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The adoption of 4IR technology enables
apparel manufacturers to cater to the
rapidly evolving, demand driven global
fashion market. The industry is shifting
from a ‘push’ model, where customer demand was set by promotional campaigns
of manufacturers and brands, to a ‘pull’
model where demand is being set by
customers themselves. Today, customer demand is determined by exposure
to fashion trends and customer insights
through social media, while the industry
has to respond rapidly to instant changes in customer demand through shorter
production cycles. The automation of the
apparel production process through 4IR
technologies is crucial in responding to
such shorter turnaround cycles. For instance, automated finishing technology
cuts the finishing time of a pair of Levi’s
jeans made using manual processes
from 20 minutes, to just 90 seconds.
Furthermore, the need to respond to

such quick production cycles, combined
with speed and efficiency gains delivered
by application of 4IR technology such
as robotics in the production process,
is making a strong case for production
‘nearshoring’. ‘Off-shoring’ apparel production to Asia, where labour costs are
low, was traditionally considered to be
a competitive production strategy. However, the need to respond more quickly
to demand changes, coupled with rising
labour costs in Asia, has made off-shoring less competitive. Thus, the traditional
cost advantages of off-shoring production
to Asia can be offset in the future by introducing automation to nearshore markets.
In this context, the potential for major
apparel destination markets such as the
US and European Union (EU) in adopting
technology to automate the production
process and produce more competitively
in nearer markets in the long run, compared to the current practice of sourcing
from off-shore markets, is gaining ground.
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Implications for Sri Lanka’s
Apparel Industry Workers
In absolute numbers, Sri Lanka’s apparel industry provides direct and indirect employment of around 300,000 and
600,000, respectively. Women account
for around 78 per cent of the industry
workforce, while other estimates suggest
that the share of women in the garment
sector is as high as 87 per cent. Female
employment is seen to be concentrated
mostly in routine categories of work; for
instance, the highest proportion of female recruitments during 2015 to mid2017, accounting for nearly a half of total female recruitments, has been in the
category of ‘sewing machine operators’.
Thus, despite the adoption of technologies being crucial for long-term business
competitiveness, it can have significant
impacts on female employment in Sri
Lanka. as the apparel industry has a high
concentration of female labour, particularly in routine categories of work that are
prone to automation.
Nevertheless, the impact of 4IR technology in changing apparel production processes, if managed effectively, presents
an opportunity for women to progress
towards better quality, higher paid employment. The adoption of tech-driven
production processes will create new
job opportunities for high-skilled workers needed for developing and operating
such processes. technological upgrading
can help alleviate labour shortages facing Sri Lanka’s apparel industry. Changing career aspirations of young women
in opting for computer-based jobs with
higher social status and flexibility, competition from other sectors of work with
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This Policy Insight is based on the comprehensive chapter on “4IR and Women
in the Workforce: Sri Lanka’s Apparel Industry”: State of the Economy 2019 Report’ - the flagship publication of the institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS).
The complete report can be purchased
form the publications section of the IPS.
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Source: University Grants Commission. (2019). Sri Lanka university statistics 2017. Retrieved from
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