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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this study is to identify and analyse the main strategic differences between fast and
ultra-fast fashion supply chain management.
Design/methodology/approach –This study uses a qualitative approach, using document analysis and in-
depth interviews with industry specialists.
Findings – Ultra-fast fashion differs from fast in the following supply chain strategies: avoids any excess
inventory, focuses on local manufacturing, on-demand production, and shorter lead times from a few days to a
week with a combination of agile, lean, responsive supply chain strategies.
Research limitations/implications – The limitations of this research are due to the cut-off period and the
use of a restricted sample. As implications, technological capabilities are underexplored in the fashion industry.
Although important to the traditional and fast fashion industry, technology is viewed as a tool and not as a
capability that can generate competitive advantage. This paper addresses technology as capabilities to make
ultra-fast fashion retailers more competitive.
Practical implications –Ultra-fast fashion could potentially impact current fast fashion retailers to partially
move their business model and operations towards an ultra-fast approach. Fast fashion retailers desiring to
speed up their production processes launch more weekly collections to cater to consumers who are more
fashion-conscious.
Originality/value – There is a rapid emergence of new start-ups that are calling themselves ultra-fast.
Newcomerswanting to adopt this new segment’s businessmodel, develop technological capabilities tomeet the
challenges of this supercompetitive market.
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1. Introduction
Consumers are now more fashion-conscious and want to promptly acquire the latest styles,
which puts pressure on the retailer to satisfy the consumers’ needs. Consequently, retailers
put pressure on suppliers to deliver fashion products with even shorter lead times (Barnes
and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). Since there is an increase in the pace of fashion and consumer
demand, the time to react to emerging trends has shortened, which impacts the apparel
buying cycle and major fashion retailers’ forecasts and planning, especially when these
follow a fast fashion business model. In addition, due to the long complex structures in the
apparel industry’s supply chain, strategic moves have been introduced and implemented in
order to overcome long buying cycles along with increasingly demanding fashion consumers
(Bruce et al., 2004).

The concept of fast fashion is commonly referred to as a business strategy that focuses on
creating an efficient accelerated supply chain in order to produce fashionable merchandise
and attend consumer demand (McNeill and Moore, 2015). Quickly changing habits among
fashion consumers are altering the retail market, especially in the fast fashion segment
(Gabrielli et al., 2013). With the rapid involvement of fashion consumers, some fashion
retailers are struggling to keep up with their customers. Consequently, many of these fast
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fashion retailers are adapting their supply chains to the exigencies exerted by these fashion
consumers by potentially adopting an even faster approach called ultra-fast fashion
(Weinswig, 2017).

The new concept of ultra-fast fashion focuses on production efficiency, but with a faster
approach than fast fashion. It can bring products from design to sale in as little as a few
days, focusing on rapidly responding to consumers’ increasing demands for immediacy
and fashionable innovation (Weinswig, 2017). Although there seem to be subtle differences
between these two terms found in the literature available up to this day (Weinswig, 2017),
these distinctions are important factors to take into account to understand the processes
that many new emerging retailers are following in an ultra-fast fashion approach, driving
their rapid sales growth and success. Therefore, the aim of this study is to identify and
analyse the main strategic differences between fast and ultra-fast fashion supply chain
management.

2. Literature review
2.1 Supply chain management in the fashion industry
In the fashion industry, a supply chain encompasses the whole range from manufacturing
and distribution processes, including the transformation of raw materials, to finished
products ready to be launched on to the market. It is a system constituted of material
suppliers, production facilities, logistics operations and customers (Basak et al., 2014). Today,
in modern retailing, the supply chain has become strategically important in terms of effective
organisation, coordination and communication with the entities in the chain, as well as agility
and collaboration (Moon et al., 2017).

Due to the current trend in the fashion industry of expanding product variety, a short
product life cycle increased outsourcing and technological innovation, the complexity in
supply chains has increased (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). It has been adapted to cater
for the fashion consumer demands for new products whilemaintaining short lead times in the
production (Lee, 2002). Due to the long, complex structures in the apparel industry’s supply
chain and the powerful influence of the internet, strategic moves have been introduced and
implemented to overcome long buying cycles along with increasingly demanding fashion
consumers. With new products being designed every second to attend consumer demands,
new supply chain structures can be developed to serve these ‘demanding customers’ in a
direct manner (Lee, 2002).

There are different supply chain strategies. Lee (2002) proposes efficient, risk-hedging and
responsive agile supply chains. Efficient (or lean) supply chains usually aim at achieving
economies of scale, where there is a need for high use of effective communication throughout
the chain. The information system as an ‘integrator’ enables production and distribution
schedules to be optimised and creates andmaintains dynamic supplier networks (Barnes and
Lea-Greenwood, 2006; Brun and Castelli, 2008; Moon et al., 2017; Ye and Lau, 2018). Risk-
hedging supply chains aim at sharing resources in order to share risks, in case supply chain
disruption happens. It is an exchange of information among firms that are sharing
inventories and might face supply chain risks. Responsive supply chains aim at focusing on
strategies that allow the company to be responsive and flexible to customers’ changing needs.
It can also involve the customer in the design process of product development, creating a
direct connection between customer choices and the factories that manufacture these
products. Finally, agile supply chains seek to be demand-driven and are more likely to be
information-based, rather than forecast and inventory-based, such as most conventional
supply chains (Christopher et al., 2004; Saes and Godinho Filho, 2011; Moon et al., 2017;
Bertola and Teunissen, 2018; Ye and Lau, 2018). A quick response focuses on collaboration
and vertical integration in order to enhance supply chain efficiency. A quick-response supply
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chain is based on the sharing of information, and it is demand-driven based on current and
previous sales information (Birtwistle et al., 2003; Bertola and Teunissen, 2018).

Studies have demonstrated how agility and leanness have been successfully combined in
a supply chain to meet customer requirements (Bruce et al., 2004; Christopher et al., 2006;
Naylor et al., 1999; Qamar and Hall, 2018). Especially in fast fashion retailers, a supply chain
combining both paradigms, known as ‘leagility’, is adopted in order to effectively achieve
quick responses and reduced lead times. As mentioned before, agile supply chains must be
flexible to changes or disturbances, while lean systems aim to reduce any internal and
external variation as much as possible. ‘Leagile’ uses lean principles when designing supply
chains for predictable product demands where there is less risk involved, and agile principles
for special products where surge demand is more present (Christopher et al., 2006; Ye and
Lau, 2018).

2.2 Defining the fast fashion business model
Fast fashion retailers thrive by delivering current and emerging fashion trends to stores with
a short lead time of around five to six weeks (Levy and Weitz, 2008). Lead time is defined as
the amount of time spent between a customer order and its delivery (Christopher, 1992). With
the prioritisation of reducing the buying cycle and lead time processes for delivering new
fashionable products to stores, fast fashion is driven by the commitment to satisfy present
consumer demands.

Case studies about fast fashion retailers show that firms, such as Zara–Inditex, H&M–
Hennes & Mauritz, and Benetton have undergone tremendous disruption in their supply
chains and dramatically reduced their minimum lead times in order to meet consumer
demand (Mehrjoo and Pasek, 2016; Sardar and Lee, 2015; Gattorna, 2015). Zara’s success is
based on working with a minimum inventory and responding quickly to market needs
(Zhang et al., 2017). Zara’s design, production, andmarket cycle have been around 22–33 days
(Fernie and Sparks, 2009). The company is vertically integrated. About 20 per cent of Zara’s
total production is pre-made, while 80 per cent is produced according to the market response
(Inditex, 2016). Zara’s shorter supply chain enables the company to design, manufacture and
deliver finished goods to stores in 4–5 weeks, with an average of two weeks for restocking
(Taplin, 2014). Zara is capable of maintaining low inventory levels across its supply chain.
Zara’s agile supply chain strategy continues to focus on in-house production, with about 80
per cent of its garments being produced by quick-response in Europe along with its own
automated factories and a network of nearby contractors (Fernie and Sparks, 2009). Zara’s
strategy is based on a well-established IT infrastructure, such as the RFID system that
provides accurate data to its supply chain. Zara’s RFID system was fully implemented at the
end of 2016 (Yip and Huang, 2016).

H&M uses a strategy similar to Zara’s, but instead of owning its own factories, it has
products manufactured by around 790 independent suppliers, the company aims to get
economies of scale producing 80 per cent of its clothes in advance and introduces the
remaining 20 per cent based on the most current market trend at lower prices (Giertz-
Martenson, 2012). H&M currently operates 3,962 stores and e-commerce in 35 markets (Ye
and Lau, 2018). This agile supply chain is a reflection of the company’s high investments in
technology to make it even faster and more flexible. Technologies, such as Radio
Frequency Identification (RFID) and automated warehouses, have been implemented,
and these help the company manage its shortages and oversupply issues (Choi, 2016;
Chan, 2016).

Another important fast fashion retailer to mention is Benetton, which is one of the largest
European garment producers. The retailer is known for its dyeing postponement strategy
(Gattorna, 2015). For example, for its specialised knitted garments made on cotton looms in
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plain colours, Benetton postpones dyeing the entire inventory to just before selling to the final
consumers, based on the latest fashions trends. By focusing on the postponement, the
company is able to dye plain sweaters in advance and specify the colour during the selling
season based on the previous trend and colour forecasting. Implementing the dyeing
postponement process has allowed a drastic cost reduction due to less expensive inventories
and a smaller unsold amount (Aftab et al., 2017). Postponement strategy can be established
through the material flow decoupling point, where the firmmanages its supply chain using a
pull strategy. Fast Fashion can apply postponement through a standardisation and
resequencing process in its manufacturing system. Modules with standardised interfaces
could be combined to manufacture a customer-specific finished product, reducing demand
uncertainty and costs (Aftab et al., 2017).

2.3 The development of ultra-fast fashion
A new generation of fashion retailers has been speeding up the process even further, turning
fast fashion into ultra-fast fashion. According to Hendriksz (2017), there are currently five
major new retailers that have adopted the ultra-fast strategy: ASOS, Boohoo, Missguided,
Choosy and Fashion Nova. ASOS has been one of the first movers in online fashion retail, and
as a global fashion retailer. The company offers its products through its online marketplace
andmobile application. It sells a mixture of private labels, including Boohoo andMissguided,
adding up to about 35,000 branded and over 50,000 own-branded products designed in-house.
With a range selection of own-branded products, ASOS introducesmore than 4,000 new items
everyweek (ASOS, 2018).With 713 factoriesmanufacturing its products, ASOS benefits from
economies of scale and low production cost. Currently, the company producing items in the
UK is able to deliver products to customers in 2 weeks, and for itemsmade in Turkey, this can
range from 4 to 6 weeks (Weinswig, 2017). Although most of ASOS’ products are outsourced,
the company plans a tremendous investment in close-to-shore and onshore manufacturing to
reduce lead times. (Lennane, 2016). With a high collaboration of functions across the supply
chain and effective inventory keeping system, ASOS demonstrates more interest in investing
in technology that mobilises its global fulfilment program in order to optimise global
inventory management (Brun and Castelli, 2008; Smith, 2017). With a business concept
focusing on providing fashionable clothes at bargain prices, ASOS has invested mainly in
their mobile app., which, according to its financial report, it is where 51 per cent of its orders
come from.

In addition, there aremore recent fashion retailers, such as Choosy and FashionNova, who
call themselves ultra-fast fashion. Their primary focus is attending consumer demand based
on technology and data gathered mainly from social media (Hendriksz, 2017). Choosy is a
start-up company based in New York, founded in 2018. It follows a direct-to-consumer
approach and relies on identifying trends through a combination of artificial intelligence,
social tagging, and trend-watching by style scouts. The company mixes artificial intelligence
to detect Fashion trends from platforms, such as Instagram, with a team of style scouts
responsible for identifying the top ten fashion trends on a weekly basis; styles that celebrities
and influencers are wearing; the most-talked-about styles being the main targets of these
scouts. After combining the A.I. discoveries with the research from these style scouts, users
pre-order all of the items and start-up designs, and manufactures the items within 48 h, and
has them delivered in as little as two weeks to their final consumers. With vertically-
integrated e-commerce, Jessie Zeng, the co-founder of Choosy, guarantees that the company’s
main proposition is to produce much faster than other social shopping brands, and this is
achieved through a strong connection with its supplier, and due to its focus on maintaining a
zero-balance inventory thanks to its on-demand production (Elven, 2018).

IJRDM



Also, digital innovation has been changing consumer spending habits. It has never been
so easy to sell directly on Instagram, and integrate a buyable feed directly to your e-commerce
store. This new business model demands more efficient relationship from retailers with their
suppliers. For instance, Fashion Nova works with over 1,000 manufacturers that receive
samples within 24 h of conceptualising a piece (Lui, 2018).

The second fashion retailer is Fashion Nova, a California-based company that is
nowadays the most searched fashion brand on Google. Fashion Nova uses social media as
leverage, mainly Instagram, to gather consumer data and promote its products. Through
featuring many celebrities and social media influencers, the fashion brand, with almost 13
million followers on Instagram, releases about 600 new affordable pieces every week that are
inspired by the Instagram feeds. The company is able to produce its garments just a few days
after the photos are posted by social media influencers (Hughes, 2018). Fashion Nova has a
close relationship with its suppliers and manufacturers, which are mainly local-based. The
company works with more than 1,000 manufacturers that produce about 80 per cent of its
items onshore, in Los Angeles, while, during colder months, its production occurs overseas.
Having most of its products manufactured locally, Fashion Nova can have samples made
within 24 h, and, after 48 h, the items are ready for model-fittings and photo shoot sessions to
be used on its e-commerce platform (Binlot, 2018). Overall, the production lead time ranges
from one to two weeks, and Fashion Nova focuses on not producing too many of the same
garments, but rather on producing the ‘right amount’ to keep a minimum reasonable
inventory or none at all to guarantee that its customers are not going to find other people
wearing the same pieces as them (Binlot, 2018).

3. Methodology
Ultra-fast fashion has received little attention in academic research, and as a new concept,
there are still strands to be explored to understand the nature of this new segment in fashion.
Although the concept of fast fashion has been well defined and further researched, there is
still a misunderstanding of how the industries that adopted the ultra-fast fashion approach or
are already emerging with one, differentiate from the adoptees of the fast fashion segment.
Therefore, exploratory research was chosen as appropriate for this study since it allows the
identification and exploration of new ideas (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). Since research on ultra-
fast fashion overall and in relation to the supply chain, consumer behaviour and fast fashion
is currently scarce, this study adopts a qualitative approach to understand the phenomenon
from empirical evidence. The fashion industry is used as the unit of analysis (Eisenhardt,
1989; Yin, 2010).

This research investigates a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context with
multiple sources of evidence, using primarily document analysis, and supplemented by in-
depth interviews (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2010). Document
analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents, both printed and
electronic. They provide a means of tracking change and developing new and fresh concepts
(Bowen, 2009). In this study, this technique was used to analyse documents, such as annual
reports, fashion books andmagazines, journals, newspapers, press releases, maps and charts
and various public records.

Document analysis is often successfully used in combination with other qualitative
research methods as a means of triangulation, such as in-depth interviews (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Yin, 2010). Therefore, in-depth interviews were conducted with industry specialists, since
they allow identification and exploration of new ideas. The interview protocol was generated
from the literature review of peer-reviewed articles on supply chain management and fast
fashion, while information on ultra-fast fashion was collected through fashion websites and
magazines, press releases and fashion blogs.
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For this study, the criterion used when identifying key informants was their familiarity
with the concept of fast and ultra-fast fashion, and their experience of the current position in
this industry (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Key informants were approached on LinkedIn
with brief information about the purpose of the study, the benefits of participation, and
assurance of confidentiality. In addition, they were informed that their participation would be
voluntary and that they could stop at any time without penalty. After consenting, they
received a timetable where they selected, according to their availability, the best day and time
for the conduction of the interview. In-depth interviews were conducted through Skype audio
calls. These lasted about 1 h each and were recorded and transcribed. A total of seven in-
depth structured interviews were undertaken, including fast fashion and ultra-fast fashion
informants (see Table 1).

The recording of the interview data was performed primarily via a digital voice recorder.
In the transcription step, the transcribed text and notes taken during the conduction of the
interview were thoroughly read multiple times to obtain an overall comprehensive
impression of the content and context before coding began. The selective coding process
started by identifying and labelling units with the meaning found throughout each interview
(Yin, 2010). First, the researchers manually assigned codes to specific sentences, ideas and
observations from the interviews and documents. Codes were identified by colours and
groups using seven categories of fashion industry strategies identified in the literature review
(Eisenhardt, 1989) (see Table 2). Coding stage identification was carried out multiple times to
maintain the quality and trustworthiness of the content analysis until a saturation point was
reached. Next, the researchers started looking for similarities and differences among the
interviews, recognising patterns among fashion and ultra-fashion companies (Eisenhardt
and Graebner, 2007).

For ensuringe the rigour of the research, the validity proposed by Yin (2010) was
adopted. For constructing validity, a protocol based on extant literature was developed, and
multiple sources of evidence were used. For internal validity, multiple interviews were
conducted in the fashion and ultra-fashion industry, and previous categories from the
literature review were used. Finally, for external validity and reliability, a case study
protocol was used.

4. Results
The main categories identified were present amongst all or most of the respondents (see
Table 3).

Consumer demand is themain driver for the rise of the ultra-fast fashion concept, the same
as with fast fashion overall, but there seems to be a difference regarding the approach taken
by ultra-fast fashion retailers compared to fast fashion ones when meeting these consumers’
demands. Ultra-fast fashion has a direct-to-consumer business model and focuses on
producing clothes on an on-demand basis.

Respondents’ position Fashion industry Years of experience Interview time

Fashion consultant Fast 15 55’
Designer and buyer Fast 7 47’
Director of merchandising Fast 32 45’
Buyer Ultra-fast 12 58’
Buyer admin assistant Fast 4 53’
Marketing director Ultra-fast 24 57’
Merchandiser Ultra-fast 13 49’

Table 1.
Interviews
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With investments in technology, these retailers are capable of understanding not only who
these consumers are, but what they want. The reliance on data to receive market feedback
and to identify emerging and popular trends from social media platforms used by consumers
was pointed out by the interviewees and was present across the document analysis from
ultra-fast fashion sources cited in this paper. According to Weinswig (2017) and Bertola and
Teunissen (2018), the fashion design process is faster than it has ever been, due to the digital
revolution. Elven (2018) added that for Choosy, the most effective way to identify trends is
through social media platforms, such as Instagram and Facebook, using a combination of
artificial intelligence, social tagging and trend watching by style scouters.

Ultra-fast fashion offers ultra-trendy clothes primarily via their vertically-integrated e-
commerce platforms, focusing on providing excellent customer experience and customer
intimacy. Also, since these retailers are technology-focused, having an online platform
facilitates the data collection process to understand what consumers want and gather market
feedback. In addition, some of the current ultra-fast retailers identified in this paper have a
small offline extension of the brand, with a few physical stores, but it seems that their primary
focus is on their online presence.

Ultra-fast fashion does not necessarily have to offer ultra-cheap clothes, but its focus is on
providing fashionable clothes based on what consumers want, at reasonable prices through
their e-commerce platforms. Smith (2017) commented that an ultra-fast retailer, such as
ASOS, is not trying to be the cheapest, like in the cases of Boohoo andMissguided, because its
focus is on providing the best and most unusual products at any cost within reason. On the
contrary, Fashion Nova’s focus is on offering the lowest possible price to their consumers.

Categories Definition Authors

Consumers’ power Focus on producing based on consumer
demand and from market feedback

Lee (2002), Bruce et al. (2004), Gabrielli
et al. (2013), McNeill and Moore (2015),
Sardar and Lee (2015), Mehrjoo and
Pasek (2016),Weinswig (2017), Hendriksz
(2017)

Digital fashion
brands

Interact, transact, and story-tell to
consumers primarily on the web

Barnes and Lea-Greenwood (2006),
McKevitt (2017), Smith (2017), Elven
(2018), Hughes (2018), Binlot (2018)

Vertically-integrated
e-commerce
platforms

Focus on one industry, and create a
unique and personalised shopping
experience for their buyers

Fernie and Sparks (2009), Cocozza (2015),
Elven (2018)

Onshoring and
nearshoring

Local manufacturing or geographically
closer

Giertz-Martenson (2012), Barnes and Lea-
Greenwood (2006), Lennane (2016),
McKevitt (2017), Weinswig (2017), Binlot
(2018)

Lead time The amount of time spent between a
customer order and its delivery

Barnes and Lea-Greenwood (2006), Levy
and Weitz (2008), Fernie and Sparks
(2009), Sardar and Lee (2015), Mehrjoo
and Pasek (2016), Weinswig (2017), Elven
(2018), Binlot (2018)

Inventory The flow of goods from manufacturers
to warehouses and from these facilities
to the point of sale

Fernie and Sparks (2009), Aftab et al.
(2017), Weinswig (2017), Elven (2018),
Binlot (2018)

Supply chain
strategies

Agile, lean, and responsive Christopher et al. (2004), Bruce et al.
(2004), Christopher et al. (2006), Saes and
Godinho Filho (2011), Moon et al. (2017),
Bertola and Teunissen (2018), Qamar and
Hall (2018)

Table 2.
Categories
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Categories Fast fashion
Ultra-fast
fashion Evidence

Consumers’ power Medium (mass
production)

High (on-
demand)

“They [Consumers] are the ones dictating what should
be next in the stores and in fashion. We have to listen
to them and attend their demand” (Buyer)
“The main driver is definitely the consumers, and we
as retailers have to keep up with what these
consumers want [. . .], we are here to listen to them and
deliver what they desire so that we retain them as
customers and therefore, they feel listened to” (Buyer)
“Consumers are definitely becoming more aware of
fashion trends, and are becoming more demanding in
what they want to see in stores” (Merchandiser)

Digital fashion brands Partially Totally “[Ultra-fast fashion retailers] rely on customers’
feedback collected from their social media platforms.
They are highly focused on data gathering from their
consumers in order to produce a collection and deliver
what these customers want” (Designer and Buyer)
“Data collection and analysis is key in order to have an
ultra-fast fashion company. It is basically a retail that
is purely data-driven in order to have a direct-to-
consumer business model and, therefore, produce the
garments on an on-demand basis. It uses the data from
social media to gather market feedback and to also
identify what these consumers are wearing, or even to
identify possible new emerging trends” (Marketing
Director)

Vertically-integrated
e-commerce platforms

Partially Totally “Companies adopting a faster approach are highly
focused on digital technology [. . .] most of them are
receiving their profits from their online platforms, and
this is great because, with all of the data they collect
from the users and shoppers, they can use it to create
value and produce garments that these shoppers
want” (Head of Commerce and Merchandising)
“Most retailers that are considered ultra-fast just have
either one online store or an online store and two or
three physical stores” (Merchandising Manager)

Onshoring and
nearshoring

Global
manufacturing

Local
manufacturing

“Ultra-fast fashion retailers deliver less pieces of the
same outfit and more collections on a weekly basis,
which means that these retailers are more focused on
producing their garments near their location, using an
onshoring production” (Buyer)
“Our production being closer to us, there is less
pressure on our suppliers because we generally don’t
order massive amounts of the same clothes” (Buyer)
“We have about 80% of our production happening on-
site [. . .] This definitely allows us to deliver products
in a shorter time than if the main production facility
were in Asia” (Buyer)

Lead time Two to four weeks Few days to a
week

“Because customers want their fashionable clothes
faster, brands are producing it more locally, and they
are able to deliver to customers a lot faster, such as in a
few days to a week” (Fashion Consultant)
“[Ultra-fast] produces and puts the products in stores
in less than a week, so customers can feel surprised,
empowered, and pampered” (Merchandiser)
“We are able to quickly design and produce the clothes
in our local manufacturing facility and have these
clothes in our online store in three or five days” (Buyer)

(continued )

Table 3.
Categories and
evidence
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Hughes (2018) added that most of Fashion Nova’s assortment is less than $50, and the
company does its best to provide the best possible online experience, as their main source of
income comes from its e-commerce, and not from its brick-and-mortar stores.

Through nearshoring and/or onshoring production, ultra-fast fashion has been focusing
on localmanufacturing, producingmore fashionable pieceswith fewer quantities. Thus, being
closer to these companies’ manufacturing facilities, they can deliver specifically more
fashionable products a lot faster to their customers. Also, the trend for onshoring sourcing
brought back employment in most industrialised and developed countries for textiles and
apparel. Although these retailers still focus on building strong relationships with offshoring
manufacturers in order to benefit from economies of scale, their priority is to produce locally to
reduce their lead times and cater to these consumers’ demands. Hughes (2018) explained that
Fashion Nova’s buying team has a well-established relationship with its manufacturers and
that, during summer months, 80 per cent of the clothes are produced locally in Los Angeles.

The main difference between fast and ultra-fast fashion is the lead times, where fast
fashion tends to have a lead time of two to four weeks, while ultra-fast can bring products
from design to sale from a few days to a week. In addition, in terms of distribution, fast and
ultra-fast do not significantly differ from each other, while their main difference is at the
buying/purchasing level. According to Hendriksz (2017), ultra-fast retailers, such as Boohoo,
ASOS, and Missguided, are known to use lean supply chain management strategy, which

Categories Fast fashion
Ultra-fast
fashion Evidence

Inventory Medium-low
inventory

Minimum
inventory

“Ultrafast fashion retailers are producing their
garments at a much faster pace, but they are making
less of each product. They are able to do this because
they know what their customers want and are making
things on-demand” (Fashion Consultant)
“We do not need to produce a lot of the same garment
since we prefer to give some sort of exclusivity to our
customers, and by not producing the same garment,
we do not need to hold stock. We basically produce
clothes that must sell without having any leftovers”
(Buyer)
“[Ultra-fast] relies mainly on market feedback to
produce the clothes, then there is basically no excess
stock. They do not need to produce the large amounts
of the same clothes. Instead, they focus on producing
smaller quantities so customers will get the feeling of
wearing something cheap, trendy, but also more
exclusive” (Marketing Director)

Supply Chain
Strategies

Medium efficient/
lean
Highly responsive
Low
Agile

Medium
efficient/lean
Highly
responsive
Low
Agile

“For companies that are even faster than the
traditional fast fashion models, I believe that they
continue using a leagile approach [. . .] We are
definitely becoming more responsive to this, and I
would definitely say that, when we use our suppliers
fromAsia, we undertake amass customisation of some
of our clothes, but, since most of our production is near
us, it is more like a ‘build-to-order’ approach” (Buyer)
“[Ultra-fast] is not all about focusing on economies of
scale per se, but rather focusing on flexibility and
responsiveness to what the customers want in the end.
[It is] demand-driven rather than forecast-driven. [. . .]
Ultra-fast retailers focus on agility, leanness, and also
responsiveness, because it is all about the products
being customised or built-to-order according to what
the customerswant in the end” (MerchandiseManager) Table 3.

A research on
fashion supply

chain
management



allows them to have short lead times, delivering new items once or twice a week to their e-
commerce platforms. Similarly, Fashion Nova is also able to have a short lead time of one
week, with samples made within 24 h of creating the concept (Hughes, 2018).

Ultra-fast fashion does not overproduce items, but rather focuses on producing on-
demand, with less quantity and fashion pieces for their customers, while maintaining high
product rotation. Ultra-fast retailers have been focusing on producing less of the same
products, impacting the retailers’ inventory management. These retailers have no excess
inventory or a minimum reasonable inventory (MRI). With the focus on producing based on
consumer demand and from market feedback, they only produce what is necessary, thus
never have excess inventory.

Four aspects related to supply chain management were mentioned across all respondents,
which are onshoring and nearshoring production, less production of each product, shorter
lead time and no excess inventory. These four aspects presented below, configure the current
ultra-fast fashion supply chain, showing that what characterises the ultra-fast fashion
business model is closely related to process changes and chain management, although the
main pressure is coming from consumers. Furthermore, ultra-fast fashion uses the influencer
culture and marketing to capture digital native consumers. A large number of new pieces are
launched every week. Social media has allowed testing of fashion trends according to
different demands, and if pieces are successful, they are sent to manufacturers to be quickly
reproduced. Ultra-fast fashion has been focusing on local manufacturing, with vertically-
integrated e-commerce and a close relationship with its suppliers.

Last, the supply chain strategies (Lee, 2002) found through the document analysis indicate
that ultra-fast fashion adopts a combination of lean, agile, responsive supply chain strategies,
while fast fashion adopts a hybridmodel combining lean and agile (leagile). For lean, the focus
of the retailer is on the concept of ‘just-in-time’, delivering the finished goods on time in order
to meet consumer demand and avoiding any surplus inventory. For agility, quick-response
comes into play, where these retailers focus on reducing the lead time as much as possible,
while being transparent and sharing information throughout the supply chain (Christopher
et al., 2004; Saes and Godinho Filho, 2011; Moon et al., 2017; Bertola and Teunissen, 2018;
Qamar and Hall, 2018). Table 4 shows the differences between fast fashion and ultra-fast
fashion.

5. Discussion and implications
Although ultra-fast fashion shares similarities with the fast fashion business model,
important differences are identified that make ultra-fast fashion such a peculiar segment that
it is worth studying it apart. The fast fashion industry has a direct-to-consumer business
model with a focus on mass production of clothes. It produces about 2,000–11,000 pieces
annually, and is highly reliant on trend forecasting while scaling back the number of brick-
and-mortar stores. E-commerce is important, but not a major source of income. Its goal is to
provide the products as cheaply as possible at a fast pace with a lead time of 5–6 weeks. It
holds minimum reasonable inventory, but still carries some excess inventory due to mass
production. As a result, they periodically face shortages and significant levels of surplus
inventory (overstocking), which translates into higher total costs (Nucamendi-Guill�en
et al., 2018).

Due to its high focus on achieving economies of scale, fast fashion has been outsourcing its
production to countries where the labour cost is low. This strategy is used by several fashion
industry firms (Brun and Castelli, 2008). Although they produce garments in large batches,
the limited supply replenished at each fast fashion retailers’ store(s) creates the perception of
product scarcity, pressuring consumers to purchase the products immediately because they
believe the products are actually limited in quantity (Cook and Yurchisin, 2017). Therefore,
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this segment has been highlighted as having one of the most unethical and unsustainable
practices. Leagile supply chain strategy is performed. Zhang et al. (2017) proposed an
alternative strategy to fast fashion, handling multiple products with a fixed-block inventory
and a selling cycle that matches customer profiles and supply capabilities. This proposed
strategy matches the ultra-fashion approach.

Ultra-fast fashion has a direct-to-consumer business model with a focus on producing
clothes on an on-demand basis. On-demand production with less quantity and more fashion
pieces are produced, maintaining high product rotation. New pieces introduced annually
number 11,000–200,000. With vertically-integrated e-commerce, mainly used to connect with
consumers and collect data to understand consumer purchase habits and behaviour. It does
not necessarily have to offer ultra-cheap clothes, but its focus is on providing fashionable
clothes at an even faster pacewith a lead time of a few days to fourweeks. It selects on shoring
and/or nearshoring production with a strong connection with suppliers. No excess inventory
or a minimum reasonable inventory is produced. Ultra, as a lean business model, attends to
consumer demands at a quick pace without having to overproduce items, reducing the
amount of waste generated. With onshoring production, jobs are brought back to developed

Fast fashion Ultra-fast fashion

A direct-to-consumer business model with a focus
on mass production of clothes

A direct-to-consumer business model with a focus on
producing clothes on an on-demand basis

Focuses on achieving economies of scale,
producing large batches of the same garments

On-demand production; less quantity and more
exclusive pieces produced, maintaining high product
rotation

About 2,000–11,000 pieces introduced annually The volume of exclusive pieces introduced annually is
11,000 to 200,000

Forecast-driven to predict future trends and
understand what consumers want in the near
future

Higher data-reliance to predict trends and understand
what consumers want right now

Focuses on scaling the number of brick-and-mortar
stores. E-commerce is important, but not a major
income source

Vertically-integrated e-commerce mainly used to
connect with consumers and collect data to understand
consumer purchase habits and behaviour

Physical fashion brands with social media
extension

Digital fashion brands. High social media reliance on
identifying trends and connect with consumers.
Technology-focused, mainly using artificial
intelligence, social tagging and trend-watching by style
scouts

The goal is to provide the products as cheaply
as possible, at a fast pace, with a lead time of
5–6 weeks

Does not necessarily have to offer ultra-cheap clothes,
but its focus is on providing trendy clothes at an even
faster pace with a lead time from a few days to four
weeks

Leagile supply chain strategy Leagile þ responsive supply chain strategy
More focused on offshoring production due to cost
savings (outsourcing production and a high
number of suppliers)

Onshoring and/or nearshoring production maintaining
a strong connection with suppliers

Reasonable minimum stock; still carries some
excess stock due to mass production

No excess stock or a reasonable minimum inventory

Due to its high focus on achieving economies of
scale, fast fashion has been outsourcing its
production to countries where the labour cost is
low. Therefore, this segment has been pointed out
as having one of the most unethical and
unsustainable practices

Ultra meets consumer demands at a quick pace without
having to overproduce items. This impacts the amount
of waste produced, which is significantly reduced,
possibly turning this segment into a more ethical
sustainable business model. With onshoring
production, jobs are brought back to developed
countries where labour cost is higher

Table 4.
Differences found

between fast fashion
and ultra-fast fashion
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countries where labour cost is higher. Leagile and responsive supply chain strategies are
performed.

Technology is important for both fast and ultra-fast fashion industries. It allows real-time
demand data and is a solution that permits retailers to replenish their stores and change
products’ inventory to alternative retail channels while improving lead time and integrating
e-commerce platforms and suppliers (Brun and Castelli, 2008; Zhang et al., 2017). However, for
ultra-fast fashion, technology is considered a capability, since it is highly technology-focused,
as it uses information technology assets and know-how to create business value. Ultra-fast
fashion may be called digitally native retailing. They are born online, with a focus on
customer experience gained from a one-to-one relationship, and with a vertical integration
strategy (Ruff, 2018).

The traditional fashion industry, on the other hand, has been transforming its
technological resources over time. Besides this, it lacks flexibility in revising its product
designs to meet changing customer needs (Ye and Lau, 2018). Ultra-fast fashion works with a
demand chain (Rainbird, 2004), and uses technology as a capability (Wu et al., 2019; Zhou and
Wu, 2010) to improve decision-making in the supply chain. As stated by Rainbird (2004),
companies need to understand customer demand to create future demand, and, therefore,
meet the level of desired customer satisfaction. E-commerce and online retailing are a
reflection of quickness when being responsive to these dynamic demands of consumers.

Considering the highly volatile demand of ultra-fashion, technologies, such as RFID,
artificial intelligence, social tagging, and trend-watching by style scouts, lead to greater
knowledge of consumer preferences and improve communication among partners. For
example, the RFID system helps to collect the product information automatically and
improve product traceability (Choi, 2016; Chan, 2016). Also, application of Electronic Data
Interchange (EDI) to ordering, Point of Sale (POS) systems, and Vendor Managed Inventory
(VMI) programmes improve supply chain performance because high availability, rapid
replenishment and cost efficiency are achieved (Rainbird, 2004). Also, new technologies, such
as artificial intelligence, augmented reality, blockchain, contactless shopping and facial
recognition, are able to generate important information that helps improve speed, cost and
flexibility across the value chain (Chitrakorn, 2018).

5.1 Implications for practice

“2017 was the worst year on record for brick-and-mortar retail. By December, more than 6,985 stores
closed across the US [. . .], they simply don’t meet the needs and demands of customers. [. . .] new
technologies can help brands and retailers drive valuable business efficiencies, and improve the
overall customer experience and value proposition”. (Chitrakorn, 2018)

With the findings reported in this study, there are possible practical implications for the
overall fashion industry that are crucial and need to bementioned. For example, since there is
a rapid emergence of new start-ups calling themselves ultra-fast, with the knowledge shared
through this study, newcomers wanting to adopt this new segment’s business model would
be better prepared to face any barrier when confronting other existing ultra-fast fashion
competitors. In addition, ultra-fast fashion could potentially impact current fast fashion
retailers to move their business model and operations partially towards an ultra-fast fashion
approach. Specifically, the development of technological capabilities could help brands and
retailers boost their businesses, personalising products and shopping experiences, and
refining logistical processes (Wu et al., 2019; Chitrakorn, 2018; Zhou and Wu, 2010). Fast
fashion retailers desiring to speed up their production processes even further might test this
faster approach to achieve possible profit gains, and therefore, launch more weekly
collections to attend consumers who are more fashion-conscious.
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5.2 Implications for theory
Retailers from all over the world are facing major challenges to keep up with the fast-moving
consumers (Gattorna, 2015). Operational capabilities as a secret ingredient to gain
competitive advantage can help companies face this challenge (Wu et al., 2010). Fast
fashion operations strategy combines quick-response production capabilities and enhances
the scope of product design (Cachon and Swinney, 2011). For ultra-fast fashion retailers,
technological capabilities are critical to making their businesses competitive. Technological
capabilities are exploited in other fields (Wu et al., 2019; Zhou and Wu, 2010), but are
underexploited in the fashion industry. Although important to the traditional and fast
fashion industry, technology is viewed as a tool and not as a capability that can generate
competitive advantage.

Ultra-fast fashion uses the demand chain and practices, such as monitoring customer
inventory levels, to reduce lead time. Strategies that aim at responsiveness to customer
needs are essential to add value for the customer. Retailers that develop technology
capabilities can allow fast-moving items to be replenished in such a way that they are
always available, whereas slow-moving items may be reduced in quantity. The Internet
has the capacity to bring supply chains and customer demand into closer alignment by
minimising the constraints of time and location (Rainbird, 2004). Technological
capabilities are able to create an integrated platform to control inventory and
product flow, as well as create a competitive advantage for the fashion industry (Ye and
Lau, 2018).

6. Conclusion
There is a trend towards offshore sourcing, mainly amongst the fast-fashion players.
However, ultra-fast retailers focus on onshoring production, with a smaller number of key
suppliers that allow these retailers to strengthen their relationship with suppliers, increasing
co-operation, collaboration, free flow of information, and transparency throughout the chain.
Ultra-fast fashion companies cater to consumer demand at a quick pace without having to
overproduce items.

Furthermore, ultra-fast fashion has developed technological capabilities that allow on-
demand production, and consequently require less inventory, provide shorter lead times, and
use efficient, agile, lean, responsive supply chain strategies. Ultra-fast fashion can be seen as
an important segment in the fashion industry, and represent an innovative way for fast
fashion to satisfy their consumer demand.

The limitations of this research are due to the cut-off period and the use of a restricted
sample. The document analysis was carried out between January and May 2018, and the
interviews were conducted with industry experts in June and August 2018. As with other
studies (see Christopher et al., 2011), this research was conducted from the perspective of the
buying firm. This perspective may have biased the answers given to the research questions
and the findings. However, these interviewees can be considered very valuable due to their
industry experience and relevant know-how of the specific segment in fashion each one
represents. Another limitation of this study is the very definition of ultra-fast fashion. There
is still a blurred line between fast and ultra-fast fashion, mainly because the latter has still not
been explored very well in academia. Although ultra-fast fashion is a very new concept in
academia, it has been used and incorporated by fashion experts. Future studies could extend
the number in the sample, as well as conduct interviews with fashion suppliers to understand
technical specificities about the ultra-fast fashion supply chain. In addition, it would be
important for future studies to conduct interviews with fashion consumers and influencers to
explore the emergence of ultra-fast fashion as potentially being driven by consumers and
leveraged by supply chain management.
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