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Abstract

This study investigated the current practices and challenges for the sustainable fashion of
luxury boutique fashion brands (LBFBs) in Vietnam. A series of in-depth interviews with 20
founders and managers of LBFBs in Vietnam was conducted. Findings show that sustain-
able practices improve ethnic cultures, strengthen the usage of local resources, promote
sustainable lifestyle, and thereby contributing to sustainable development of the boutique
fashion brands. However, the brands face some challenges while dealing with their stake-
holders such as shortage of available internal resources, bias in consumer perception and
purchase behaviors, and legal barriers to achieve accredited environment certification that,
in turn, weaken the sustainable practices in the local context. Results also provide some
insightful information for small & medium sized enterprises (SMEs) to adjust their sustain-
ability practices in order to improve their competitive advantages in the marketplace.

1. Introduction

The global luxury fashion market has witnessed tremendous growth, where the sales of high-
end apparels, watches, and jewelry have substantially increased with an average growth rate of
11% during 2019 [1]. The global luxury fashion market have been projected to grow 3-5% a
year through 2025, reaching $426-486 billion USD [2]. The key luxury fashion market is no
longer solely existed in the Western countries, but recently expanded to new emerging markets
such as China and Vietnam [3,4]. Vietnam is one of the emerging countries in the global fash-
ion and textile supply chain [5]. Moreover, Vietnam’s domestic market has remained one of
the ideal markets in the global luxury fashion sector [6].

In spite of the impact of Covid-19, luxury fashion brands are increasingly entering to Viet-
nam targeting the young population and burgeoning middle class, and the market has not suf-
fered much financial loss [4]. While customers know the luxury fashion through high-profile
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brands such as Louis Vuitton, Hermes, Burberry and Gucci, the luxury fashion market also
includes boutique fashion businesses where a team of local skillful artisans and craftsman pro-
duce luxury and customized apparels, jewelry for high-end customers [7]. In Vietnam, there
has been substantial rise of many global luxury fashion brands in addition to the emergence of
local boutique fashion brands or LBFBs [8].

LBFBs refer to small and medium-sized fashion enterprises (SMEs) involved with the
designing, manufacturing, and selling of stylish clothing, jewellery, or other luxury goods.
LBFBs represent a relatively small sector compared to the global luxury fashion brands and
even fast fashion brands. Unlike the global luxury brands, LBFBs are limited in product styles,
operate in smaller spaces, and deal with smaller production volumes [9]. Therefore, the prod-
uct cost may be higher, which necessitates careful sourcing of inventory to manufacture the
luxury products [10]. Some LBFBs manufacture their own products with authentic in-house
designs using luxury materials [11].

As the number of customers for LBFBs are limited, building a strong luxury brand image is
more challenging for boutique fashion brands in comparison to high-profile luxury brands
(HPLBs) [12]. Although both the brands have a number of common characteristics, large
HPLBs have strong brand equity, well-established products/services and distribution channels
[13], which makes the marketing of luxury fashion easier. As such, LBFBs need to find effective
strategies for their survival, growth, and profitability [8].

Recently, the sustainability concept has been gaining impetus in fashion business opera-
tions and marketing activities in order to differentiate the brands and have more competitive
advantage in the marketplace [14]. Customers are more concerned whether the luxury fashion
brands they purchase follow sustainable practices during manufacturing and supply chain pro-
cesses [15]. Accordingly, many LBFBs have tried to address this concern by integrating sus-
tainability concepts into their business strategy and operations [16,17]. However, recent
studies on fashion sustainability mainly focus on the HPLBs [18,19], whereas the research on
the LBFBs has been limited.

Moreover, most studies on sustainable fashion were conducted in developed countries
(such as the US and UK) discussing sustainable developments in their global fashion supply
chain [20-23]. Only a few studies have reported the sustainability status of fashion supply
chain in emerging countries such as Vietnam, who plays an important role in the global fash-
ion industry [24,25]. There have been a few attempts to develop the theoretical model of sus-
tainability of small and medium businesses, however, most of them are conceptual studies
[12,26], which lack empritical evidence to verify how the practices work in the emerging coun-
tries. Accordingly, an attempt has been made in this paper to investigate the sustainable prac-
tices in Vietnamese LBFBs. To meet the objectives, this research has attempted to investigate
the sustainable practices among the LBFBs in Vietnam with the following two research ques-
tions (RQs):

RQ I: What are the current sustainable practices followed by the Vietnamese LBFBs?

RQ 2: What are the major challenges faced by the Vietnamese LBFBs while working with the rele-
vant stakeholders to run their business sustainably?

The manuscript has been organized as follows. We first review some key literature in sus-
tainable practices and theoretical foundations for luxury fashion. We then provide details of
the research methodology and discuss the research findings that answer the research questions.
The paper concludes with a discussion of the research findings and highlights future research
directions.
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2. Literature review
2.1.Sustainability in fashion industry

With the increased emphasis on reducing the global warming and climate change, sustainabil-
ity concepts have gained significant importance in the last two decades [27-29]. The term sus-
tainability was coined in 1987 in Brundtland report, which means satisfying the current needs
without compromising the future generation’s needs [30]. Sustainability is viewed from three
perspectives: environmental, economic, and social, which are known as the “Triple Bottom
Line (TBL)” [29]. [31] highlighted that sustainability involves respecting people (at all levels of
the organization), and the community; respecting the planet, recognizing that resources are
finite; and generating profits that arise from adhering to these principles.

The first aspect, environmental sustainability relates to the impacts caused due to a large amount
of energy usage and water consumption; greenhouse gas (GHG) emission; hazardous waste genera-
tion; and discharge of toxic effluent containing dyes, finishes and auxiliaries to the eco-system during
garment manufacturing [32]. Fashion manufacturing has been recognized as one of the largest envi-
ronmental polluters as several processes use large quantities of chemicals, water, and auxiliaries [33].

The second aspect, social sustainability traditionally relates to the improvement of working
conditions; working hours; avoiding racism, gender equality, fair wages; health and safety of
employees [27]. Sustainability goes beyond the relationship with the environment. It should
address issues of the society, local communities, and relationships within our business opera-
tions. Thus, sustainable businesses must reduce the negative impacts on human livelihoods
and well-being, with intersecting ecological, economic, and socio-political dimensions [34].
The pandemic has emphasised the importance of social sustainability that ensure work-life bal-
ance for employees, local community development, and community support during and after
Covid-19 to ensure healthy livings of relevant stakeholders [34,35]. However, the social aspects
of sustainability have also been neglected in many countries manufacturing fashion.

The third TBL or economic aspects of fashion sustainability is related to how the business
operation impact on the overall economy health of its support networks and community [36].
This aspect in fashion is mostly related to using resources in a controlled manner so that the
manufacturing of fashion can be sustained indefinitely. [37] highlighted that “The major chal-
lenge in fashion sourcing lies how the souring process can be ethical and transparent, in addi-
tion to the environmental pollution, and ultimately the garment’s aftercare and disposal.”

Due to the complex nature of the supply chain of fashion and textiles, fashion brands fall a
prey in the trap of sustainability knowingly or unknowingly [23]. However, the successful
application of sustainability concept in business operations and marketing activities could help
fashion brands to differentiate its product/services and have more competitive advantages in
the marketplace [38]. Many global fashion brands are switching to sustainable products and
processes, which is helping them to market their products [39,40]. In order to be sustainable,
all fashion brands need to conserve raw materials, adopt safe manufacturing routes to avoid
environmental pollution, while utilizing corporate social responsibility activities [41].

In particular, for luxury fashion market, all brands have been under pressure to tackle the
sustainability consciousness [19]. Luxury brands including fashion brands have been defined
as ‘having high quality, offering authentic value, conveying a prestigious image, being worthy
of a premium price, and inspiring a deep connection’ [42, p,571]. While it is a small sector in
fashion industry, luxury fashion is considered as the most profitable and fastest-growing
brand segment [43]. The development of economics provide more opportunities for luxury
fashion to grow faster with two or three digits annually [44]. Customers buy luxury fashion
brand for exclusivity, status, quality, and high price [45]. The usages of luxury brand can help
them to express their social identify following the success in their career and life [19].
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Luxury fashion and sustainability or ethical practices are contradictory based on the values
of altruism, as luxury fashion indicates wastefulness, ostentation, resource oriented, superfici-
ality and thoughtlessness [45]. In the past, luxury fashion was indicative of developed econ-
omy, however, the recent luxury fashion market has spread to many of the developing
countries such as China, India and Vietnam [46]. Out of these emerging economies, Vietnam-
ese luxury fashion segment is of special significance as Vietnam is the leading exporter of fash-
ion to around the world [27] such as the US, EU, Japan, and South Korea. The consumers of
luxury fashion are increasingly emphasizing on the environmental and social impacts of the
luxury goods they purchase [47]; hence, the luxury fashion brands are integrating sustainabil-
ity and ethical practices for their brand management [48].

Since the public’s concerns about sustainability matters, all HPLBs are under tremendous
pressure to be more transparent of the business operations. To respond to the increasing inter-
ests, luxury fashion brands have engaged in a continuous process to transform the value chains
sustainably from sourcing of raw materials, logistics and delivery, production process, retail-
ing, and finally, post-purchase recycling with 3R concept (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle) [45,49].
Some luxury groups (such as Kering) show the transparency by publishing annual sustainabil-
ity reports, alongside their Annual Financial Reports [50]. Moreover, many major jewelry
brands agree to sign Kimberly agreement to commit not selling gems coming from war zones
(Burma, Zaire, Congo, etc.) [51]. Some practices of sustainable concept were reported at num-
ber of large high-profile luxury fashion brands such as The Body Shop [52], Marks and Spen-
cer [38], and H&M [40]. While scholars pay more attention for the practice of sustainable
fashions of large high-profile fashion brands (see Table 1 for summary), there are limited
attempts to explore the sustainability concept among LBFBs.

LBFBs represent a relatively small sector compared to the HPLBs. Similar to the HPLBs;
waste generation, excessive usage of natural resources, and negligence of the workforce are
some of the major challenges that LBFBs needed to deal with [53]. Many LBFBs are reluctant
to incorporate sustainability concepts into their business model due to consumers’ demand for
good quality and stylish clothing at cheaper price [33]. Therefore, LBFBs were claimed for not
caring of the TBL of sustainability that has negatively impacted to their stakeholders [36].

Vietnam houses about 6000 textile and garment industries, large proportions of which are
SMEs. The SMEs in fashion including LBFBs are categorised into the privately-owned indus-
tries, which are decentralised and smaller in size with fast-decision-making process. They
cover more than two third of fashion jobs and become crucial contributors to poverty allevia-
tion in Vietnam [54,55]. Fashion products from LBFBs are stylish, unique, together with per-
sonalized customer services with an intimate authentic cultural experiences [36]. The more
popular is the LBFB in the marketplace, the more vulnerable is the brand towards public criti-
cism over their operation. Since many of the HPLBs have adopted new technologies, using sus-
tainable products and processes; and taking care of their employees in the drive of
sustainability [33], it is essential for the LBFBs to follow sustainable models by simultaneously
delivering products manufactured with a proper consideration of the TBL of sustainability.

2.2 Sustainable fashion for LBFBs and resource dependence theory

The resource dependence theory [56] were used to explain the sustainability practices of
LBEFBs. The resource dependence theory highlights that resources are defined as ‘anything that
could be thought of as a strength or weakness of a given firm’ [56, p.172], which is the basis of
effective business operation and stakeholder dependences. The theory proposed that the busi-
ness cannot operate well without critical resources such as labor, capital, policies, technology,
and raw materials [57]. These resources are managed by other stakeholders, identified as any
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Table 1. Key studies of luxury fashion and sustainable concept.

References Organization type | Areas of study Findings

Achabou and French fashion
Dekhili [45] brands

Joy, Sherry [15] Large fashion
brands

Kapferer and Large luxury
Michaut-Denizeau | fashion brands
[72]

Han, Seo [73] Large fashion
brands

Nagurney and Yu | Large luxury
[74] fashion brands

Investigates the degree to which sustainable developments
can be associated with luxury products.

product

certain incompatibility in recycling of luxury products.

« The use of recycled materials in luxury products negatively
affects consumer preferences of the brand, which creates a

» Consumers of luxury fashion brands primarily consider the
intrinsic quality of the product although they are concerned

about the impact of the product on planet, which is the
secondary selection criteria.

Discusses luxury fashion brand’s approach on quality and o Luxury brands can become the leaders in sustainability
environmental sustainability because of their emphasis on artisanal quality.
o Luxury brands have high ethical standards in sourcing,

efficient use of material, low-impact manufacturing, assembly,

and distribution.

Explains why customers are not concerned about « Sustainability has become an element of quality expected by

sustainability considerations when they purchase a luxury luxury customers.

that they consider luxury and sustainability somewhat
contradictory, especially about the social and economic
harmony facet of sustainable development.

« The buyers of luxury fashion have ambivalent attitudes, such

« There is a high risk for brands that ignore the sustainability

requirements as the brands can be vulnerable to criticism
because of their visibility.

Explains how luxury brands can encourage consumers to be | » Developing and staging memorable consumer-centered

oriented towards sustainable fashion consumption experiences helps to orient consumers toward sustainable

fashion.

« Traditional communication tools (i.e. advertising and public

relations), may not foster sustainable fashion consumer

literacy.
A model was developed for fashion supply chain under « Each fashion firm seeks to maximize its profits as well as to
oligopolistic competition including differentiated products | minimize its emissions throughout its supply chain with the
and environmental concerns. It was assumed that each latter criterion being weighted in an individual manner by

fashion brand has unique product and there is a competition | each firm. The competitive supply chain model is network-

among firms until an equilibrium is achieved. based and variational inequality theory is utilized for the

formulation of the governing Nash equilibrium as well as for

the solution of the case study examples

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0287429.t001

group or individual who can affect or is affected by the business operations [58]. Since some

stakeholders (e.g., the suppliers, consumers, competitors, the authorities) control certain

resources vital to the business operations, the business need resources from other stakeholders
in order to execute any business plan. Conversely, the other stakeholders also need resources

from the business to satisfy their interests or address their social, economic, and political

issues. This results in interdependency, where each stakeholder depends on others and has
influence over the others [59]. In order to generate appropriate resources, the business must
be involved in the negotiation process with other stakeholders on the win-win situations. This
help the business to minimize the risk of its execution plan, and reduce uncertainty in the mar-

ketplace, while also maintaining stability in operations [60].

The merits of resource dependence theory can be extended to the sustainability in luxury
fashion in explaining the interdependence between the LBFBs and their relevant stakeholders.

To ensure the sustainable model for business development, the boutique fashion business

needs to focus on more stakeholder participations and collaborations to handle the interests in

social, economic, and environmental issues [41]. On one hand, the stakeholders rely on the
business to obtain updated information about the marketplace and seek for sustainable prac-
tices in place. On the other hand, the business relies on its members’ contributions for its sur-

vival and sustainable development. The provision of stakeholder resources such as shared
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experiences, brand knowledge and other expertise can enhance the productivity of sustainable
practice. This, in turn, increases the legitimacy of the sustainable activities, especially in terms
of addressing stakeholder concerns about sustainability. But this process of bargaining, negoti-
ation, education strategies among all stakeholders bring about symbiotic changes in the ideas,
attitudes, and behaviours of both the organization and its publics [61]. As a result, resource
contributions from consumers can strengthen the overall performance of sustainable business
model.

3. Methodology

The main aim of this research was to examine the current practices and challenges, which
LBFBs encounter in exercising the sustainability concepts for gaining competitive advantages
against the HPLBs. Such a study requires careful selection of information-rich cases with valid,
reliable and practice focused data. As such, the study employed the interpretive research
approach with the use of case study method to gain more insight, accuracy, and depth on the
current specific research issues of sustainability. Prior to conducting the survey, the Univer-
sity’s Ethics Committee approval was obtained. In selecting the cases, purposeful sampling
technique with snowball strategy was used to obtain in-depth information from the practition-
ers who are not only knowledgeable, but also willing to participate and voice their opinions
regarding the topic being investigated.

Based on the sampling theory, ten LBFBs in Vietnam were chosen. The fashion market in
Vietnam has been in the rise for the last few years, which witnessed the rise in significant num-
ber of SMEs starting their businesses. The selections of these LBFBs are based on the matching
of their product lines and prices in comparison with the large HPLBs (e.g., Louis Vuitton,
Gucci, and Burberry) in the marketplace. Further, their businesses products and services
address the authentic Vietnamese fashion culture of handicraft and embroidery, which is
alighted with the concept of sustainability.

Out of the ten cases, two (SME1 and SME2) were invited first and agreed to take part in the
study. Using snowball sampling technique, the remaining eight cases were suggested by these
two SMEs and agreed to join the research project. With the exception of SME1 and SME10
where only the founder was interviewed, interviews were conducted with business owners and
managers of other cases. Participants were required to read and agree with the informed con-
sent before starting the interviews. There were 20 interviews with respondents having experi-
ence in the fashion business from four to ten years. Given the research questions, the
researchers decided to cease the data collection with these 20 interviews as there was no new
information or new themes observed in the data (Guest, Bunce & Johnson 2006). This indi-
cated that the data was saturated and ready for analysis. Table 2 depicts the details of partici-
pants taking part in the study.

Prior to the data collection stage, interview protocols were developed from relevant litera-
ture consisting of ten main questions. Each question was supported by several prompt ques-
tions to assist the interviewers to seek further information. Consequently, data was
predominantly collected via 45-60 minutes semi-structured interviews with open ended ques-
tions to help the researchers gain information on the experience, perception, and opinions of
the research participants regarding their practice of sustainability related business activities
[62]. In addition, this data collection method enabled both respondents and researcher to fol-
low up particular issues, dismiss them as insignificant, or suggest additional insights which
were not sufficiently planned during the preparation of the interview protocols. Once the data
was collected, it was transcribed by the researcher into MS Word documents. Since all inter-
views were conducted in English, no translation was required. These documents were then
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Table 2. Details of interviewees selected for case study.

No

NN W

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0287429.t002

SMEs Code/ Business type

SME 1/
Bespoke tailoring

SME 2/
Traditional Clothes

SME3 /
Bespoke tailoring

SME4 /
Artisan Handicraft

SMES5 /
Traditional Clothes

SME 6/
Artisan Handicraft

SME 7/
Artisan Handicraft

SME 8/
Traditional Clothes

SME 9/
Made-to-measure

SME 10/
Made-to-measure

Participant Position Experiences (years)
SMELF Founder 7
SME2.F1 Co-Founder 6
SME2.F2 Co- Founder 4
SME3.F Founder 9
SME3.BM Brand Manager 8
SME4.BM Brand Manager 5
SME4.PM Merchanting Planning Manager 4
SMES5.F Founder 10
SME5.BM Brand Manager 5
SME5.0M Operation Manager 5
SME6.F Founder 8
SME6.MM Marketing Manager 7
SME6.PM Sourcing & Procurement Manager 8
SME7.BM Brand Manager 8
SME7.CD Creative Director 10
SMES.F Founder 8
SME8.MM Marketing Manager 5
SME9.F Founder 5
SME9.OM Operation Manager 5
SMEI10.F Founder / Managing Director 5

formatted into appropriate headings before being importing into NVivo software for the pro-
cess of coding.

In analyzing the interview transcripts, it is necessary to decide on unit of analysis as it forms
the boundary of the case. The unit of analysis could be either individuals, groups or organiza-
tions. As the purpose of the study was not comparing findings across the cases, the unit of
analysis in analyzing the interview data was therefore the individual. Prior to analyzing data, a
set of proposed categories/themes was developed from the research questions. Thematic analy-
sis with theme-based approach was used to analyze the data by reading transcripts, identifying
themes then coding the data. We followed two coding cycles approach as mentioned in the lit-
erature [63]. The first holistic coding focuses on the essence of text excerpts, while the second
descriptive coding summarizes the excerpts to form subcategories of the phenomenon. To
minimize the bias for coding, two researchers coded the data separately and compared the
findings. Most of the coded themes were matched. New themes were discussed and further
developed during this process by the research team. The final coding frame was then analyzed
across interviews.

4. Interview findings
4.1 The current practices with relevant stakeholders of sustainable fashion

Majority of the respondents reported four primary stakeholders are the most important while
sustainability is considered: customers (75%), suppliers (71%); local communities (61%), and
employees (55%). Interviewees reported: “Customers are aggressive about sustainable materials
[...]. They can call our customer care to know more about the sustainability practices while
manufacturing some products”. Others reported the roles of suppliers in developing the
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sustainable products that “In the past we were 30% sustainable, this year it is 90% sustainable,
and we are trying to reach 100% sustainable products in the next two years”. Some highlighted
the importance of local communities: “I'm confident that the majority of people understand
about it. When you look at certain portions in community, they’re more active in environmental
issues”.

A founder A2 emphasized the involvements of employees in sustainable practices: “When
we engage with workers, people actually become more efficient, they become more proactive, they
become more productive, they deliver more sustainable practices within their roles”. Other stake-
holders reported the role of business partners, media and government agencies. But they are
considered as less important due to the limited mention by the respondents (less than 50%).
Through collaborations and interactions with these major stakeholders, the LBFB stabilizes
their sustainable business operation by exchanging constraint resources such as materials,
information, know-how, and localized customs. The inter-dependences allow LBFBs to apply
sustainable practices while enabling other stakeholders to address their interests or concerns
for their business survival or social welfares. Applying the iterative thematic coding process to
the interview transcripts as to how participating LBFB integrate the sustainable factors into
their business operations with the target stakeholders (customers, local communities, local
communities, and business partners), three dominant themes were identified. The key themes
include: (i) promotion of ethnic cultures, (ii) enhanced usage of local community resources,
and (iii) co-creation of sustainable lifestyle.

4.1.1 Promotion of ethnic cultures of Vietnamese minority groups. Ethnic culture is
believed to be one of the crucial influences in fashion patterns and trends. The stakeholder of
Vietnamese ethnic minorities has a strong cultural background which is reflected through
their traditional elegant clothes, expressive garments, costumes, and other accessories. How-
ever, they have some difficulties maintaining the current practices to represent their culture as
well as improvements in their standards of living. In order to manage their uncertainty, they
collaborate with LBFBs who have resource constraints for idea, production concepts for
authentic clothes, garments, costume and other accessories. As such, LBFBs preserve and pro-
mote the cultural traditions of ethnic minority groups to the public through fashion product
designs. LBFBs invite artisans of constraining Vietnamese minority groups onto their business
production to gain their support, to use their expertise, to get legitimacy of the authentic
apparel productions. In return, artisans, representatives of minority groups, ensure their cul-
tural reflections via the design and productions of clothes, garments, costumes and other
accessories.

Extract 1 (SME7): “Fashion is taking out inspiration from the place that you’re in, your envi-
ronment and then to showcase it, to tell a story, to send a message. Our collection is a journey in
Vietnam. We want our customers to take a piece of their travel back home.

Extract 2 (SME5): “We got inspiration from traditional beauty of Vietnam, the pattern that
we have inspired from the shape of rice field and the unique culture of Vietnamese people.”

Extract 1 indicates the impact of ethnic culture on fashion design at the philosophical level
which could in turn be used as the general guidelines for stakeholders in creating pieces of
fashion designs with unique cultural patterns. Extract 2 illustrates an explicit example as to
how a particular aspect of Vietnamese culture is embedded in creating a unique fashion collec-
tion. Therefore, ethnic culture could play a key role in assisting LBFBs in differentiating them-
selves from competitors with exceptional products. From another angle of view, these cultural
authentic pieces of design could also be seen as a means in promoting ethnic cultures to the
wider world.

4.1.2 Enhanced usages of resources from local communities. Sustainable fashion supply
chain favors the use of eco-materials in green manufacturing, distribution, and retailing. In
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this case, globalization allows multinational corporations to locate the resources for their fash-
ion production anywhere in the world to maximize economic of scales. Thus, they may have
the advantages to highlight ecofriendly products for competitive advantage. With LBFBs
adapting sustainability practices, the increase competitions enforce the dependence among
LBFBs and local suppliers to highlight the usages of local resources in sustainable fashion pro-
ductions. Local resources are sourced and used in the process of manufacturing such as using
talented artisans, using local silk, fabrics, and traditional handicrafts. The use of local raw
materials might help to create competitive advantage for these manufacturers via creating
unique fashion products. Further, this builds up the reputation for Vietnamese ethnic eco-
friendly products to attract attention from potential foreign investors and visitors to the ethnic
minority travel destinations.

Extract 3 (SME4): “The limited collections made by (local) designers for instances and, then,
offer the local artisans the handmade craft. So that I can either support designers or the artisans
in those villages”

Extract 4 (SME6): “We create everything from A to Z, from the construction of the fabric, the
printing, the dyeing, the manufacturing, you know all the production unit.”

Extract 5 (SME8): “We distribute our products in our own network of stores.”

The above three extracts mirror how LBFBs utilize local resources in every aspect of their
fashion supply chain. While Extract 3 exemplifies the making use of local skillful human
resources in creating traditional authentic designs, Extract 4 and 5 showcase the roles local
labor forces with raw materials play in the whole supply chain. It signifies the contribution of
sustainable oriented fashion boutique SMEs to the enhancement of local community resources
usage at different levels. For local communities and businesses, most are small and micro
enterprises who have limited opportunities to work with the global firms in their supply
chains. Instead, forming alliances with LBFBs help them to maintain the business operations
and, as a result, create stable local community living environments. This practice results in a
win-win situation for all involved stakeholders and, thus, contribute to the sustainable devel-
opment for the brand in the local context.

4.1.3 Co-creation of sustainable lifestyle with target customers and the brand. The
LBFBs’ intention to foster sustainable fashion depends on customers because they are the pre-
dominant buyer of LBFBs. At the same time, customers are dependent on LBFBs to provide
high quality ecofriendly products for their clothes selection and fashion style practices. The
dependencies require both parties to co-create the sustainable practices in fashion market-
place. As such, boutique fashion businesses try to produce high quality products that can
reduce the ‘wear and tear’ in order to decrease number of new purchases. Furthermore, these
enterprises encourage their consumers to reuse and recycle their clothes by organizing swap
events or reward consumers with vouchers for the next purchase. This helps to raise awareness
of sustainable consumption.

Extract 6 (SME5): “We choose to convey the message of a green lifestyle to customers in vari-
ous tactful and indirect ways such as clothing exchange reward programs, usage of the fabric
shopping bags, and decoration of our retails stores following the ecofriendly concept.”

Extract 7 (SME3): Our customers re-organize their closets to exchange them among friends
and like-minded customers, or to donate for charity during the exchange event.

In addition, there are operational changes in the structure and management of the business
to ensure it is sustainable. All LBFBs emphasized the importance of the integration of sustain-
ability concept in their business operations from their supply chain (ecofriendly materials, and
sustainable manufacturing) down to the retail experience (green distribution, and green retail-
ing) to ensure the integration of sustainable concept across all aspects of the business. In the
retail outlet, managers mentioned how they engage proactively in conservation efforts to
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minimize the usage of water, and energy. This requires their efforts to change existing water,
waste, and lighting systems. Extract 8 displays a specific example which was to remove any
plastic related items in their daily activities.

Extract 8 (SME2): “We have the recycled shopping bags, we are removing everything that is
plastic such as containers, delivery, top for the cups, all the plastic bags we’re using so we use recy-
cled bags or paper bags.”

With the LBFBs, sustainability practice is moved to further levels where not only the use of
fabric shopping bags is encouraged, but also the motivation of these practices to relevant stake-
holders are also taken into consideration. While the activities aim to generate little or no envi-
ronmental impact, they may generate higher costs on the businesses to date and create some
concerns from the business partners and employees. The dependences of these internal stake-
holders require the owners/managers of LBFB to stabilize the business operation with through
socializing, discussing regarding valuable benefits for the brand, society, and environment.

Extract 9 (SME9): “Because sustainable is a trend, to follow the trend you must have a team
to really understand the sustainable concept, you need equipment, you need lots of resources,
assets to be sustainable which require some supports from business partners and employees.”

Extract 10 (SME4): “The production of using 0% chemicals, we need to really drive to ensure
that we have got the best product to our consumers but also do no harm in the process for the
workers.”

Further, the LBFBs need to convince suppliers since they do not see the installation costs of
some equipment for eco-production as feasible. As such, the LBFBs’ team must find the suppli-
ers meeting the ecofriendly requirement. Extract 11 exhibits the basic practice of sustainability
adaption exercised by the cases participating in the current study.

Extract 11 (SMES6): “Sourcing team and Design team have to find out the materials that is
friendly to the environment.”

4.2 Challenges of sustainable fashion while dealing with relevant
stakeholders

Another aim of the research was to examine what are the challenges faced by participating
LBFBs in adapting sustainability practices. In analysing the interview transcripts, three domi-
nant themes regarding the challenges were identified, namely: (i) Small and Medium-sized
Enterprise (SMEs) related challenges, (ii) consumers related challenges and (iii) macro levels
related challenges. While particular resources from these stakeholders may only constitute a
small part of total resource needs, they threaten the ability of LBFBs to continue sustainable
fashion practicing in the absence of the resources.

4.2.1 SME:s challenges with internal resources. LBFBs are considered as SMEs. They are
characterised by several unique factors including the scarcity of resources and simple organisa-
tional structure with less standardised policies and procedures. For SMEs to be able to compete
with the HPLBs in the fashion industry, they would, therefore, focus on the quality of their
products with unique designs and service in their target market. Difficulties faced by some
fashion SMEs are, hence, amplified by the lack of both talent and financial resources. The qual-
ity and unique of their products are either dependent on few key employees, owners/managers
or rely on the suppliers from third parties as explained in Extract 12.

Extract 12 (SME3): “We don’t have a team specializing in recycling. We don’t have a complete
circle of recycling things. It prevents us from doing campaigns about exchange or recycled
clothes.”

In addition, with less professionalism in working policies and procedures, it is questionable
if SMEs can adapt to the changes in sustainable trends in the fashion industry and to keep
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their product quality consistent. Due to the resource uncertainty, fashion SMEs in Vietnam
might expose to risks of having lack of trusts from customers. The following comments
extracted from the interviews could be used to confirm the above observations. Although
other types of limited resources such as sustainable raw materials or finance are mentioned,
the shortage of human resources with skills and knowledge regarding the sustainable practice
are proved to be the central issues for most of the cases in the study.

Extract 13 (SME1): “All the brands themselves have great strategy to communicate about sus-
tainability. But the team in Vietnam and the market is not ready. So, if you keep saying some-
thing they don’t understand, they will get annoyed.”

Extract 14 (SMES6): “The sustainability procedures are not followed strictly; many organiza-
tions take the advantage. We can’t monitor 100% the manufacturing process.”

These challenges are summarised as: (1) Lack of skilful staff members; (2) Lack of financial
resources, (3) Lack of professionalism for sustainable practices and 4) Limited and unstable
supply for sustainable materials. The observations from collected data are consistent with pre-
vious finding from [64].

4.2.2 Consumers’ related challenges. The sustainability has increasingly become a stan-
dard practice worldwide. It is, however, a complicated and relatively new concept in Vietnam.
Vietnamese customers are, therefore, still late adopters resulting from having insufficient
knowledge about sustainable fashion. The lack of sustainable fashion knowledge limits their
selections in making fashion purchase decisions, they focus on the ‘beauty’ of the products
rather than the ‘ecofriendly features’ integrated in these items. Furthermore, they are mostly in
favour of seeking for fashionable items which are trendy, stylish, well-fitting, and comfortable.
In addition, young Vietnamese customers tend to be more with low priced items. On the con-
trary, as previously reviewed, fashion designs from Vietnamese SMEs following sustainability
trends and guidelines often present themselves with limited styles and at high prices. The Viet-
namese consumers, therefore, are lacking motivation in purchasing sustainable fashion
products.

Comments from the respondents are consistent with the above review. For instance, Extract
14 highlights that customers in fact lay their prioritised focus on aspects but not the unique
cultural design of the products following the sustainability practice. Further, sustainability is
seen yet to be a decisive factor in making purchase decisions as being pointed out in Extract
15.

Extract 15 (SME9): “They don’t buy because it’s ethical, but they buy it because it’s beautiful”.

Extract 16 (SME10): “In Vietnam, when you talk too much about sustainability, you become
a hypocrite. People do not really get the concept and have the concept. It is not in their mind yet.”

Extract 17 (SMEL): “In fashion, the trends are changing, rapidly, so the products are easily
out of date. It might not be trending anymore. So, it is also a problem in fashion.”

Extract 18 (SME3): “The challenge now is here you make a lot of effort to make it organic, but
people don’t understand the differences. They don’t get it.”

The findings are consistent to [65] who found that customers may care more about the
price and appearance of clothing than its sustainable benefits of whether they are made by
organic cotton, or the low carbon production process has been used. The customer related
challenges are summarized as: (1) Lack of knowledge about sustainable fashion, (2) Lack of
motivation such as limited styles and less stylish and (3) Lack of financial resources.

4.2.3 Macro level related challenges. Analysing the interview transcripts revealed factors
which are from the macro levels. There exist legislations, regulations, and guidelines from the
Vietnamese government to assist organisations to obtain required certifications. These certifi-
cations are used to indicate the trustworthiness of the products being claimed to follow the sus-
tainability practice in manufacturing. However, fashion SMEs face challenge as the
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certification processes are either too complicated or time-consuming or over the budgets of
SMEs. In fact, the guidelines are most suitable for larger fashion businesses but not for SMEs,
who might need assistance from the government. Further, the presence of sustainability educa-
tion or activities is also mostly absent from the curriculum in moving the awareness to the
level beyond being just ‘environmental protection’. Extract 18 and 19 from the interviews
clearly support the above observation.

Extract 18: “Vietnam do have to improve its social standard according to the EU (European
Union). However, I'm afraid that these standards are too high compared to the TPP (Trans-
Pacific Partnership) one and how can we raise the awareness of stakeholders and increase the
productivity of the employees.”

Extract 19: “We’re very sustainable but the certification only applies in mass companies. How
to communicate on sustainable fashion. It is difficult for me. I've been talking to different agen-
cies, and I can’t find more information. I don’t know how to do it in a subtle way.”

From the above analysis, two challenges at the macro level include: (1) Lack of supporting
infrastructure for SMEs and (2) Low level of sustainability related education activities. These
challenges are beyond the scope of the LBFBs to handle, it shows the dependences on govern-
ment supports for policy implications and practical sustainable education activities.

5. Discussion

Fashion industries are behind other industries in applying sustainability concept [65]. To
address the criticism towards sustainability, luxury fashion businesses including LBFB must
focus on ecofriendly practices in their supply chain together with generating resources for
social and economic development. Our aim in this study was to examine the current practices
of sustainability among LBFBs and some challenges that the business has to deal with. Our
findings show that LBFB integrated the concept of sustainability in their business models and
found the practices to be useful for the healthy brand development. Three major themes from
the interview data were discussed: promotion of ethnic minority culture, extensive usage of
local resources, and the co-creation of sustainable lifestyle.

The findings indicated that the sustainable fashion practices have been adopted within the
participating cases throughout most of the activities from product design to supply chain
related activities. In fact, as implicitly indicated in Extract 1 and 2, the sustainability is to start
at the product concept level in which if it is guided by cultural values and beliefs, eco-friendly
fashion products will be foreseeable in return. Further, via the use of local raw materials and
resources such as local silks with ethnic artistic talents, the finished goods are not only benefi-
cial from their unique features but also deemed to meet environment and social requirements
for being sustainable (Extract 3 and 4). In these cases, the sustainability advancements are also
integrated in their daily activities (Extract 7, 8 and 9) such as eliminating the use of plastic
bags.

The modern life changes the way how publics understand and maintain the ethnic culture.
A number of ethnics’ communities struggle to maintain their cultural background, while try-
ing to keep up with the development of the economy. They expect the public to be aware of the
beauty of their culture, and thus, they need some supports from the business to change the way
their culture is presented. However, the support is rarely seen from the high-profile fashion
brands which are claimed to promote the Western luxury lifestyles. The LBFBs personalized
their identity into local ethnic culture. In the case of Vietnam, the design and materials were
now inspired from the local ethnic communities, particular in the Northern Vietnam. By col-
laborating with the local artisans to create unique clothing lines, the luxury boutique brands
try to blend and upscale the traditional indigenous clothing styles with modern design
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concepts in order to promote the diversity of Vietnamese ethnic culture. This fusion of mod-
ern and traditional ethic styles has led to an outburst of interest in cultures among target cus-
tomers, which were once ignored or underdeveloped by luxury fashion brands around the
world.

Moreover, attracting more customers to buy the brand products could contribute to the
local community’s social and economic revitalization and economic diversification. In turn,
job creation and additional training are the offers that LBFB can contribute to the local ethnic
communities. The brands offer artisans opportunities to maintain their traditional works,
increase the training and recruitments of local people to work for the LBFBs, which help them
to maintain their social and traditional cultural practice while earning reasonable incomes to
support their family and children’s education. These supports have been extended to conserva-
tion and restoration of the traditional village and community. As such, the LBFBs how their
businesses have been grown sustainably together with the ethnic communities. Thus, our find-
ings enrich the works of [66] and [67] who suggest the fashion brands should be openness into
different culture, stimulate appreciation of other humanities, and integrate the concept in their
business operation.

In addition, with the limited resources of the planet, more publics aim to enhance their
practice of reducing their demands. As such, the LBFBs’ aim to co-create sustainable lifestyles
by adopting the concept of ‘reduce, recycle, reuse (3R)’. Customers are encouraged to recycle
their clothes by returning their clothes to the store and sharing with the people in need. How-
ever, differed from the big brands’ recycling practice [40], LBFBs extended this recycling prac-
tices to exchange activities among their customers. Customers feel free to share their
experiences about sustainable lifestyle to other like-minded people, who lack sufficient infor-
mation about how to do this. Further, the event allows them to swap their clothes, to recycle
their clothes and to donate their clothes. In order to convince the customer for the sustainable
lifestyle, LBFBs have tried to integrate the sustainability concept into their business and supply
chains such as using costly but ecofriendly and recycled materials, natural lightings, saving
water, plastic-free packaging, and creating less wastes. Their businesses no longer compromise
with harmful resources for making profit. The findings enrich the works of [68] and Lee and
DeLong [69], who reported that businesses should set the standard for customers and promote
sustainable consumption, and encourage consumers to avoid impulse buying through experi-
ence sharing, networking with others which, in turn, foster the sustainable habits among them.

While sustainable practices have been applied successfully in the LBFBs, there are some
challenges that limited the enhancement of the practices in some businesses. The results sug-
gest that, despite the existent differences among LBFBs (full controller of supply chain, or no
controller of supply chain), some challenges were discussed and agreed among them namely
limited skillful staff members and limited financial resources, lack of professionalism for sus-
tainable practices and limited and unstable supply for sustainable materials. Other concerns
are lack of customer understanding, negative perception among other stakeholders, and lack
of supports from the authorities.

The marketing theory of double jeopardy argue that the small brands have lots of disadvan-
tage over the big brands. The HPLBs have more customers, larger market shares than the
LBEFBs, which in turn, generate higher trust level among stakeholders for the ethical practices
for their products [70]. This is illustrated through our findings from LBFBs, when their small
brands struggled to survive due to lack of supports and understanding from stakeholders.
First, while HPLBs have strong logistical and supply chains worldwide to utilize enough
resources to support for their sustainable productions and operations, LBFBs aim to develop
the local supply chain to support small producers and their communities. However, a few
issues are discussed including higher prices, unavailable ecofriendly materials for productions
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in the local area. Due to their business size, it is hard for them to convince the large, certified
suppliers to provide sufficient ecofriendly materials for their productions within their budgets
and timeline. In summary, these challenges reduce the efforts of LBFBs to incorporate sustain-
ability concept in their business successfully.

6. Theoretical contributions and practical implications

Although previous research has identified the applications of resource dependence theory,
quantitative survey is the most common method used to collect data and test the theory via
conceptual frameworks. There are limited empirical work that have looked at this theory in
the qualitative lens to provide richer information for interdependences among stakeholders.
Building on recommendations from [71], this study made an important contribution to the lit-
erature by offering a resource dependence perspective to understand how interdependences
works with SMEs in Vietnam’s luxury fashion sector. Due to the small scale of business, LBFBs
have some limitations for business developments in order to compete with the global fashion
brands. Further, their sustainable development requires lots of resources (e.g., financial, tech-
nical, and manpower) that they may lack. Thus, they will be very likely to undertake new ways
to solve problems via networking and collaboration.

Resource Dependency Theory argues that the fewer the number of resources, the more
numerous the connections and interdependencies among stakeholders. Further, there are two
angles of interdependences: 1) filing the resource gaps of the business, and 2) improving the
usages of existing resources. In this study, collaborations with relevant stakeholders will help
the brand to fill the gaps of resource constraints. New knowledge, expertise and resources
from local community businesses, artisans, employees enable LBEBs to develop their eco-
friendly, authentic fashion products. Moreover, LBFBs work well with their customers to co-
create the sustainable lifestyle via good product quality, clothes exchange programs, and eco-
friendly store concept integration. The interdependencies will help LBFBs to overcome the dis-
advantages of small size and limited resources to better address the needs of customers. On the
other hand, working with LBFBs allow relevant stakeholders to overcome obstacles associated
with their limited network and market knowledge. It helps local businesses, Vietnamese
minority groups to improve the usage of their existing resources (labour forces, authentic
designs, local silk, fabrics, and traditional handicrafts).

Regarding the challenges, the dynamic nature of external market environment requires
LBFBs to seek more supports from other stakeholders. Thus, holding some valuable resources
was a necessary but insufficient condition for the business to achieve competitive advantages
in the marketplace [71]. To address these issues, LBFBs need additional efforts to educate cus-
tomers for the practice, to seek helps from the government for the certification and supporting
policies to convert resource portfolio into their capabilities in the marketplace. In the mean-
time, they still struggle to maintain their competitive advantages in the marketplace while
doing good enough for the sustainable development. These results highlight the implication of
Resource Dependences Theory in the context of sustainable fashion SMEs.

There are few practical implications from the study. First, the development of sustainable
fashions are challenging for LBFBs due to intense competitions from the HPLBs. The LBFB
businesses are often unable to obtain sufficient resources for sustainable business operation.
Instead, LBFBs should possess resources from relevant stakeholders including local businesses,
and artisans from minority groups (manpower, authentic designs and fabrics with traditional
handicrafts). LBFBs can benefit from these stakeholders’ participation in the supply chain for
the product design and quality improvements. LBFBs should take advantage of business
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partner knowledge to improve their business operation and capabilities and better align prod-
ucts with local market trends.

Second, the improvement of product quality and customer services could increase customer
engagement with the brand to co-create the sustainable lifestyles. Durable products not only
help customers reduce their frequent purchase, but it also encourages them to join clothes
exchange programs organized by LBFBs, to share the sustainable concept with other like-
minded people and, in turn, can promote the brand implicitly. It allows customers to reduce
their fast fashion purchase habits and be more sustainable for fashion product consumptions.
Third, while there are some good sights for the sustainable fashion outlooks for LBFBs in Viet-
nam, they should know the existing challenges such as constraint of ecofriendly materials in
the local community, sustainable fashion practice, readiness among mass customers, and lim-
ited supports from the authorities. If LBFBs want to scale up their business, they can’t simply
rely on local resources for productions and operation. Many local businesses are not ready
with the larger volume for productions with consistent good quality. Moreover, they should
spend more efforts to educate customers for sustainable fashion concept as well as spend more
resources for some certificates. Thus, maintaining the current scales of business with niches
customer segments maybe a good option for LBFBs to grow slowly but sustainably in this mar-
ket condition.

7. Research limitations and future research

Some limitations for the paper are discussed in this section. First, the study only examined the
practices at boutique fashion brands in Vietnam which may reflect the cultural context of the
country. Further research from different emerging countries could extend our understanding
of the sustainability in LBFBs. Second, most of the businesses that we interviewed belong to
apparel categories, which may not represent the full picture of luxury fashion. Further research
should be conducted into other luxury categories such as watches, furniture, winery, or other
luxury goods, and services. Third, the study examined sustainability concept form the brand
perspective only. The sustainable concept may be perceived differently from other stakeholders
such as customers, authorities, media, and fashion suppliers. Also, it is beneficial to extend the
interviews to consumers to have a complete picture regarding the customer-related challenges.
It would be interesting to further conduct quantitative studies with these stakeholders to
widen our knowledge about the sustainability of luxury brands.
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