
1 Introduction
Globalization has transformed the organization of production in many industries,
but few have achieved the degree of international dispersal currently observable
in the clothing and textile sectors. Low entry barriers in terms of skills and capital
requirements have combined with ease of transportation to allow a growing range of
developing countries to produce for export markets over the last decades. Import
limitations have not prevented the growth of international flows of fabrics and
clothing products, and the phasing out of quotasölaunched in 1995 and completed
in 2005öfurther enhanced competition on the world clothing market.

From a macroeconomic perspective, globalization in the clothing industry can be
seen in terms of a growing penetration of lower-price competitors in developed
countries' markets. A global value-chain (GVC) approach reveals, however, that the
international distribution of production across countries remains predominantly
organized by firms located in developed countries (Gereffi, 1994). In the case of the
United States, leading retailers and branders have been shown to retain direct control
over design, marketing, and retailing activities, and to define the product standards
to be followed by manufacturing suppliers operating in less-developed countries
(Gereffi, 1999). These complex production networks include both core suppliers with
whom stable relationships are maintained, and peripheral suppliers operating through
market-based, short-term linkages (Palpacuer, 2000).

The processes by which major buyers have developed overseas production networks
have been well studied in relation to the US market but, in comparison, little is known
on the shape and dynamics of GVCs linking developing countries' suppliers to Euro-
pean markets. Although some general patterns of GVCs such as those briefly discussed
above are certainly relevant to Europe-driven chains, these chains are also likely to
exhibit specific characteristics inherited from the business systems in which they are
embedded at the national level. Business systems include key characteristics of firms,
such as their growth patterns, ownership, risk-management orientations, and interfirm
relationsöfor example, the extent of cooperation. They develop out of interactions
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between national cultures and political, financial, and labor institutions (Whitley,
1999). A business-system perspective can thus be usefully integrated within a GVC
approach in order to analyze country-specific dynamics at play in interfirm relations
within global clothing chains (Palpacuer and Parisotto, 2003). Following the debate
opposing Whitley (1996) to Gereffi (1996) over the respective influence of national
institutional contexts and the homogenizing forces of globalization in shaping forms
of economic organization, such an approach will serve to enquire about the features of
French apparel retailers' sourcing patterns, the ways in which these features can be
explained by the broader national context, how they can be seen to evolve over time,
and how they might differ from those observed in chains serving the USA or other
European end markets. A preliminary analysis of the determinants of French retailers'
sourcing patterns is developed in section 2. Sourcing patterns in terms of supplier
selection, supply-base concentration, supplier-relation stability, supplier type, and services
expected from suppliers are presented in section 3.

2 Determinants of French retailers' sourcing patterns
A general discussion of market structure and firm ownership as determinants of
sourcing patterns in GVCs (2.1) will be followed by a presentation of such features in
the French apparel retail market (2.2).

2.1 Determinants of sourcing patterns in GVCs
The GVC literature sees product and market characteristics as key determinants of
the shape and dynamics of global production. In his seminal distinction between
buyer-driven and producer-driven chains, Gereffi (1994) uses the nature of industries
(labor-intensive versus technology-intensive and capital-intensive) to explain differ-
ences in the kind of lead firms, the spread and volatility of sourcing locations, and
the dominant form of network coordination observed in these two types of chain.
Gereffi (1996) further elaborates on differences to be observed between standardized
and differentiated segments within a given industry, showing that, for instance, buyer-
driven chains developed in the fashion-oriented segment of the US apparel market,
whereas producer-driven chains could be found in its standardized segment. The first
type of chain developed in the 1970s out of the US market into Asia, initially Hong
Kong, Korea, and Taiwan, and was primarily dedicated to women's wear (Steele, 1990).
Over the last few decades, global sourcing companies such as Li & Fung, based in
Hong Kong, have emerged to coordinate manufacturing activities on behalf of large
US retailers and branders, spreading production to cheaper locations in China and
Southeast Asia (Gereffi, 1999). These global suppliers expanded their product range,
to include menswear and basics, their production networks, moving into Africa and
Latin America, and their range of production-related activities, offering `full-package'
services in order to deliver ready-to-sell products. The second type of global chain
(producer-driven chains) developed since the 1980s for basics such as jeans, T-shirts,
and undergarments, which were traditionally manufactured by large firms such as
Levi's and Sara Lee in the south of the United States. A substantial part of production
relocated to Mexico and Central America during the 1990s (Gereffi et al, 2002). Over
the same decade, major US retailers sought to lower costs, inventories, and risks by
adopting quick-response (QR) sourcing systems in these product categories (Abernathy
et al, 1999). QR systems involved reducing the size of initial orders and linking
subsequent orders to sales through automatic replenishment programsöthat is,
automatic transmission of sales data and orders to suppliers through electronic data
interlinkage (EDI). Over time, retailers have taken a leading role within these chains,
and large US wholesale branders, sourcing companies, and textile manufacturers have
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become preferred suppliers in their QR systems,(1) while the geography of production
continued to expand into Asia at the global level (Abernathy et al, 2004).

In both types of chains, a movement towards greater externalization of services to
preferred suppliers has been observed, and the rise of GVCs as a predominant form of
industrial organization has allowed the emergence of large intermediaries performing
higher value-added functions. One can thus infer from the US experience that:
(1) sourcing geographies and key actors in GVCs differ across product and market
segments; (2) but also that, over time, as GVCs reach higher levels of maturity,
flattening retail sales and greater retail concentration motivate lead firms to rationalize
sourcing and search for efficiencies through supply-base concentration, service transfer,
and greater interorganizational integration with suppliers.

Because these theoretical considerations on the shape and dynamics of GVCs are
derived from empirical evidence in US-driven chains, they say little on national differ-
ences across the end markets of GVCs and their possible sourcing implications. When
responding to Whitley (1996), Gereffi (1996) acknowledges the existence of variations
in national industrial structures within GVCs, including, at the lead firms' end of the
chain in industrialized countries, retail concentration levels and types of retailers
(discount chains, department stores, etc) to suggest that these could influence where
and how goods would be sourced in the world economy. Comparative studies made
from a supplier-country perspective in Mauritius (Gibbon, 2000) and Indonesia
(Dicken and Hassler, 2000; Hassler, 2004) have indeed shown that US and European
buyers adopted distinct sourcing patterns: whereas US buyers worked through core
newly industrialized countries suppliers to source highly specified, large-volume pro-
duction in these countries, European buyers engaged in direct sourcing of smaller
volumes through more loosely controlled supplier relations. Such research offered little
explanation, however, on the causes of variations across sourcing patterns. Although
retail concentration and product type certainly played a role, other elements relating to
buyers' national business systems might be at play.

Drawing this time on the literature on national business systems and, more broadly,
on national varieties of capitalism (Hall and Soskice, 2001), it can be argued that the
nature of retail ownership and of retailers' corporate governance system should be
taken into account in attempting to explain sourcing patterns. Echoing the debate
between Whitley (1996) and Gereffi (1996) over the rise of globalöversus nationalö
forms of economic organization, this literature discusses the global spread of a
so-called `shareholder' model of capitalism from the USA into Japan and Western
Europe since the 1990s. In Europe, `shareholder capitalism' is considered to have
transformed national business systems in ways that still contain important country-
specific features (Dore et al, 1999; Jackson, 2002; Ju« rgens et al, 2000). This model is
associated with a `financialization' of large publicly traded corporations, as a result of
their growing exposure to financial market pressures and the related predominance
of objectives to increase shareholder value, or returns on capital employed (ROCE),
in corporate strategic management (Froud et al, 2000; Lazonick and O'Sullivan, 2000).
Corporate financialization can be expected to shape supplier relations in several ways,
some of which have been observed by Gibbon (2002) in his study of sourcing strategies
by UK clothing retailers. First, financialization promoted supply-base concentration
as a way to increase ROCE by building up scale economies in supplier relations.
Second, financialization motivated lead firms to externalize low-ROCE production-
related activities in order to focus on high-ROCE intangibles such as marketing
(1) D Weil, personal communication, 2004, international conference on ``Clothing Europe: Compar-
ative Perspectives on Trade Liberalization and Production Networks in the New European Clothing
Industry'', University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC, October.
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and product development (Kaplinsky, 2000; Palpacuer, 2000). Third, financialization
favored the use of formal monitoring systems aimed to facilitate a quick and reliable
transmission of information to financial markets, and to improve control over short-
term financial performance (Palpacuer et al, 2005a). In such systems, supply-chain
management was more formal, and tighter control was exerted on suppliers.

To sum up this discussion, retail concentration and financialization at later stage
of the development of GVCs can be expected to produce convergent influences towards
the adoption of a rationalized sourcing model, but heterogeneity in sourcing patterns
might still be expected across countries and across various product or market segments
in a given market.

2.2 Overview of the French clothing retail scene
Estimates of the size of the French market for clothing were in the range of 26 to
30 billion for 1999, with sales increasing by a low 0.3% annual average in the next

three years (CTCOE, 2001; 2002; 2004; ECRH, 2001). Despite France's reputation for
haute couture and fashion-conscious consumers, clothing accounted for only 3.9% of
total consumer spending in 2000, versus a 5.4% and 4.6% average in the European
Union and the USA, respectively (CTCOE, 2004). The 1990s were marked by an
economic crisis that affected clothing consumption. Consumer spending on clothing
products declined in 1993 ^ 96 before picking up at slow growth rates in the range of
1.4% to 2.4% in 1997 ^ 2000. This depressed market enhanced competition among
French retailers, many of them facing declining sales and negative profits in the late
1990s and early 2000s, and favored a process of concentration over the same period.

According to Centre Textile de Conjoncture et d'Organisation Economique (CTCOE,
2002), the top-ten clothing retailers in France included three hypermarkets and super-
markets, three specialized chains, two mail-order companies, and two department
stores in 2000 (table 1). The market share of the top-ten retailers reached 28% in
1999, while the top-twenty retailers accounted for 39% of the French clothing market
(CTCOE, 2001). Based on sales estimates in table 1, concentration increased in recent
years with a top-ten market share of 36% in 2001, and the top-five retailers accounting

Table 1. Top-ten retailers on the French clothing market, 2001 [source: ranking by CTCOE
(2002), clothing sales estimated on the basis of companies' annual reports, websites, ECRH
(2001), CTCOE (2000), and interviews. Because of the private status of most leading retailers,
and the lack of sales breakdown by product type in publicly listed companies' annual reports,
clothing sales information is not published by French leading retailers].

Retailer Retail Ownership Clothing
channel sales

(million
euros)

Groupe Carrefour hypermarket public, Haley family (20%) 1 600
Auchan hypermarket private, Mulliez family 1 500
Decathlon sports chain private, Mulliez and Leclercq families 1 500
Galeries Lafayette department store public, family-controlled (60%) 1 400
La Redoute (Redcats) mail order Pinault ± Printemps ±Redoute (PPR)

(public, Franc° ois Pinault 42%) 1 000
Centres Leclerc supermarket cooperative Galec 850
Kiabi discount chain private, Mulliez family 600
Halle aux Veª tements discount chain subsidiary of Vivarte 600

(public, NR Atticus 33%)
Trois Suisses mail order private, family-owneda 550
Printemps department store PPR 280

a 55% owned by the German family group Otto Versand; 45% owned by the Mulliez family.
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for 25% of the market. Since the mid-1990s, mergers and acquisitions between major
retailers such as Carrefour and Promodes, Casino and Monoprix, and LeClerc and
Syste© me U have boosted concentration levels, as did the growth of large sportswear
and discount chains such as Decathlon and Kiabi. Nevertheless, concentration
remained relatively low in the French clothing retail market compared, for instance,
with a top-five retailers market share of around 39% in the United Kingdom in 2001
(Gibbon, 2002).

As indicated in table1, nine of the top-ten retailers in the French clothing market
are controlled by family or management interests, and only half of them are either
publicly traded or subsidiaries of public corporations. With the exception of Vivarteö
the old `groupe Andrë', recently renamed and sold to English investorsölarge French
clothing retailers are not controlled by institutional investors as major shareholders.
The ownership structure of large publicly listed clothing retailers fits the dominant
pattern identified in the French business system, where a core (`noyau dur') of non-
institutional shareholders owns enough of the company's stock to exercise direct
control over strategic management decisions (Plihon, 2004; Schmidt, 2003). In the
wake of financialization during the 1990s, the noyau dur of major French corpora-
tions declined from 30% to 20% of capital ownership (Morin, 2000), a level observable
in the ownership structure of the retail group Carrefour in 2001. It is thus as a con-
sequence of management and/or family decisions, rather than under the influence of
majority institutional shareholders, that large French corporations such as Carrefour
and Prinault ^ Printemps ^Redoute engaged in financialization strategies during the
late 1990s, with the objective of benefiting from the support of financial markets for
their strong international growth based on acquisitions (Dervieux, 2002; Picart, 2003).

Along with the noyau dur typical of French publicly traded corporations, the
importance of private family ownership constitutes another striking feature of French
clothing retailing. The Mulliez family, estimated to be in third position among France's
wealthiest families, owns a number of major retail companies in the country, such
as Auchan and Kiabi, and holds significant equity positions in a number of others,
such as Decathlon and Les Trois Suisses. Anchored in the northern part of France,
historically a region of textile and clothing production that gave birth to a number of
French retail chains, the Mulliez family is said to include more than 300 shareholding
members, and to have established a private shareholding system in order to ensure
continuity in the ownership control of its retail empire (Coignard, 1996; Jakubyszyn,
1996).

After the arrival of hypermarkets in the 1960s, another major transformation occur-
red in French clothing retailing with the rise of specialized chains during the 1980s.
Ownership of many of these chains is rooted in the North of France (some, such as
Pimkie, are owned by the Mulliez family). A number of them, such as Naf Naf, also
developed out of the traditional Parisian clothing centre, the Sentier, on the basis of
nearby sourcing and a quick adaptation to market trends (Parat, 1997). Specialized
chains included both small-store chains such as Cama|« eu, Pimkie, and Promod in
women's wear or Celio in menswear, and large-store chains that specialized in dis-
counting (Kiabi, La Halle aux Veª tements) or in sportswear (Decathlon, Go Sport).
Specialized chains were the leading and fastest growing retail channel not only in
women's wear, but also in menswear and children's wear, because of the growing
influence of fashion and sportswear trends in these segments (CTCOE, 2000; 2002).
By contrast, hypermarkets and supermarkets remained in leading positions for standard
products such as undergarments.

During the 1990s the entry of foreign clothing chains, such as H&M (Sweden), Zara
and Mango (Spain), or The Gap (USA), into the French clothing market has been
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perceived as a major threat by domestic retailers (CTCOE, 2001; 2002). Discounters,
hypermarkets, and supermarkets responded by launching their own private label
collections, accounting for 60 ^ 80% of sales among firms interviewed in these cate-
gories. However, these retailers have faced persistent difficulties in developing a strong
image in the clothing market. By contrast, specialized chains such as Naf Naf and
Cama|« eu successfully reacted to foreign competition through a revamping of marketing
campaigns, store concepts, and collections. According to CTCOE (2001), these chains
have been able to grow in a depressed market by offering more fashion-oriented
products than did hypermarkets and supermarkets, and by doing so at lower prices
than department and independent stores.

During the 1990s and early 2000s the market structure and ownership patterns of
French clothing retailing have thus undergone major changes, sending mixed signals
in terms of supplier relations. On the one hand, rising concentration and financialization
of some of the largest retailers should favor the adoption of sourcing-rationalization
policies. On the other hand, the emergence of a new type of fashion-oriented retailer
and the predominance of family and management-controlled firms in what remains a
weakly concentrated market should not be conductive to the diffusion of such a ration-
alized pattern. These changes have taken place against the background of flat sales and
steadily rising French clothing imports, with import penetration levels reaching 82%
of sales value by 2000 (Eurostat, 2001).

The origins of international buying in the French clothing market date back to the
1970s, when large retailers operating in the standard-product segment, such as the mail-
order company La Redoute and the hypermarket company Carrefour, started to source
products from Asia. It was not until the 1990s, however, that French retailers massively
engaged in foreign sourcing, when the largest firms reinforced their presence in Asia
while specialized chains, initially buying products on a local, quick-turn basis either in
the Sentier or in the North of France, shifted to overseas sourcing (interviews; Parat,
1997). Over the same period, retailers also started sourcing within the `Greater Europe'
area, including North Africa and Eastern Europe, either directly or through French
clothing manufacturers that had relocated production to these lower cost areas.

Although in table 2, Western European countries still accounted for nearly 45% of
imports in 2000, interviews indicated that a substantial part of imports from Belgium,
Holland, and Germany were actually reimported from Asia through importers located
in these countries. Accordingly, up to 12% of total French imports officially attributed
to Western European countries could be considered to be of Asian origin, reducing
European countries' share to about a third of French clothing imports and increasing
Asia's share to a comparable level.With 20.7% of total imports, Mediterranean countries
represented the third major sourcing region in 2000, Morocco and Tunisia standing out
as a result of their historical linkages with France. Taken together, the Mediterranean
and Eastern Europe accounted for about another third of French clothing imports.
By 2000 French clothing imports were thus roughly equally distributed between three
zones of origin: Asia, `Greater Europe', and Western EuropeöWestern Europe pre-
sumably accounting for traditional forms of international trade rather than for global
sourcing. During the second half of the 1990s, the share of Mediterranean countries
declined as a result of lower reliance on imports from Morocco and Tunisia, while
Asia's share increased by nearly 9 points, half of which resulted from reimports.
Other sources indicated that further sourcing relocation took place over the first half
of the 2000s and after the end of quota restrictions in January 2005, to the benefit of
China and at the expense of the Maghreb, Eastern Europe, and other Southeast Asian
countries (Mission Economique, 2005).
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3 The global sourcing strategies of French clothing retailers
The analysis of French clothing retailers' sourcing strategies draws mainly on interviews
completed in 2002. The initial sampling was aimed at selecting respondents with sales
above 76 million in each retail channel category. Interviews were obtained with
buyers or sourcing managers from twelve out of a resulting population of thirty
retailers. Five of these retailers belonged to the top-ten category, and others were
high-growth specialized chains. Five firms were publicly listed, two were subsidiaries
of publicly listed groups, and five were privately owned. The main topics covered
during interviews included: the internal organization of sourcing activities (section 3.1),
the use of intermediaries within the supply chain (section 3.2), buying methods and
services expected from suppliers (section 3.3), and the management of supplier relations
(section 3.4).

3.1 The internal organization of sourcing activities
Major changes in the internal organization of sourcing activities could be identified
from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s in the sample studied. First, in response to
the mid-1990s crisis, a number of large retailers internalized product design and
pattern-making functions in their buying departments as part of a strategy to strengthen
their own brands and product collections. Second, a majority of retailers adopted

Table 2. Distribution of French clothing imports by group of countries, 1988 ^ 2000 (source:
calculated from Eurostat, 2001).

Percentage of clothing imports

1988 1990 1995 2000

European Union 58.3 53.2 45.7 44.8
(of which) Belgium ±Luxembourg 6.1 6.9 8.9 12.4

Germany 7.8 7.0 6.1 6.3
Italy 25.9 21.4 13.1 9.8
Holland 1.5 1.2 2.3 3.3
Spain 1.8 1.7 1.9 3.3

Southeast Asia (Big Three) 5.2 4.1 2.6 3.1

China 1.9 2.2 4.1 6.5

ASEAN 4.5 4.9 4.3 3.0

Other Asian countries 5.4 5.8 8.1 8.3
(of which) Bangladesh 0.4 0.8 2.1 3.0

India 1.8 2.1 3.3 3.3
Sri Lanka 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.3
Pakistan 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.7
Macao 2.3 1.8 1.3 1.1

Mediterranean countries 15.8 20.8 24.2 20.7
(of which) Morocco 8.4 11.0 11.7 8.6

Tunisia 4.5 6.3 8.5 8.1
Turkey 2.0 2.6 3.2 3.5

Eastern Europe 2.9 3.2 4.9 6.6
(of which) Poland 0.5 0.5 1.2 1.1

Romania 1.1 0.9 1.3 2.4

Rest of world 5.8 5.7 6.0 6.9
(of which) Mauritius 3.1 2.7 2.4 2.3

Madagascar 0.04 0.1 0.8 1.2

Total value (thousand ecu/euro) 4 666 015 6 103 465 7 665 494 11 381 217
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import-management functions aimed at providing assistance to individual buyers
with logistics and international trade procedures. A supply-base management policy
had also been established across product categories, covering supplier-performance
monitoring, quality control, export assistance to suppliers, and, in fewer cases, a distri-
bution of production volumes aimed at ensuring volume stability with preferred suppliers.
The extent to which these supply-base-management systems did influence actual
sourcing practices remained unclear, however, because of their recent adoption and
overlapping or conflicting responsibilities with design and buying functions. Third, a
majority of respondents had established foreign buying offices since the mid-1990s in
order to source products directly overseas. The importance of foreign-based office staff
varied according to retailers' size, but only the smallest firms of the sample, with sales
below 150 million, continued to source exclusively from their French headquarters.
As will be seen below, these internal transformations have been accompanied by several
changes in supplier relations.

3.2 Intermediaries in French retailers' supply chains
Retailers engaged in international sourcing in a diversity of ways, ranging from direct
relations with foreign factories through local offices and expatriates to the use of
European importers, former French manufacturers managing overseas production
facilities, and agents located either in France or in foreign countries. The story unfolds
differently for large mall retailers and for fashion-oriented chains. When the largest
French retail firms started buying Asian-made garments in the 1970s and early 1980s,
they did so by acquiring stocks of finished products from European importers located
in France, Belgium, Germany, and Holland. Respondents in the high-volume, standard-
product category still resorted to European importers for 15% to 30% of intake.
However, a number of them mentioned recent efforts to develop direct sourcing with
foreign manufacturers, a move explicitly associated with the development of their own
product collections. Respondents explained that internal efforts to boost product devel-
opment were to be supported by direct hands-on control over the production chain.
Advantages perceived in direct sourcing included price reduction through the elimina-
tion of intermediaries' margins, better control over manufacturing and delivery time,
and better service obtained from suppliers. Agents continued to be used for monitoring
relations with small suppliers, and for identifying new suppliers in developing countries.

By contrast, when small-store chains massively engaged in foreign sourcing in order
to restore margins in the midst of the market crisis of the 1990s, they typically did so
through intermediaries other than importers. Respondents indicated that they predom-
inantly used agents to manage relationships with foreign producers. They also relied on
the services of former French manufacturers in order to source products from North
Africa and Eastern Europe, where these suppliers had reportedly relocated production
facilities during the 1990s.

3.3 Buying methods and services expected from suppliers
Respondents used three buying methods. The first, `nëgoce pur', involved acquiring a
final product that had been designed and manufactured without retailer input. The
second, `nëgoce ma|ª trisë ', was defined as buying a final product manufactured accord-
ing to specifications provided by retailers, along the line of the `full-package' system
adopted by US retailers and brandersöin which suppliers are in charge of buying
fabrics and components, cutting, sewing, finishing, packing, and shipping garments
(Bair and Gereffi, 2003). In the third buying method, `travail a© fac° on' (TAF), retailers
arranged for outside manufacturing by providing not only product specifications but
also fabrics and components to a supplier. This form of buying, equivalent to the
cut ^manufacture ^ trim traditionally used by US buyers for the local sourcing of
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fashion-intensive products (Palpacuer, 2002), allowed greater direct control over manu-
facturing and flexibility in fabric choices, but required retailers' investment in working
capital and labor skills. Estimates of retailers' intake distribution between the three
buying methods are provided in table 3.

Overall, the development of retailers' own brands and product collections has
been associated with a shift away from the first buying method and with a rise of
full-package sourcing. Respondents continued to use `nëgoce pur ' with importers for
products that were not sold under their own labels or to complement their in-house
design capacities, a situation typically encountered in hypermarkets and supermarkets
and large-store chains. By contrast, the stronger brand emphasis of small-store chains
was associated with a lower reliance on `nëgoce pur '. Likewise, the choice between TAF
and full-package sourcing depended on retailers' volumes and on the fashion content
of their product offering, together with suppliers' capabilities. On the side of retailers,
TAF remained more important for fashion-intensive, small, women's wear chains
which had historically used this method with small suppliers in the North of France
(Parat, 1997). Large retailers such as mail-order houses, hypermarkets, supermarkets,
and discount chains had adopted TAF in the early 1990s when launching their own
collections, but by the early 2000s most had withdrawn or were withdrawing from this
form of sourcing which was considered too far away from their c̀ore retail and market-
ing competencies'. On the side of suppliers, interviews indicated that TAF sourcing was
still required in Maghreb and Eastern Europe, where local suppliers lacked full-package
capabilities, and particularly for the small-volume, high-value-added products such as
jackets and suits made in Eastern Europe. Major respondents saw TAF as a constraint
imposed by the lack of financial depth of producers located in these countries, and
some refused to use this method.

3.4 Supplier ^ relation management
Several dimensions of supplier relations were investigated, including supplier selection,
relationship with preferred suppliers, supply-base concentration, and the diffusion of
QR system. First, across retail categories, respondents predominantly mentioned using
the basic criteria of price, quality, and delivery time for supplier selection (table 4).
The choice of new suppliers appeared to occur on an incremental, ongoing basis,
with low degrees of formalization in selection criteria. Suppliers' ability to communi-
cate was also frequently quoted, suggesting a pattern of informal and personalized
sourcing relationships. Against this background, three respondents in the hypermarket,
mail-order, and discount categories indicated the launch of a sourcing rationalization
program in their company, aimed at identifying major suppliers by product category,
stabilizing relations with selected suppliers, introducing criteria for supplier-perfor-
mance appraisal, and rationalizing decisions to start sourcing in new areas and with
new suppliers. Within such programs, supplier selection was likely to become more
stringent and formalized.

Table 3. Distribution of intake across buying methods by retail channel [source: estimates based
on interviews and CTCOE (2000)].

Retail channel Percentage of intake

nëgoce pur full-package travail a© fac° on

Small-store chains 510 50 ± 70 10 ± 50
Large-store chains 20 ± 30 30 ± 70 10 ± 20
Hypermarkets and supermarkets 30 ± 40 50 ± 60 510
Mail order 20 ± 30 70 ± 80 510
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Second, most respondents had developed stable relations with a number of regular
suppliers over the years, and a number of them used the term `partnership' to describe
such relationships (table 5). Partnerships were most often associated with retailers'
advance reservation of suppliers' production capacity, efforts to maintain volume
stability over time, as well as the exchange of business forecasts. This pattern did not
translate into homogeneous practices across retailers, however. Advance reservations
were limited in some cases to the time frame of a seasonöthat is, three months.
Likewise, retailers' responses varied widely with regard to the time needed to build
up a partnership, from a few months to five years. Only two respondents estimated
that more than three years were required. They stood out by practising information
exchanges on price and cost breakdowns with suppliers, and by emphasizing the strength
and specificity of their firm's culture and its unusual character within the French
context.

Third, a majority of retailers had developed highly dispersed, unstable sourcing
networks. Relationships of three years or more existed with only 10% to 30% of
suppliers, and no more than 50% of the total intake was sourced from them. Most
respondents also stated that they limited their stake at less than 40% of supplier sales.
High supplier turnover and low interdependencies between suppliers and retailers thus
appeared as key features of respondents' sourcing networks. However, four respondents
at large retail firms had adopted policies to reduce the size of their supply base
with the objective to increase sourcing volume, stabilize relationships, and improve
coordination with selected suppliers.

Fourth, the use of QR systems, including EDI linkages and automatic replenish-
ment, was found to be restricted to a small portion of suppliers in large retailers'
sourcing networks, and to a limited part of their standard-product intake. Half of
respondents, mainly belonging to the discount, hypermarket, and menswear categories,

Table 4. Criteria used for the selection of suppliers (source: own interviews).

Criterion Frequency Market segment of respondents

Price 7 Hypermarket, specialized chain
Quality 7 Hypermarket, specialized chain
Delivery time 7 Hypermarket, specialized chain
Ability to communicate 4 Hypermarket, specialized chain
Product specialization 4 Mail order, specialized chain
Product design 3 Hypermarket, specialized chain
Ability to engage in stable relations 2 Specialized chain
Ability to acquire retailer-specific skills 1 Children's wear chain
Financial and production capacity 1 Hypermarket
Code of conduct 1 Hypermarket

Table 5. Components of retailer ^ supplier `partnerships' (source: own interviews).

Component Frequency Market segment of respondents

Reservation of production capacity 7 Mail order, specialized chain
Efforts to maintain volume stability 6 Mail order, specialized chain
Exchange of business forecast 6 Mail order, specialized chain
Trust, social relation 4 Mail order, specialized chain
Information sharing 4 Specialized chain
Exchange of cost and price breakdowns 2 Specialized chain
Assistance with upgrading 1 Specialized chain
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mentioned making some use of EDI linkages with a few suppliers. These could be
located in India, China, or Morocco, signaling that developing-country suppliers had
entered EDI linkages. Arrangements included the transmission of reorders for standard
products, and experimental linkages with selected suppliers for automatic replenish-
ment. For instance, one major hypermarket sourced 4% of its standard-product intake
through automatic replenishment from Morocco suppliers. Although EDI users indi-
cated intentions to develop QR systems, some considered that suppliers in North
Africa and Eastern Europe lacked the capabilities to do so.

Finally, and unexpectedly, the fragmented and unstable nature of retailers' sourcing
networks translated into a practice labeled `multisourcing' across foreign countries.
Respondents were simultaneously seeking to benefit from advantageous prices by
engaging a portion of their buying budget in advance of the season with Asian
producers, and to reduce inventories and risks by allocating another portion of their
budget closer to sales, this time to Greater European suppliers. Multisourcing was
adopted across retail categories in the sample studied. Retailers would spread the
production volume of a given product across several macroregions and across several
suppliers. Consequently, at the time of the interviews, French retailers had not
developed relationships with global suppliers able to organize on their behalf the
geographical distribution of production across countries, nor had they significantly
engaged in automatic replenishment programs with selected suppliers.

4 Conclusion
The analysis of retailers' sourcing practices revealed a pattern of segmentation in the
French clothing retail sector. On the one hand, major French retailers predomi-
nantly selling standard products were launching supply-base rationalization policies
in the early 2000s, involving a greater focus on core suppliers, a reduced use of inter-
mediaries, greater expectations for full-package services, tighter supplier-performance
appraisal and selection procedures, and attempts to develop QR systems. These firms
were among the largest in the French clothing retail sector, and had, in a number of
cases, engaged in financialization strategies so that product and market position, size,
and connection to financial markets were closely intertwined determinants of their
sourcing patterns. Trends identified in the USA and the United Kingdom toward
greater retail concentration, financialization, and supply-base rationalization could
thus be seen to be diffusing in this segment of the French clothing retail sector, bringing
support to proponents of a thesis of `global convergence' in contemporary forms of
capitalism.

On the other hand, supply-base rationalization policies were implemented against
the background of traditionally dispersed sourcing networks built in unstable, opportu-
nistic, and informal sourcing practices, as could still be observed in many of the firms
studied. The persistence of such practices is consistent with key features of the French
clothing retail sector, including the importance of small, specialized chains, the predom-
inance of family and management ownership, and a low concentration level. In our
comparative European study, such features distinguished France from both a financial-
ized and rationalized UK model in which buyers operated through formal, closely
integrated linkages with selected suppliers, and an informal but long-term-oriented
Scandinavian model emphasizing trust-based relations with suppliers (Palpacuer et al
2005b). The lack of closely integrated supplier relations in the French market was
found to be associated with the use of a variety of intermediaries ranging from
European importers to former French manufacturers, none of them having acquired
a privileged status in French retailers' sourcing networks, and none of them performing
global sourcing services. On the contrary, interviews revealed that French retailers were
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`multisourcing' from distinct suppliers in Asia and Greater Europe, an arrangement
observed neither in the United Kingdom nor in Scandinavia. Accordingly, French-
driven GVCs continue to exhibit specificities in the form of unstable and dispersed
sourcing practices, and have not reached the level of maturation observed in US-driven
and UK-driven clothing chains.
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