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a b s t r a c t 

The recent outbreak of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has exposed the fragility of the clothing sup- 

ply chain operating in South Asian countries. Millions of workers have become jobless and are staring at 

an uncertain future. The purpose of this research is to understand the reasons behind the lack of social 

sustainability in the clothing supply chain operating in South Asian countries and to suggest ways for an 

appropriate redressal. Interviews with experts have revealed that the dominant power of some brands in 

the clothing supply chain is the primary reason. Unauthorised subcontracting of clothing manufacturing 

and the use of contract labour are also responsible for violations in the ‘code of conducts’ of social com- 

pliance. Post COVID-19, a sustainable sourcing model that incorporates disruption risk sharing contracts 

between the brands and suppliers should be adopted. Unauthorised subcontracting of clothing manufac- 

turing by the suppliers must be prohibited. Supplier selection and the order allocation policies of the 

brands should also be tuned to facilitate social security of workers. The participation of NGOs and labour 

unions should be encouraged so that community development initiatives reach the grassroots level. 

© 2020 Institution of Chemical Engineers. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. 
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1. Introduction 

The outbreak of COVID-19 has disrupted the majority of all

global supply chains. Supply chain disruptions occur due to events

that have a low probability of occurrence but a very high impact,

such as natural disasters (floods, earthquakes, etc.), terrorist at-

tacks, pandemics (SARS, Ebola, Swine flu, COVID-19, etc.). Unlike

operational risks which involve routine delay in supply, machine

failure, or demand fluctuations, disruption risks have a ripple effect

as the consequences percolate through the entire supply chain and

affect business operations as well as the human population. The

recent outbreak of COVID-19 is arguably the most cursed pandemic

in the last century ( Parsons, 2020 ). By June 2020, it has caused

deaths of around 0.5 million people while infecting around 10 mil-

lion across the world. A whopping 94% of the Fortune 10 0 0 com-

panies have experienced supply chain disruptions due to COVID-

19 ( Ivanov, 2020 ; Fortune 2020 ). According to Dun & Bradstreet,

among the Fortune 10 0 0 companies, 16% and 94% have tier-1 and

tier-2 suppliers, respectively, in the Wuhan region. While tier-1

suppliers provide raw materials, accessories, and assemblies to the

manufacturer, tier-2 suppliers provide raw materials to the tier-1

supplier. Moreover, at least 5 million companies around the world
∗ Corresponding author. 
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ave tier-2 suppliers located in that region ( Smith, 2020 ). As a re-

ult, China’s exports fell by 17% during January-February 2020; fur-

her, it is estimated that there could be up to a 32% decline in the

lobal trade in 2020 ( Sarkis et al., 2020 ). Commercial aerospace,

ir and travel, oil and gas, automotive, and clothing and fashion

re the sectors bearing the brunt of this pandemic, whereas de-

and for pharmaceutical products have increased ( McKinsey &

ompany, 2020 ; Yu et al., 2020 ). While affected countries have

racticed social distancing, community quarantining, and lockdown

o contain the spread of this deadly virus, widespread unemploy-

ent has caused social sustainability challenges along with eco-

omic distress. The International Labor Organization (ILO) has es-

imated that there could be up to 25 million jobs lost as a result

f the COVID-19 crisis. 

In last two decades, researchers have addressed various facets

f supply chain risk management, including risk identification, as-

essment, mitigation, and monitoring. While building resilience

n supply chain has been proposed to tackle supply chain risks,

he COVID-19 outbreak has proved beyond a doubt that even

he best combinations of traditional strategies like agility, robust-

ess, flexibility, redundant capacity, surplus inventory ( Chopra and

odhi, 2004 ; Hassini et al., 2012 ; Heckman et al., 2015 ; Ho et al.,

015 ; Majumdar et al., 2020 ) are not enough to cope with this par-

icular global pandemic. As the global supply chain extends beyond

he geographic boundaries of a country, suppliers are often located

n different countries ( Linton and Vakil, 2020 ). While this global
reserved. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spc.2020.07.001
http://www.ScienceDirect.com
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/spc
mailto:majumdar@textile.iitd.ac.in
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Fig. 1. Textile and clothing supply chain. 
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the conclusions. 
etwork works efficiently in a stable business environment, supply

hain disruption can cause havoc during pandemics. 

Most of the developing economies of the world, including those

n South and Southeast Asia, rely on textile and clothing indus-

ries as the entry barrier is low, technology is easily manageable,

nd skills can be quickly acquired. The present value of the In-

ian textile and clothing sector is around US$ 200 billion, and it is

nticipated to grow at a compounded annual growth rate (CAGR)

f 12% to US$ 350 billion by 2024. In 2018-19, it contributed 3%

o India’s gross domestic product (GDP), 13% to industrial pro-

uction, and 12% to export earnings besides providing direct em-

loyment to a workforce of around 45 million. Bangladesh, with

.4% global share, is the second largest exporter of clothing af-

er China. The textile and clothing industry contributes 16% and

0% to Bangladesh’s GDP and export earnings, respectively, while

mploying around 4 million workers ( Majumdar and Sinha, 2019 ).

ietnam is the third largest exporter of clothing with 6.2% global

hare. The sector provides around 2.5 million employment. There

re around 60 0 0 textile and clothing companies in Vietnam, and

0% of them operate in the clothing manufacturing area. In Cam-

odia, along with tourism, textile and clothing is one of the two

argest industries. Cambodian textile and clothing industry employs

round 3.35 million workers and 90% of them are female. Overall,

he textile and clothing industry, being labour intensive, plays piv-

tal roles in the economy and employment of South and Southeast

sian countries. 

For the overall sustainability of the clothing industry and as-

ociated supply chain, it is paramount to integrate three pillars

f sustainability, namely economic, environmental, and social, so

hat a balance between profit, planet, and people is maintained

 Jabbour and Santos, 2008 ; Khan et al., 2018 ; Pomponi et al.,

019 ). Ensuring social sustainability not only enhances the op-

rational performance but also improves the financial success

f organisations ( Schönborn et al., 2019 ). However, social sus-

ainability has always received inadequate attention from re-

earchers and practitioners, especially in the context of emerging

conomies ( Huq et al., 2014 ; Mani et al., 2016 ; Amui et al., 2017 ;

ani and Gunasekaran, 2018 ; Munny et al., 2019 ). Low wages

 Lipschutz, 2004 ), forced overtime ( Maria-Ariana, 2017 ), poor

ealth and safety practices ( Yawar and Seuring, 2017 ; Mani et al.,

018 ), substandard working conditions ( Lipschutz, 2004 ; Maria-

riana, 2017 ), and threats of lay-off are some of the most common

ocial sustainability issues of supply chain. In spite of contribut-

ng greatly to the economy of South and Southeast Asian countries,

he workers of clothing industry have always remained underpriv-
leged due to poor wage rates ( < US$ 5 per day). It is not an over-

tatement to say that the extremely poor wage rate is the main

river behind the flourishing of the clothing industry in South and

outheast Asia ( Lipschutz, 2004 ; Maria-Ariana; 2017 ). The outbreak

f COVID-19 has exposed the vulnerability and lack of social se-

urity of these workers who contribute to the glittering success

f the clothing industry. Unlike other supply chain disruptions,

OVID-19 has created a ripple effect in clothing supply chain. First,

he supply of clothing raw materials from China was disrupted

ue to lockdown in Wuhan which started in January 2020. The

lothing manufacturers in South East Asia tried to cope with the

ituation by using surplus inventory, and by procuring from local

uppliers. However, demand for clothing declined sharply as lock-

own started in parts of Europe during the second week of March

020. Global clothing brands reacted by cancelling confirmed or-

ers or by delaying the payment ( Donaldson, 2020 ). As the dis-

ase started to spread in South Asia, lockdown was announced

n India and Bangladesh in the last week of March 2020, bring-

ng clothing industry to a complete standstill. Therefore, COVID-19

reated an unprecedented situation in clothing supply chain where

emand, supply and manufacturing got completely disrupted and

elinked ( Wazir Advisors 2020 ). According to the Clothing Manu-

acturers Association of India (CMAI), there will be around 10 mil-

ion jobs lost in the Indian textile value chain ( Economic Times re-

ort, 2020 ). A survey conducted by CMAI among 1,500 cloth-

ng manufacturing units revealed that 20% of them have consid-

red permanently closing their business following lockdown. In

angladesh, US$ 3.17 billion in orders have been cancelled affecting

round 2.27 million workers ( Wright and Saeed, 2020 ). Cambodia’s

overnment predicted that as many as 200 factories, employing

round 160 thousand workers, might temporarily close their op-

rations by the end of March ( Hutt, 2020 ). The ongoing discussion

ighlights the severe impact of COVID-19 on social sustainability of

lothing supply chain operating in South and Southeast Asia. The

bjective of this research is to unearth the underlying reasons be-

ind the lack of social security in the clothing supply chain. The

trategies needed in post-COVID-19 era and the roles of various ac-

ors to improve the social security of workers in the clothing sup-

ly chain have also been proposed. This paper makes unique con-

ributions by deliberating on the specific issue of social security

n clothing supply chain due to disruptions caused by COVID-19

nd ways to mitigate this problem. The remainder of the paper is

rranged as follows. Section 2 presents the research methodology,

nd Section 3 discusses results obtained. Finally, Section 4 outlines
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Table 1 

Profile of interviewees. 

S. No. Designation Experience (years) Supply chain position Operation Revenue (million US$) 

1 Sales head 18 Brand Multinational 2500 

2 Senior general manager 18 Auditing and certification Multinational 30 

3 Quality assurance head 23 Brand India 350 

4 Divisional merchandise manager 17 Brand Multinational 16600 

5 Sourcing head 23 Brand China, India 370 

6 Manager 18 Brand India 2900 

7 Vice president 25 Supplier Multinational - 

8 Regional manager 15 Supplier Bangladesh, India 50 

9 Production & quality head 14 Brand Multinational 12800 

10 Production manager 10 Supplier India 33 

11 Senior general manager 23 Supplier India - 

12 Senior manager 20 Brand China, India, Bangladesh 330 

13 Lead auditor 18 Auditing and certification Multinational 6600 

14 Senior general manager 15 Supplier Multinational 3500 
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2. Research methodology 

Fig. 1 depicts the textile and clothing supply chain which can

be divided into five segments, namely fibre production, yarn man-

ufacturing, fabric manufacturing, wet processing (dyeing, printing,

and finishing), and clothing manufacturing. 

To understand the causes behind the lack of social security in

clothing supply chain, an explanatory research approach was used.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to capture the percep-

tion and empathic understanding of the stakeholders involved. The

interview themes revolved around the power imbalance among the

players of the clothing supply chain, social security practices fol-

lowed by the organisations, and the ways to improve the social

security of workers in the clothing supply chain. While conducting

interviews, a funnel approach was used to present the questions,

i.e., general questions were asked in the beginning before mov-

ing to the specific questions vital to the interview themes. Four-

teen senior managers, working in sourcing (brand), clothing man-

ufacturing (supplier), and sustainability auditing (third party) of

textile and clothing supply chain were telephonically interviewed.

Seven of the interviewees represented the brands’ side whereas

five were from the suppliers’ side. The remaining two interviewees

were working in the sustainability auditing area. All the intervie-

wees had at least 14 years of experience in the textile and cloth-

ing supply chain, except one, who had 10 years of experience. In-

terviewees were selected based on personal contacts or through

reference of a previous interviewee. As the matter of discussion

was sensitive, personal contacts were helpful to have open discus-

sions. At the end of 14 th interview, it was felt that information was

reaching the saturation level, so no further interviews were con-

ducted. Details of the interviewees are given in Table 1 . The de-

tailed questions for the brands, suppliers, and third party auditors

are given in supplementary information. For the secondary data,

research papers and current industry reports were analysed to col-

late information related to social sustainability aspects of the tex-

tile and clothing supply chain during COVID-19 pandemic. 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. Supply chain disruption 

Several interviewees suggested that because China is a funda-

mental cog in the textile and clothing supply chain, any pandemic

in that country will produce a cascading effect on the entire supply

chain. China supplies value-added synthetic fibres, synthetic fab-

rics, winter-wear fabrics, footwear, polyurethane tapes, clothing ac-

cessories, nonwoven roll goods, dyes, and chemicals to South Asian

countries. The interviewees affirmed that they had never imagined

how devastating a disruption in supply, demand, and operation
ould be, and yet they had to witness such disruptions happening

imultaneously in this case. 

“This is a unique situation where we have infrequent supply,

partial production, and very low demand. Some of our Indian

stores open only for few hours a day. Our revenue has reduced

by 90% in last month.”

Interviewee 6

They also felt that the clothing supply chain will take at least

ix to nine months to recover post lockdown as the production will

tart in phases; therefore, the requirement of labour will be lower.

“Even if the lockdown is over, we will not be keen to start the

production as 40% of our denims are sold in domestic mar-

ket. Unless the markets and malls open in metro and big cities,

there is no point in producing clothing for which there are no

takers.”

Interviewee 7

.2. Power dominance of brands 

Most of the interviewees agreed with the notion that brands

old the dominant power in the clothing supply chain. There-

ore, brands have always dictated price, delivery terms, and con-

itions. Over the years, brands have maintained their profit mar-

in while transferring the burden of cost cutting to the suppliers.

ince the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013, lead times, prices paid to

uppliers, and wages have reduced by 8%, 13%, and 6%, respec-

ively ( Saxena, 2020 ). Thus, fierce cost competitiveness among the

uppliers results in poverty pay for the workers leaving no margin

or the social security. Brands typically pay after delivery of goods,

orcing the suppliers to pay for raw materials, labour, and overhead

osts; hence, suppliers shoulder almost entirely all business risks. 

“We pay our clothing suppliers within a stipulated window of

three months after the receipt of goods. We also make arrange-

ments with the fabric manufacturers so that the clothing sup-

pliers get a window of two months for payment after receiving

the fabric.”

Interviewee 3

Although collaboration among the supply chain partners is one

f the potent strategies for risk mitigation, unfortunately, it has

imited adoption in clothing supply chains. With suppliers having

ittle or no bargaining power, brands have used their dominant

ower positions to cancel or postpone orders that have been com-

leted or are in production; forced the suppliers to offer brutal dis-

ounts; and refused to pay on stipulated time. A whopping 72.1%

nd 91.3% of the buyers have refused to pay for the fabric cost and

roduction cost (labour, manufacturing overhead etc.), respectively,
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o the suppliers from Bangladesh ( Anner, 2020 ). Interviewees from

he suppliers’ side felt that some of the brands unethically invoked

he force majeure clause for their impunity. However, with loom-

ng fear of losing business, suppliers often have little choice but to

omply. 

“We have asked our suppliers to completely hold the orders for

which they were sourcing materials. Suppliers were also asked

to stop ongoing production. Suppliers do not have any choice

but to accept our decision.”

Interviewee 6 

.3. Subcontracting of manufacturing and labour by suppliers 

Interviewees agreed that unauthorised subcontracting of cloth-

ng manufacturing is widely practiced by the suppliers. The social

ustainability ‘code of conducts’ are set by the brands and the eval-

ation is often done by the third party auditors. 

“We have long-term relations with our suppliers. We follow our

own social compliance standard as well as audits by a third

party. Suppliers are mentored in the areas of noncompliance.”

Interviewee 4 

However, suppliers felt that economic considerations are given

ore importance for supplier selection as compared to the other

wo dimensions of sustainability; in short, they are often forced to

dopt subcontracting of clothing manufacturing. 

“While selecting our suppliers, we first look at the economic

sustainability. Social sustainability comes after that and the

suppliers need to fulfill our own standards which are in line

with SA 80 0 0 and SMETA (SEDEX members ethical trade au-

dit).”

Interviewee 9 

In many cases, mock compliance is practiced with the con-

ivance of brands to meet the strict deadline. Though on paper,

ecords are unscrupulously maintained to meet the compliance.

ne of interviewees representing a prominent brand accepted the

xistence of mock compliance. 

“We conduct three types of sustainability audits, namely unan-

nounced, semi-announced, and announced, for our suppliers.

Generally, most of the suppliers have poor compliance in over-

time and subcontracting where the records are either missing

or dubious.”

Interviewee 1 

While the showcase factory of a supplier comes under the

urview of inspection and compliance, subcontracted factories re-

ain invisible. Thus, violations of social sustainability norms are

ampant in subcontracted units. The mere monitoring by third

arty auditors has failed to serve the purpose as the compliance

rocess is more concerned with box ticking rather than redressal

f the actual problem. Besides, unethical practices like bribing are

ften used by the suppliers to further cloak the occurrence of mal-

ractices. 

Another important aspect highlighted by the interviewees is

he widespread use of contract labour in clothing manufacturing.

ost of the suppliers operate with 80-90% contract labour ar-

anged through middlemen. A middleman supplies labours to a

arge number of factories based on requirements that vary depend-

ng on order volume. Therefore, the workers are not on the payroll

f the suppliers. Though as per industrial laws, the suppliers still

emain responsible for the safety of the workers inside the fac-

ory premises. However, the suppliers do not have any moral or

egal obligation to ensure social security of the workers if the job

s terminated. As most of the Indian clothing manufacturers are
ependent on Spring/Summer orders, the order quantity from the

rands varies with the seasons. A further variation of demand oc-

urs within each season. Interviewees, therefore, felt that it is eco-

omically unfeasible for the suppliers to maintain a steady work-

orce under their own payroll. As the middleman supplies contract

abour to multiple factories, he takes advantage of resource pooling

y utilising uncorrelated demand of factories. The middleman op-

rates independently, so unethical practices of layoff and the care-

ess disregard for workers’ social security goes unnoticed. 

.4. Mitigation strategies 

It emerged during the interviews that the government should

lay a proactive role in ensuring social security of jobless work-

rs as clothing suppliers, which mostly fall under micro, small,

nd medium enterprises (MSME), do not have the liquidity to

ustain during an extended economic crisis. Permanent workers

n Bangladesh are entitled to get 60 days’ pay at the time of

ermination according to the labour law. Some of the intervie-

ees suggested that this benefit should also be applicable for

ontract labour. Interviewees pointed out that Cambodia’s govern-

ent promised workers rendered jobless due to factory closure

hat they are eligible to get 60% of the national minimum wage

or a period of six months. In Sri Lanka, workers are entitled to

aid leave in areas where factories have been closed temporar-

ly ( Zarocostas, 2020 ). Some of the interviewees felt that the de-

and for clothing will surge once the COVID-19 crisis is over. How-

ver, cash-starved clothing companies, especially the smaller play-

rs, may face difficulties in restarting their operations due to lack

f trained workers, many of whom have already returned to their

ative places. 

“The trauma that the migrant workers have faced has left a per-

manent scar in their minds. Some of them have decided not to

leave their home state again. However, others have no option

but to return.”

Interviewee 3 

Therefore, a disruption risk management policy, that is friendly

o the workers, is of paramount importance to reduce the suffer-

ngs of migrant workers. The interviewees also expressed that the

overnment could offer support to the clothing manufacturers in

everal other forms: a moratorium for payment of bank interest

nd principal, an exemption of anti-dumping duty, and a bank in-

erest reduction are all steps that would help the clothing industry

evive faster and mitigate the trauma of workers. 

Many interviewees asserted that post COVID-19, brands will

ace pressure from industry bodies, NGOs, and human rights organ-

sations to ensure that workers receive a living wage to fulfill their

asic requirements (food, clothing, housing, education, and contin-

ent expenses) and to ensure a decent life. The practice of paying

overty wages to the workers and thereby making them eternally

ependent on public welfare schemes should be stopped by the

rands. Therefore, a new sourcing model is needed where brands

nd suppliers, mediated by industry bodies (CMAI, Bangladesh Gar-

ent Manufacturers and Exporters Association or BGMEA, etc.) or

GOs, are involved in sustainable partnerships as shown in Fig. 2 .

he sourcing model must include risk sharing contracts for equi-

able sharing of loss by both parties in the event of unforesee-

ble disruptions. The role of industry bodies or NGOs would be to

versee that social issues such as child labour, forced labour, non-

oluntary labour, excessive overtime, discrimination, health and

afety, fair wage, contingency savings, and so forth are unequivo-

ally mentioned and practiced by all parties. Interviewees also sug-

ested that if a supplier has procured the raw materials but has

ot yet started the clothing manufacturing, then the brand should

artially compensate for the cost of raw materials, i.e., fabrics in
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Fig. 2. Sourcing model for risk sharing. 
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the case of order cancellation. If the clothing is under production

(cut and stitch), then the brand should partially pay for fabrics and

manufacturing cost, including labour cost. For delaying the ship-

ment, the brand should pay for the additional inventory holding

cost. 

It is obvious that brands will have to bear the burden of extra

cost arising from the risk sharing. However, this can be included

in the pricing model as the social sustainability cost which may be

integrated with their corporate social responsibility (CSR) expendi-

tures. An adoption of this sourcing model will help the brand to

enhance their image as a sustainable organisation. Some intervie-

wees suggested that brands should give preference during supplier

selection and order allocation to the suppliers who employ a per-

manent workforce. This will encourage suppliers to avoid contract

labour, at least partially, and will ensure better job security for the

workers. Besides, to mitigate future disruption risks, brands should

blend ‘Localisation’ with ‘Globalisation’ to form the novel ‘Glocali-

sation’ as a new sourcing strategy to reduce their dependency on a

single supplier or country. The interviewees representing suppliers

felt that post COVID-19, India, Bangladesh, Vietnam, and Cambo-

dia can utilise this opportunity as credible alternatives for the new

brands. 

“We have received lot of queries, during this COVID-19 crisis,

from new foreign buyers regarding our production capacity and

lead time.”

Interviewee 14

Interviewees also suggested that because workers are primarily

associated with the suppliers, they must take greater responsibil-

ity for the social security. Ideas such as offering a mandatory sav-

ing plan, providing access to emergency savings, staffing day care

centres, etc. came up during the interviews. The active and con-

structive engagement of the labour unions should be encouraged

by the suppliers even if the powerful brands feel that third party

auditing is better for ensuring the social sustainability in supply

chain. 

3.5. Limitations and future directions 

A first-hand view of social sustainability issues in the clothing

supply chain of South Asia due to the COVID-19 outbreak has been

presented. Our findings are primarily based on semi-structured in-

terviews with industry experts. Due to social distancing, all the in-

terviews were conducted telephonically. It would have been better

to conduct in-depth face-to-face interview with all the stakehold-

ers of the clothing industry. 

We propose the following research questions on which future

research should be initiated. 

• How will the power dominance between brands and suppliers

change in the clothing supply chain post COVID-19? 
• How will the sourcing strategies and pricing models of clothing

change post COVID-19? 

. Conclusions 

An explanatory research based on semi-structured interviews

f experts has been presented with the aim to unearth the rea-

ons behind the lack of social sustainability in the clothing supply

hains of South Asia. It has emerged that the power dominance

f clothing brands, unauthorised subcontracting of clothing man-

facturing, and use of contract labour by suppliers are the ma-

or causes plaguing the social security in clothing supply chains

perating in South Asia. As a mitigation strategy, brands, suppli-

rs, industry bodies, and NGOs must work in unison following the

OVID-19 crisis to address the lack of social security in the clothing

upply chain. A new sourcing model, which would include disrup-

ion risk sharing contracts and social safety benefits for the work-

rs, should be adopted. Brands and third party auditors must en-

ure that unauthorised subcontracting of clothing manufacturing is

liminated. Brands should also encourage suppliers’ use of a per-

anent workforce by tuning the supplier selection and order al-

ocation policy. Experts felt that as South Asia could be the desti-

ation of many new clothing brands due to ‘Glocalisation’ strategy,

he time is right for suppliers to enhance social sustainability by

mplementing a mandatory savings plan and access to emergency

avings for workers. Although this work primarily focuses on the

lothing supply chain, its findings and implications have a broad

mpact on many industries that depend on low-skilled workers. 
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