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Abstract
Despite the fact that performance improvement receives a significant attention among the Sri Lankan Ap-

parel Industry, achievement of the results expected through performance improvement efforts has been low. 

The main reason for this is that managing and maintaining the improvements have not obtained a consider-

able devotion among the industry. Lack of consideration on practical applicability and compatibility of the 

well-known performance improvement philosophies have resulted in significant loss of time, money and 

effort with a lower level of success among some Apparel Manufacturing Organizations. Many researchers 

highlighted that implementing one performance improvement philosophy is not always capable in meeting 

all the business requirements. Therefore, the objective of this research is to present a set of best practices 

selected from different performance improvement philosophies, which are suitable for the Sri Lankan Ap-

parel Industry. Fifty two best practices recommended by the existing performance improvement philoso-

phies were subjected to an industry survey conducted among 60 Sri Lankan Apparel Manufacturing Orga-

nizations, which were recognized as experts in performance improvement. Survey results revealed that 49 

among them were significantly used and successfully implemented by the responded organizations. Further-

more survey results exposed that they are highly useful for the Sri Lankan Apparel Industry. Furthermore, it 

was revealed that all the 49 best practices have at least a weak relationship between the level of use and level 

of success achieved by implementing them. The grouping criteria developed based on the level of use and 

the level of success of each selected best practice helps organizations as they can decide to which level they 

should implement the best practices they have selected to apply, in order to get better and effective results.  

Keywords: best practices; performance improvement; Sri Lankan apparel industry 

1.	 Introduction

Sri Lankan Apparel Industry (SLAI) is one of the key players of the country’s economy with nearly 10 per-
cent contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Mirchandani, 2009; Omar, 2008).  The industry 
itself holds approximately 60% of the total industrial exports of the country, while employing almost 15% of 
country’s total eligible workforce (Board of Investments [BOI], 2012; Asian Development Bank [ADB], 2008; 
Wickremasinghe & Jayakody, 2011).  Moreover, industry accounts for the provision of about 1% of the total 
American and European clothing needs with nearly 60% value addition (Omar & Cooray, 2005; Mirchandani, 
2009).  Despite the fact that the SLAI of Sri Lanka covers just about 2% of the global market share, it is well 
reputed among its customers as an ethical manufacturer of quality apparel products (Adikari   & Yamamoto, 
2007).

Being a global business, SLAI has become competitive especially due to the competition from South 
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Asian and South-East Asian countries like India, Pakistan, China, Bangladesh, Vietnam and Cambodia (Kel-
egama, 2009; Kelegama & Epaarachchi, 2001).  Though low cost of production, cheap labour and relatively 
educated, trainable workforce were distinct advantages for the SLAI few years ago, majority of them are not 
benefits anymore (Tilakaratne, 2006).  Poor labour productivity, high lead time, high bargaining power of 
both customers and suppliers and rapidly changing order specifications are some of the key barriers for the 
industry after the removal of quota system (Omar & Cooray, 2005; Palansuriya, 2009; Kelegama, 2005; Far-
hana & Amir, 2009; Adikari & Yamamoto, 2007).  These challenges have caused the SLAI to focus on improv-
ing both labour and operational productivity of the business as well as managing those efforts efficiently and 
effectively (Kelegama, 2009).  

Despite the fact that the performance improvement receives a significant attention among the SLAI, 
achievement of the results expected through performance improvement efforts has been low (Kelegama, 
2005).  The main reason for this is that managing and maintaining the improvements have not obtained a 
considerable devotion among the industry (Allen, 2008). Absence of a systematic, structured guidance on im-
plementing performance improvement efforts has created several consequences such as low devotion on the 
important aspects of performance improvement and ineffective utilization of resources (Allen, 2008). Lack 
of consideration on practical applicability and compatibility of the well-known performance improvement 
philosophies have resulted in significant loss of time, money and effort with a lower level of success among 
some apparel manufacturing organizations (Allen, 2008).  Emphasizing the same issue, several industry pro-
fessionals stated that it is vital to have a methodically applicable framework in guiding the performance im-
provement and management efforts within the industry.

Furthermore, as a general fact, even though enormous numbers of performance improvement philoso-
phies are available at present, many organizations have limited their choice to one philosophy, which they be-
lieve as the most appropriate to their business culture.  However, one performance improvement path is not 
always capable in meeting all the business requirements (Lee & Dale, 1998) hence, an integrated approach is 
required.  

Therefore, the objective of this research was to present a set of best practices selected from different 
performance improvement philosophies, which are suitable for the SLAI.  Best practices, or in other words, 
the key principles and procedures which make the performance improvement philosophies corrective and 
effective, will be helpful for any apparel manufacturer in Sri Lanka, when implementing performance im-
provement efforts within their business processes. Furthermore, the study targeted on grouping the selected 
performance improvement best practices based on their level of use and level of success, thereby assisting the 
users in implementing those best practices simultaneously. 

2.	 Literature Review

Performance Improvement 

Improving the business performance is a continuous process of upgrading the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the business by challenging the present way of performance (Harrington, 2005; Love & Li, 1996, as cited in 
Love et al., 2000). This can be achieved by eliminating non-value-added activities, reducing variations and 
optimizing the utilization of resources of the processes, which are associated with the business (Love Li, 1996, 
as cited in Love et al., 2000). Improving the process not only leads towards improvement in products and 
services, but also towards improvement in the performance of the overall business (Williams, 2007).

Performance improvement (PI) is one of the key principles of Business Process Management (BPM).  
It has direct effects on the effectiveness, efficiency and adaptability of a business to furnish a better service to 
its customers, while achieving the business objectives (Harrington, 2005). Accordingly, improving the perfor-
mance has become one of the prime tasks of many organizations. 

Depending on the degree of improvement, performance improvement can be either ‘Incremental’ or 
‘Radical’ (Zellner, 2011). ‘Incremental’ approach associates with implementing a set of small improvements 
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to the existing process in a gradual manner, while the ‘Radical’ approach deals with completely changing the 
way the process performs, through innovative ideas (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Love et al., 2000; Zhang & Cao, 
2002). Table 1 shows the major differences of the two approaches, in various perspectives (Davenport, 1993). 

Table 1: Comparison of two performance improvement approaches

Aspect Incremental Improvement Radical Approach

 Lev el of change         Gradual            Radical

Starting point         Existing process            Clean slate

Frequency  of change         One-time/continuous            One-time

Time required         Short            Long

Participation         Bottom-up            Top-down

Ty pical scope         Narrow, within functions            Broad, cross-functional

Ty pe of change         Cultural            Cultural/structural

Primary  enabler         Statistical control            Information technology

Risk         Low            High

Source: Davenport (1993)

Performance Improvement Philosophies and Best Practices

True optimization of business processes starts with a strong improvement methodology, which is focused 
on eliminating, or reducing the activities, that cause more errors or that create great cost (Breyfogle, 2004).  
Total Quality Management (TQM), Lean Manufacturing and Six Sigma are the most famous performance im-
provement methodologies within Incremental approach (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005; Neubauer, 2009; Dhook-
ie, 2008) while Business Process Reengineering (BPR) is the most famous for Radical (Love et al., 2000; 
Zhang & Cao, 2002).

Best practice is a procedure or a principle that is accepted as correct and effective (Harrington, 2005; 
Bhuiyan & Baghel, 2005). Performance improvement best practices are based upon the same definition which 
make the performance improvement philosophies more accepted (Harrington, 2005). Each philosophy is 
defined and described under a set of such best practices. Depending on the aspect of which the philosophy 
focuses on in relation to improving the performance, the set of best practices are defined (Bhuiyan & Baghel, 
2005). For example, TQM, as a quality-focused philosophy, keeping inline quality points within the manufac-
turing flow is defined as one of its best practices.

3.	 Methodology

Data collection was conducted in two phases namely, literature survey and industry survey. During the lit-
erature survey, prime focus was given to identify the performance improvement best practices recommended 
by the existing performance improvement philosophies such as Lean Manufacturing, Six Sigma, Total Quality 
Management, Business Process Reengineering, Kaizen, Just-In-Time, Standardization and Employee Em-
powerment. Principles behind these philosophies were studied through books and research publications and 
fifty-two best practices were identified under sixteen categories.  The aim of conducting an industry survey 
was to identify the best practices that industry has been successful in implementing. A structured question-
naire was used in assessing the best practices under three measurements,

•	 level of use of the best practice
•	 level of success achieved by applying the best practice
•	 personal feeling of the respondent about the usefulness of the best practice to the industry
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Since some best practices which were applied, would not have given successful results, the level of use 
and the level of success achieved by implementing each best practice was decided to identify. Furthermore, 
some best practices, although they have significantly used and successful in implementation, they might not 
be very useful to the industry. Therefore, in identifying the best practices to the SLAI, it was decided to mea-
sure the level of usefulness of the best practices to the industry.

All three measurements of each best practice were facilitated by the questions where the respondent 
can choose the answer.  For the first two measurements, a six-point rating scale was presented and respon-
dents were asked to choose their rating for each best practice.  For the third measurement, dichotomous type 
of data was gathered where the respondent has just two options to select; either Yes or No (Bryman & Bell, 
2007). 

The targeted population of the survey was the apparel manufacturing organizations which are cur-
rently operating in Sri Lanka and which are the experts in implementing performance improvement efforts 
within their business processes. ‘Non-probability sampling’ method was employed in selecting the appropri-
ate sample of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2003).  Using the ‘Convenience 
sampling’ technique, a sample size of sixty was chosen from the above defined population of the study. Sur-
vey was subjected to the operations mangers of the sample of the study. At the end of the survey conducted 
through both Online and Delivery and Collection methods (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2003), thirty-five 
valid responses were identified with a response rate of 58.33%.

4.	 Data Analysis

Data gathered from the questionnaire survey was analyzed in two phases. During the first phase, each mea-
surement was analyzed independently for all three measurements while the relationship between level of use 
and level of success of each best practice was analyzed in the second phase. During the first phase the three 
measurements were independently analyzed using ‘Univariate Analysis Methods’ (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The 
purpose of doing so was to identify the best practices, which are suitable for the SLAI. ‘Kolmogorov Smirnov 
Test’ was used in analyzing the level of use and the level of success, while ‘Frequency Table’ was used in ana-
lyzing the usefulness.

Kolmogorov Smirnov test is a univariate data analysis method used in analyzing ordinal type of data 
which are gathered as categories and the categories are orderly ranked, but distances between categories are 
not equally defined (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Questions with rating scales are the most common question type 
in ordinal data. Hence, Kolmogorov Smirnov test was used to analyze the data gathered for the best practices 
for level of use and level of success. Frequency table is another univariate data analysis method, which can be 
applied for any data type (Bryman & Bell, 2007). It shows the frequency of occurrence of the variable under 
each measuring point (Bryman & Bell, 2007). For the measurement usefulness, frequency of occurrence of 
two measuring points Yes and No is calculated and depicted as percentage values.  

Categorization of analyzed data  

Table 2: Selection criteria of the performance improvement best practices suitable for SLAI
Category Significantly used Level of success Usefulness Literature support Selected

YES YES HIGH YES YES

YES YES HIGH NO YES

YES YES LOW YES YES

YES YES LOW NO NO

NO NO LOW YES YES

NO NO LOW NO NO

A

B

C
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Based on the independent analysis for the three measurements, best practices were divided into three catego-
ries named A, B, C. The best practices which were significantly used, successfully implemented and which the 
respondents have commented as useful were grouped under category ‘A’, whereas the best practices which 
were significantly used, successfully implemented but usefulness was commented as low were grouped in cat-
egory ‘B’. Rest of the best practices were grouped in category ‘C’. Table 2 illustrates the criteria for categoriz-
ing the best practices. As shown in the same table, each category was further divided in to two sub-categories 
based on the availability of the literature support for the best practices.  

Analyzing the relationship between the level of use and the level of success

In analyzing the relationship between the level of use and the level of success, ‘Bivariate Analysis Methods’ 
were employed (Bryman & Bell, 2007).  Since the data collected for both measurements is ordinal, ‘Spear-
man’s rho’ was used in analyzing their relationship.

Spearman’s rho, denoted as rs, measures the strength, direction and the significance of the relationship 
(Walker & Maddan, 2009).  The magnitude of rs , which represents the strength of the relationship normally, 
lies between 0 and 1, where closer to 1 denotes a very strong relationship (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Walker & 
Maddan, 2009).  Direction can be either ‘+’ or ‘-’ where ‘+’ interprets that the increase of one variable has an 
effect on increasing the other variable.  

Selected best practices were classified into three groups based on the strength of the relationship be-
tween the two measurements.  Table 3 presents the range of rs values of each group and the level of strength 
of the relationship they interpret.

Table 3: Lower and upper boundaries of the best practice groups

Group rho Range
Strength of the 

relationship
Representation of 

relationship strength 
I 0.433   ≤    x <  0.7 00 Weak +

II 0.7 00   ≤   x  <   0.900 Moderate ++

III  0.900  ≤  x  ≤    1 .000 Strong +++

 

5.	 Results and Discussion

Independent analysis of the best practices resulted in categorizing 49 best practices in Category A, one in 
Category B and two best practices in Category C.  Best practices of category A which are sufficiently used, suc-
cessfully applied and identified as highly useful to the industry were decided as suitable for the SLAI without 
a doubt. Although the category B best practices are sufficiently used and successfully applied, their usefulness 
has not been proven to the maximum level. Therefore, category B best practices were not selected as suitable 
for the SLAI. Similarly, best practices of category C were neither sufficiently used nor successfully applied, 
within respondent organizations. Furthermore, the usefulness of category C best practices is low compared to 
the other two categories, hence those best practices were also not selected as suitable for the SLAI. Therefore, 
out of the 52 best practices subjected to the survey, 49 best practices were identified as suitable for the SLAI.

Analysis of the relationship of the selected 49 best practices revealed that 17 of them have a Weak rela-
tionship between the level of use and the level of success, whereas only 2 show a Strong relationship. Rest of 
the 30 best practices show a Moderate relationship between the two measurements (shown in Table 4). This 
indicates that Group II best practices show that increase of the level of use will help in increasing the level of 
success, but to a moderate level. Similarly, Group III best practices show that greater the level of use of such 
best practices, greater the level of success that can be achieved. Group I best practices, though they show a 
positive relationship between the two measurements, the impact of the level of use on the level of success is 
quite low compared to the other two groups.  This grouping will be a distinct advantage for the users as they 
can decide to which level they should implement the best practices they have selected to apply, in order to get 
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better and effective results. For instance, if the best practice Increase the amount of external setup activities 
as much as possible (best practice SUR_03 in Table 4) is considered, as the rs value is +0.927, it falls into 
Group III and that shows a strong relationship between the level of use and the level of success achieved.  
Conversely, the best practice Form small work teams and train them towards a common focus (best practice 
GT_03 in Table 4) which is in Group I with rs value of +0.688 does not need to be applied to a greater extent 
to achieve a significant success.  It means that application level of the best practice, whether to a lower level 
or higher level does not have a significant impact on the level of success.

Table 4 summarizes the results of the data analysis carried out for the three measurements: level of use 
(LOU), level of success (LOS) and usefulness (UF) for each best practice and the categorization of the selected 
best practices based on the relationship between LOU and LOS.  Best practices, which are not selected to be 
applied in the SLAI, are highlighted in the table.

6.	 Conclusion

The research was focused on identifying and presenting a set of performance improvement best practices 
suitable for the SLAI. Literature survey of existing performance improvement philosophies resulted in 52 
best practices. The survey conducted among performance improvement experts within the targeted industry 
revealed 49 best practices are suitable for the targeted industry. All those best practices were identified as sig-
nificantly applied, successfully implemented and as highly useful to the SLAI. Categorization of the selected 
best practices based on the strength of the relationship between their level of use and the level of success 
would assist Sri Lankan apparel organizations to identify the level to which the best practices should be ap-
plied within their organizations.  

Selection of the best practices suitable for an organization depends on organization-specific param-
eters such as strategic direction and resource availability. Therefore best practices which were identified as 
suitable to be implemented within the SLAI through this study can be further studied in explaining the selec-
tion of them based on organization-specific requirements, which will create a direction for future research. 
Furthermore, how the best practices recommended through this study should be implemented within any 
apparel manufacturing organization provides another opportunity for future research. The BPM lifecycle 
proposed through the next part of the research is done based on this where it guides users in implementing 
the selected best practices within their organizations.  
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