supplier, 
usually it’s good to know each other like what they did not work in the past and present 
as well. Since It’s very important that unbraids finalize every season with each supplier.

Trust is amongst each participant when forgoing partnership and establishing a flow of 
communication. Our respondents emphasized that they never resisted sharing informa-
tion with their supplier, since they trust each other. By holding necessary information, 
the companies are able to communicate better and accurately to meet deadlines, produc-
tion lead-times, cost reduction and many others, which in turn help to manage the flow 
of materials and lower the inventory levels cross the supply chain, (Chin et al, 2004). In 
addition, the manufacturer share their difficulties and problems with Unibrands, for the 
long lead-time, they exposure the information of fabric supplier. They informed us, 

“According to the order quantity, the production lead time for 10,000 pieces with 10 different styles need 
15 days, but 10,000 pieces with 1 style only need 10 days. Therefore, lot of multiple styles and colors 
from the orders of Unibrands is another main reason, which results in a long lead-time. Since it is in a 
fast fashion industry, Unibrands itself can’t control the fashion change and the color of their order from 
customer. For the manufacturer, they already got at least 100 different color clips from Unibrands.” 
(Yan Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

Because the machine produce 100 meters fabric for one time, it’s very difficult to control the quantity. So 
each time, each kind of color bring at least 50 meter remnants, 100 colors will bring more than 5,000 
meters remnants. It means a large amount of inventory cost for Fabric supplier.” (Yan Mei Liu, 
phone communication, 2008-02-15).

Although, for those information which related to the core competence like other cus-
tomers of suppliers, all respondents keep silence about that.
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5.4 Information and Communication

Everyone knows people communicate by using language, since it is the most common 
means of communication. In consequence, if communicating partners have different 
mother tongues, as in our case, the Swedish is the official language in Sweden while 
mandarin is the official language in China. Communication between Swedes and Chinese 
must be conducted in English, but the English language in China is still far from being as 
popular as in Sweden and other western countries. Ma (1996) indicated that the ability to 
read between the lines was very important in China, which also corresponds to the case.
Though, it could perhaps be expressed as that what is logic in China is not logic in the 
Western societies and vice versa. Among the respondents, Unibrands discovered that 
they need time to communicate with Chinese supplier directly in English and they have 
to learn to write English in Chinese way. Meanwhile Unibrands communicate with the 
principal of the trading firm, via telephone, can easily lead to misunderstanding. At the 
same time, when they send the order to china, the transportation processes extend the 
lead-time as well. 

Nevertheless, neither of Unibrands or manufacturer regards the language as a primary 
problem during communication. Ever since the beginning, Unibrands has always used a 
trading company to communicate with the manufacturers in China. Therefore, it is im-
portant the trading firms can speak English and understand the western business cultural.

Mainly, the problem comes from their different thinking way about same things. Because 
from (Samovar et al., 2007), communication is more than an issue of language, it also 
concerns the cultural lifestyles, ways of thinking and different patterns of interacting, dif-
ferent culture background has an enormous influence on the efficiency of communica-
tion. People often get used to combine their own experience and cultural background 
into communication. When people of the same culture talk with each other, it will be 
much easier to understand the potential meaning of the speaker. However, the situation 
becomes troublesome if people come from different cultures (Samovar et al., 2007). 
Hence, try to learn and understand communicating partners’ culture is quite important 
for a business cooperate, which can help to avoid misunderstanding. From Samovar, the 
Chinese people and society are not as outspoken as the Western people and society. The 
respondents from Unibrands stated that sometimes their Chinese contact person always 
very nice but are not as outspoken as European suppliers and sometimes they need to 
guess what the Chinese supplier means. From other side, Unibrands lack of enough un-
derstanding of Chinese cultures and situation of this country. As the market expanded, 
Unibrands increased large orders to the Chinese manufacturers, due to the lack of pro-
ducing capacity from that factory; they have to wait a longer lead time to get their prod-
ucts than before. So they advise establish a new factory and increase amount of workers. 
However, the principal of trading firm, their contact person informed us the advices 
from Unibrands are not feasible. She said:

“Actually it’s not to conform to the Chinese national condition. For majority order, in 1/3 of production 
period, 100 workers are enough. If blindly increases to 200, it is unable to completely to solve the mass 
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order problem. Even if the factory has order, it is still unable to control the fabric supplier, printing model 
or other raw material factors. The partial production lines unable to start to produce, the work stagnates, 
and a lot of workers have nothing to do before everything arrived in factory. No work means no salary, 
since the salary of skilled workers is calculated by the pieces of goods they produced. Then those skilled 
workers will leave the factory, facing the shortage of skilled workers in china, it’s totally a block for the 
factory” (Yan Mei Liu, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

Therefore, if manufacturer take this advice, they will suffer the risk of loosing skilled 
workers. 

From other side, Samovar et al. (2007) point out that China is categorized into high con-
text cultures in which people tend to use implicit and vague words, whereas Sweden is 
belong to low context in which people express themselves in a direct and explicit way.
Chinese regard directness and bluntness as being impolite and reflecting disregards for 
others, which may lead to embarrassment or even hurt feelings while indirect languages 
help to maintain social harmony and facilitate face-saving. In our case, Unibrands
stresses their need of being diplomatic when dealing with the Chinese supplier. It is good 
to provide their wishes and the demands from their customers in such a way that the 
Chinese supplier can come with a suggestion and solution without loosing their face. 
And based our compare of different respondents from Unibrands and trading firm, ob-
viously there is a misunderstanding between these two collaborators. maybe the high 
barging power of Europe customer for the trading firm and the Chinese culture about
express vague, the trading firm don’t tell Unibrands directly why they delay the sample 
order, and some other advices from their perspective, which can help to cut lead time. 
Instead doing that by himself or herself, during the interview, the Chinese contact person
directly told us their reason and asked us to show Unibrands those reasons and problems 
they found during cooperation. Like, she thinks the requests for sample process from 
Unibrands are not flexible. It must be starts from producing fitting sample -photo sam-
ple-preproduction sample. In many cases, when photo sample finished, if there are only 
some small differences in color or size, there is no need to produce the same sample as 
the preproduction sample and send to Sweden. Until get feedback and confirm, factory 
can start to produce.

Manufacturer argued, “It’s a waste of time, I think, since when there is no difference or only small 
differences in color or size, the photo sample can use as preproduction sample, and factory can start mass 
production immediately. For some repeat orders, the same thing happened. Unibrands still request us to 
produce the same fitting sample to follow the same step as before, even we have it already, otherwise we to-
tally can use the repeat samples as preproduction samples or fix it a little and start to produce as soon as 
possible”. (Yan Mei Liu represent the manufacturer, phone communication, 2008-02-15).

Meanwhile, she also pointed out that assistant who mainly contact with Chinese trading 
firm may lack of experiences and don’t know the process so much in china, never flexi-
ble accommodating to some changes but tenaciously insisting following company proce-
dure, from produce fitting sample to photo sample finally preproduction sample.
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Except the problems due to languages and cultures, communication with Chinese suppli-
ers has also been evaluated as easy an good by the respondents. They say that the Chi-
nese suppliers are good listeners and always respond quickly to their questions although 
it will take more time to explain their requirements compared with European suppliers. 
Problems can be solved in a satisfactory way if there is sufficient discussion. But still,.
Chinese and westerners use the words “yes” and “no” in a different way. According to 
Ma (1996),to say yes for no or no for yes is a reflection of the indirect approach to com-
munication. It will avoid.undesirable interpersonal consequences. By adapting and under-
standing these culture habits of the Chinese will help to develop the relationships with 
China. In our case, usually it is hard for the Chinese contact person says “no” directly, 
they always try to be nice to their customers and don’t tell the problems directly, so from 
Unibrands perspective, they think everything going well. But people who have certain 
knowledge of Chinese culture can easily understand why some things happened and 
hence can understand the real meaning behind some words.  We think when the Chinese 
manufacturers learn and know how to manage specific situations they can also commu-
nicate with manners that are more appropriate for the cultural differences. We believe a 
better communication can help to avoid problem and further facilitate problem solving.
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6 Conclusion and suggestions

This chapter presents the main findings from the studies in connection with the purpose of study and the 
literature reviewed. It draws conclusion regarding the research and gives alternative ways of improvements. 
The proposed suggestions will also an outcome of our thesis paper

As the conclusion of our research, we discovered that Unibrands is using full postpone-
ment strategy in their supply chain. When there is a demand, Unibrands triggers the 
whole supply chain, from the end-customer to the fabric producer. Both Unibrands and 
we consider their postponement strategy inefficient and the supply chain needs to im-
prove in order to be successful.

To be more specific, regardless of the fact that Unibrands use full postponement, they 
are unaware of its theory, its benefit and its application in they supply chain. They have 
unintentionally adopted some of its practices, such as only produce when there is an or-
der/demand and keep a close relationship with the producer and many others. However, 
we discovered that they have not connected all dots yet.. There are several gaps in the
supply chain, however, we consider there are only three major factors that hinder them 
from using full postponement. In addition solving them will most likely solve many other 
issues along the way.

Relationship and partnership

The one part of the supply chain (Unibrands and the manufacturer) had a problem with 
capacity. The fact is that the manufacturer could not keep up with the increase of orders 
from Unibrands and others customers. The manufacturer became the bottleneck and 
which could only produce certain amount each month. It was impossible to produce eve-
rything at once, since they only use one factory to produce rainwear. Unibrands re-
quested the manufacturer to expand his facility or build another factory for the sake of 
the supply chain. The factory did facilitate process of expanding the supply chain in the 
beginning. It took Unibrands’ 6-8 months to convince the factory manager to build an-
other factory.

We consider the relationship between Unibrands and the manufacturer very important, 
because they rely on each other and need each other. However, having the manufactur-
ing manager to build the factory is a stepping-stone to a closer relationship. 

There is no such thing of perfect relationship. There are different levels of relationships 
ranging form arm's length to integration. Depending on the level, business can either
help each other or work independently. If no one is willing to take risk for the sake of 
the supply chain, the chain will not evolve and everyone will eventually suffer. In this 
case, all of the firms; Unibrands, trading firms and the manufacturer, understand each 
other very well what they need to achieve.

If we investigated Unibrands 6-8 months ago, our recommendations would be to build 
up closer relations with its manufacturer, in terms of encouraging the manufacturing 
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manager to build the factory. However, the factory manager has complied with Uni-
brands request and built another factory. However, potential shortage of capacity will al-
ways be there if Unibrands keep expanding. Therefore, at this moment, they should try 
to find other potential producers for production outsourcing to add production capacity 
to the supply chain, instead of relaying upon single producer. 

Their relationship is limited, in terms of upstream. When trying to go upstream the less 
information was obtainable. Reaching the suppliers of the factories was impossible since 
Unibrands does not control the flow of raw material. This also proves, without the 
proper relationships, it is difficult to make the full postponement work properly.

In addition, there are cultural issues in their way of communication. The trading firm 
does openly communicate with Unibrands about their problems and other issues, for in-
stance the material waste, tight deadlines etc. We suspect that the trading firm and the 
manufacturer are afraid of losing Unibrands as a customer afraid of they cannot live up 
to Unibrands expectation. In the end, Unibrands does not know the issues and keep on 
assuming that the trading firm and the manufacturer can complete the orders without 
any problems.

This is very typical when dealing with Chinese. It is cultural issue and Unibrands should 
address issues and get involved on their next visit. If not, there will be problems and we 
hate to see such a well-developed relationship to go to waste just because no one says 
anything.

Product characteristics

The variability of products is another hinder for Unibrands to successful implement
postponement strategy in the supply chain. Having too many small dishes on the menu 
with a small kitchen is not efficient. It takes time to make the food if the guest orders 
with variety. In this case, we are talking about Unibrands full customization with a large 
amount of colorclip (the dishes), which takes time to produce when the customers does 
not want to wait to long.

To be specific, despite the simplicity of the product design, other variables make the 
production very complicated. Unibrands has a color clip of more than 100 colors and 
patterns. Unibrands want to satisfy the customer to the fullest by providing full customi-
zation in colors and materials. This creates problem, having many different colors creates 
problems at the manufacturer and the fabric producer. The manufacturer does not have 
any problem in receiving the orders and start production, the problem lies in the fabric 
producer. They have to produce a certain amount of fabric with a color, which has to be 
tested by Unibrands. In addition, every time there is a different color on the materials, 
the characteristics changed and Unibrands has to test it. Sending the prototype to Swe-
den and then to China and vice versa takes weeks and thus prolong the lead-time.

In this case, we suggest that minimizing the color clip to a limited amount. It would ease 
up on the manufacturer and the fabric producer because they have produced it before 
and with it, no need to send samples and no materials waste. Alternatively, Unibrands 
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could use the entire color clip but they should have a special clip for fast production or-
ders for customers.

Communication & Information Sharing 

In the analysis, we discussed about the supply chain that consists of several relationships. 
This makes it difficult for them to control and to understand what is happening upstream 
or downstream. Unibrands does not know much about the fabric producer processes 
and vice versa. Not able to participate or to communicate with the fabric producer will 
not allow the Unibrands to understand the fabric producer production procedures. 

Communication is the path for Unibrands to overcome the existing problems like infor-
mation uncertainties and achieve better information transparency in the supply chain. By 
merging, the relationship with the fabric producer with the trading firm and Unibrands 
will help to facilitate the use of postponement by allowing information to flow faster. 
Therefore, all participants will have more understanding each other and thus improve the 
whole chains responsiveness.

As mentioned, their relationship is not consensus, which affects the information and 
communication. No information is shared upstream, between Unibrands and the fabric 
supplier and vice versa. The fabric supplier only knows that the rainwear producer needs 
material. They do not know whom the fabric is produced for and where they are from 
etc. Building the relations deeper upstream, Unibrands can share information both ways 
and use the trading firm as a bridge. This will allow Unibrands to communicate directly 
with the fabric supplier when there is a new order, or production schedules etc. 

We suggest that Unibrands should involve the important actors in their supply, especially 
the fabric producer. It is not only focusing upon knowing whom they are dealing but also 
understanding the problems that happen upstream. Unibrands specifically said what 
happened processes after the manufacturer is their problem. In our opinion, it is an atti-
tude that will not allow the chain to develop. Unibrands need to understand manufactur-
ers’ problem upstream, because once a problem occurs Unibrands will also suffer in the 
end.
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Appendix 1 – Trading schematics

The appendix displays two common approaches in the apparel industry of how firms can 
penetrate foreign market. The schematics are simplified to display information flow, not 
goods flow.

Direct trading

Step 1: Swedish Trade Council Bridge Apparel company with Chinese manufacturers. 
Step 2: Apparel Company and Chinese manufacturers has been established a relationship 
to begin trading. In Alt. 2, the apparel company decided to establish a branch office in 
China to directly deal with the manufacturers.

Indirect trading

Dealing indirectly with Chinese manufacturers, the apparel company have to use an agent
in order to produce goods in China. 

Swedish Trade Council Swedish Trade Council

Apparel Company Chinese manufacturers

SWEDEN CHINA
Step 1

Step 2 

Alt. 1 

Alt. 2 Swedish Apparel BranchApparel Company

Chinese manufacturers

Agent Agent

Apparel Company Chinese manufacturers

SWEDEN CHINA
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Appendix 2 – Questionnaire 1

Interview type: Phone □ Visit □

Date: Name: Company name:

Exp in company: Position:

Introduction:
We are two students from International Business School In Jönköping – Sweden, study-
ing for International Logistics Management and Industrial Management. In our final, 4th

year we are to write a Master thesis by conducting a study in the logistic area. We are in-
vestigating ways and phenomenal that may help to, if possible, to reduce lead-time for 
producing the raingears. 

Company information

1. Company background for customer/manufacturer/supplier
a. How many full-time employees?
b. Foundation?
c. Annual sales 
d. Number of full time employees
e. Nature of business (Marketing, design, private labeling, own brand)
f. Number of customer?
g. Number of suppliers?

2. Name and position (how many years) of the respondent
3. Do you have secondary material about your company?

Ideal conditions

Company 

4. What is your future strategy to stay competitive?
Product

5. What kind of products do you produce?
a. Is the product produced customized or standard products?
b. Do you produce standardized products with same design every year?

6. Does the raincoat represent a great deal of your yearly annual sales?
a. Are the raincoats orders a significant part of your operation compared to 

others order, since it is a repetition based?
b. What about your manufacturer, how do they prioritize your repetition 

orders?
7. How much of the annual sales do the raincoat order represent for the manufac-

turer? 
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a. Is it a great deal of the total order for that particular season?
8. Does the manufacturer expect you to place raincoat orders every year

Lead-time for producing Raingears (repetition order) at the manufacturer and lead-time 
for producing the required garment at supplier? (double questions)

9. Order lead time?
10. Production lead-time?
11. Deliver lead-time?
12. Total lead-time?
13. Order frequency/year

Order process 

14. Activities – From order to shipping all the activities that happens between? –
separate questionnaire

Forecasting – allocation of materials

15. Do you make plans for future production orders with your existing manufac-
turer/ supplier?

a. Do you look at the information about your manufacture/supplier sales 
data in order to make prediction?

b. What do you do, operationally, in order to prepare for the forecast? 
(checking for material availability and workload period,  etc…) 

Relationships and partnerships

16. How much do you know about your manufacturer/supplier and vice versa?
a. Are you familiar with their processes?
b. Have you been there?
c. How often do you make rendezvous?

17. How long have you been working with the manufacturer/supplier?
18. How long have the manufacturer worked with the supplier?

a. Often do you the supplier?
b. Do you choose the supplier?

19. How do you consider your relationship with manufacturer/Supplier?
a. What have you accomplish with long-term/short-term relationship with 

your current manufacturer/supplier?
b. What do you do to improve your relationship with manufac-

turer/supplier?

Information and communication

20. How do you communicate – media, phone, internet, real-time, faxes
a. Is that your main source of communication?
b. How often when do you communicate? Regular basis?
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Sharing information

21. What kind of information do you share with manufacturer/supplier and vice 
versa?

a. Share information about future products development, processes, organ-
izational change etc?

b. Production schedule, order status etc…
22. How do you share the information with manufacture/supplier and vice versa? 

a. Using what means?
b. How often do you share? 
c. How do you access it? Online informationsystem, fax, documents?
d. Do you think sharing information is vital for the company’s welfare?
e. Is the information useful for you? Does the information help the com-

pany improve anything significantly?
23. Have you resisted giving out information when and if the manufacturer requested 

it and vice versa?
24. Would you manage your operation smoothly without the information?


