The role of product
development and design in a
successful business strategy

Terry McCartney and
Elizabeth Goldberg explain
how Adria have brought
manufacturing and design
together for the lingerie and
hosiery markets

Crucial to any manufacturing business is
the attention to and investment in new
product development and design.
Nowhere is this more pivotal to success
than in the apparel sector. This industry
operates in an increasingly competitive
world. A lack of significant growth in
consumer spending, a lack of confidence
in the economy as well as other factors
have created *hyper-competitiveness’.

A successful business must con-
tinually strive to improve products,
bringing real and recognisable benefit
and value to the customer. Outstanding
innovation can create demand rather
than merely attempt to satisfy it
Outstanding development and design
when practised at its best creates a
competitive edge. At the end of the day,
investment, in technology in addition to
product development and design, can
only be measured in its impact on the
financial performance of the business.

So what are product
development and
design?

Product development and product
design are probably two of the most
misunderstood and underrated phrases
in the clothing industry. It is a commen
misapprehension that they are the same

— they are not. Product development has
a far broader base than product design,

and in several cases design is only a part
of product development.

Those of us who are involved in the
manufacture of products know just how
many changes have taken place even
within the last five to ten years. Com-
petitiveness and profitability are para-
mount; without either you die.

The consumer is becoming increas-
ingly discriminating, and all the time the
boundaries are being pushed out in
every aspect of the product: the fabric,
the handle, the colour, the performance,
often even before the styling and the fit
are considered. In the old days it was
thought that boundaries were being
stretched when higher standards of what
the Americans called ‘crocking’ were
required (do you remember corduroy that
almost cracked when you folded it and
crocked when you washed it?).

And what are we
doing?
The Charnos group sits on three
operating divisions/product groups:
hosiery, lingerie and knitwear. Across
these divisions around 75 members of
management, staff and technicians are
engaged full-time in our development
and design departments. Cur designers
and technologists travel the world
seeking new developments and
technology. A lot of valuable develop-
ment work is also done within our own
factories. Over the past few years it is
equally no accident that, along with
many other companies in our industry,
we have made the transition from being
a production-driven company to a
product-led or market-led business,
supported with a policy of aggressive
investment.

An examination of our growth over the
past eight years shows an increase in
turnover from £45 million in 1989 to a
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projected £37 million in 1996. This
represents an average growth rate of
around 31% per annum. This has
occurred at a time when retailing has
experienced the worst trading environ-
ment in 30 years. Many of the markets in
which we operate have seen minimal
growth. It is no accident that during the
same period we as a group have
invested in excess of £40 million in our
business: in 1996 annual revenue
expenditure on product development and
design was in the region of £3 million.

Adria, the Northern Ireland part of the
group, has two divisions: hosiery and
lingerie. These divisions are made
according to product areas, and are
related far more by customer end use
and wear than by either manufacturing or
development terms.

Our markets

Hosiery is very capital intensive. The
business is vertical: we texturise, knit,
make up and then dye and finish a
variety of products that have passed
through a product development process.

Lingerie production is highly skilled
and labour-intensive. It requires a
designer who is able to choose from
increasingly complex ranges of fabrics,
laces and embroideries, together with
the 30 or so components such as inter-
lining, wires, etc. that go into a bra.
Products have to be designed that the
user is willing to buy at retail selling
prices that offer both us and the retailer a
worthwhile profit.

The last point is crucial because retail
selling prices in these areas have on the
whole remained fairly static, whilst raw
material prices have risen. While this is a
cause of sometimes justifiable com-
plaints from manufacturers, none of us is
in any doubt that it is the retail customer
who in the end sets the price. If an item



has the ‘gotta have' factor, or in these
days of ‘lifestyle’ the ‘wannabe’ factor,
then the sky is the limit.

Design and
development

In both divisions the design and
development teams are part of the sales
and marketing function. They are viewed
from the outset as accountabie to the
relevant commercial director. Within each
division we have design executives with
appropriate number of designers
assisting them.

In fine-gauge hosiery the designers
work very ciosely with development yarn
technologists, who in turn work with
development mechanics to create the
appearance and feel of the leg fabric,
together with the styling that the designer
wants (e.g. a control pant).

In heavy-gauge hosiery, such as
children’s socks, we have specially
trained designers who, using CAD,
create the designs on screen. Because
the software is provided by the knitting
machine manufacturers, there is a link
with the sample knitting machine. How-
ever, the representation of the finished
product is good enough in terms of stitch
definition to be printed off and shown to
our customers, so we only actually knit
samples when they have honed down
the choice to a few. This is particularly
useful when developing colourways of
the designs.

The cost savings here can be signifi-
cant, but restraint is required: sampling
still has to be managed. When CAD
makes so much possible, it is very easy
to be over-enthusiastic in the options we
offer. This, particularly combined with
uncertainty and indecision on the part of
the buyer, can still result in unnecessarily
high sampling costs.

Hosiery is a very capital-intensive
industry and is highly technical. De-
signers must have a knowledge of the
machinery available, and of the yarn
types and counts that can be produced.
We cannot afford to have machines lying
idle, and a good designer designs
products that make full use of the various
gauges and needle counts in our factory.

Opaque tights

The history of opaque tights provides a
good illustration of the development

process in our hosiery division. At one
point we believed that thicker leg
coverings were emerging as a ‘look’ in
Europe. Hemlines were rising and shoes
were becoming flatter, creating demand
for a yarn suitable for covering the
increasing amount of visible leg. At that
time Rhéne Poulenc’s yarn division had
a suitable yarn (we thought). The only
problem was that it was being used for
car seat covers! They hadn't realised that
if you mixed car seat cover yarn with
spandex then you immediately created
trendy legwear!

Knitting was our next challenge.
Ensuring that machinery ran smoothly
knitting opaque yarns was a knitting
mechanic’s nightmare, and considerable
investment was made in the right type of
machinery to provide the volumes we
knew we would need, whilst utilising the
minimum amount of yarn.

Having created the right fabric we
then had to dye it. We chose the easiest
colour to start with: black. This had to be
produced evenly, unsireaked and to a
consistent and true shade, not green-
tinged, and be colour-fast enough not to
rub off on white knickers or legs!

The opagque tight went on sale and
was a great success. So the next step
was to milk it for all it was worth, first in
its existing form and then by adding to
the range (control tops, stockings, hold-
ups and knee-highs). Next, we looked at
the deniers, and the following year intro-
duced a semi-opaque. Then we changed
the leg of the original 70 denier tight to a
60 denier, knitted in a completely differ-
ent way using spandex in every stitch to
coincide with DuPont’s very successful
promotion of Lycra 3D. Because we were
offering additional spandex in the gar-
ment, the selling price could be
increased by £0.50 per pair.

This year sales of the 60 and the 40
denier Lycra 3D tights were bigger than
ever; the product has been improved
again and is still going from strength to
strength. The key is always to move the
product on and never to allow oneself to
become complacent. Complacency
allows others to catch up.

The men’s comfort
sock

Part of our sock division’s strategy was to
target the men’s sock department of our
major customer, the only hosiery area in
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which we were not involved. In order to
win orders we had to ‘bring something
new to the party’, which was not an easy
thing to do when the existing manu-
facturing supply base was already well
established.

Our solution was the men's comfort
sock. This was made of cotten plaited
onto soft microfibre nylon and was very
comfortable because it fitted well (it
contained spandex). There was one
problem: on the heel and sole areas the
nylon was on the surface, while the
surface of the rest of the sock was
cotton. It was essential to ensure that the
sock appeared the same shade under
three different lighting conditions. With a
lot of work by Ronnie Wilkinson and
Brian Mossey, and assistance from our
dyestuff suppliers, we achieved it, and
the product became a major success. It
had an added advantage: because it was
so difficult, it couldn’t be copied easily,
which helped us to maintain our com-
petitive edge for longer.

Seam-free garments

We believe that one of the most exciting
areas for the future will be seam-free
products. These make use of machinery
that was originally used by us for knitting
leggings, but that we knew was capable
of more. It could knit integral waistbands
and gussets, knit to shape and do
placement designs which, if done using
a flat-fabric CMT route, would be not just
prohibitively expensive but uncom-
fortable. At the same time, in both
underwear and outerwear second-skin-
type fabrics and clothing started to
appear on the market. Thus the seam-
free project is the perfect illustration of
fashion and manufacturing coming
together, and shows how much import-
ant work is carried out in the develop-
ment rooms of the factories themselves.

The garments that we have developed
have no uncomfortable seams under
tight-fitting garments, and are so smooth
that there are no lines. Special trims have
had to be developed containing micro-
fibres so that we don’t compromise fabric
comfort by attaching harsh elastics. How-
ever, we think our unigue advantage in
this area has been the marriage of
hosiery yarn and knitting know-how with
lingerie design and make-up skills, all of
which gives us the advantage over other
suppliers.
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Perhaps the most important factor in
the whole development has been the
belief in both the concept and the
product that has enabled the project to
be driven forward. The next clever bit is
to know how far to go developing the
product. There are no prizes for over-
developing so that someone else comes
along and beats you to the market.

Lingerie
This is probably the area that fits many
people's concepts of design mast closely.
Here we design styles that are made into
patterns and that are then placed on
fabric on a cutting table, cut out, stitched
and tumned into garments. Our team
consists not just of designers but of
fabric and garment technologists as well,
who all work together with our fabric and
component suppliers. The days of buying
laces, embroideries and fabrics off the
shelf are gone for those of us who want
to gain a reputation for innovation. We
have to work with our suppliers,
particularly for lace and embroidery, to
create ranges that are exclusive to us.
For manufacturers who have several
customers with very different profiles, the
key is to have a thinking strategic
designer who designs with a specific
customer in mind and has the product's

In black

retail price point in mind from the start.
Because a bra has so many com-
ponents, knowledge of its make-up is
crucial to ensure that everything
specified is ‘fit for purpose’. Bra
designers need to know how to engineer
laces for best effect and most efficient
costings. The involvement of the garment
technologist from the style’s conception
contributes to a right-first-time sample.
Incurring minimum costs at all stages
should be part of routine discipline.

One example of this is a bra and
briefs made from a French lace from
Calais, a centre of excellence of the
European lace industry. The yarn used in
the decorative flowers used for theses
garments is known as Bayadere, a
specially dyed polyester yarn, which is a
key fashion look for 1997. The manu-
facturing process for these decorations
uses three of the best known methods of
manufacturing lace: Leavers, Jacqua-
tronic and Raschelle. The clever part is
knowing how to balance these three
methods to give optimum cost-effective-
ness without compromising on styling.

In conclusion

As all these examples show, although
our investment in machinery has been
substantial, it doesn’t do us much good

In white
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unless it is turning out fast-selling
merchandise. Design and product
development are the greatest assets that
the clothing industry has. They have to
be taken seriously and cannot be
considered in isolation. In a highly
commercial environment they must be
seen to add value, but at the same time
they should contribute to a reduction in
manufacturing costs, help to improve
product perfarmance, improve the image
of the company, push out the borders of
the available markets and increase
sales.

Terry McCartney is at Adria Lig,
Beechmount Ave, Strabane, Co.
Tyrone BT82 9DB. Elizabeth Goldberg
is a main board director of Adria and a
member of the Northern Irish
Industrial Development Board.

This article is based on a preseniation
to the Society’s International Con-
ference, held at the Slieve Russell
Hotel, County Cavan, Ireland, 27-29
September 1996.
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