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Abstract: This study represents the evolution of the first author’s research thesis, concerning PLM as a technology 
solution and a business strategy improving product development in the fashion industry. During the second year of 
her study, the author has focused on implementation and post-implementation projects. Therefore, the aim of this 
paper is to compare current practice in conducted PLM implementation projects with the PLM implementation 
guidelines, from the literature review. Case studies constitute the core methodology. In the end, perspectives and 
research directions for PLM in the fashion industry have been analyzed. 

 

Keywords: PLM, Product Lifecycle Management, PLM implementation, Fashion industry. 

1. Introduction 

Product Lifecycle Management (PLM) can be examined 
from different viewpoints. It represents an integrated 
approach in product data management, that allows 
merging and balancing different roles and activities with 
the aim to organize and streamline product development. 
PLM is also an Information Technology (IT) solution that 
should put into practice that integrated approach.  

In the best case, a PLM solution is able to support 
product development and to manage the entire set of data 
related to product. Actually, when a PLM is implemented, 
several issues may arise depending on the software 
constraints and on the business requirements.  

Moreover, the fashion industry is a particular setting 
because product is the core business and all the value 
added processes are linked to product development. PLM 
solutions allow to manage collection planning and 
development, prototyping, sampling, sourcing, costing 
and production information. However, another 
outstanding factor for competitiveness is timing: time-to-
market forces fashion companies to reduce not value 
added processes in order to respect the collection 
timeline.   

The objective of the overall thesis is to have a 
comprehensive viewpoint of PLM, considering it as a 
technology solution and as a business strategy improving 
knowledge management, collaboration and inter-
functional coordination. During the second year of her 
study, the author has focused on implementation and 
post-implementation projects in fashion companies.  

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to compare current 
practice in conducted PLM implementation projects with 
the PLM implementation guidelines, from the literature 
review.  

Section two summarizes the main results in terms of 
literature review concerning PLM implementation. Section 
three describes the methodology adopted to reach the 
goal of this research. The results are presented in section 
four, and section five concludes with several remarks and 
perspectives for the fashion industry. 

 

2. Theoretical background and research gap 

The literature review has been addressed to acknowledge 
best practices in PLM implementation projects. This 
research concerns papers of the last two decades, related 
to the keywords “PLM implementation” and “PLM 
adoption” published in proper journals or books 
(conference papers are not included): 27 contributions 
have been found. 

The majority of researches are devoted to PLM definition, 
benefits and trends (Abramovici, 2007, Alemanni et al., 
2008, Belkadi et al., 2008, Benassi et al., 2006, Cantamessa 
et al., 2012, Cugini et al., 2006, Garetti et al., 2005, 
Gecevska et al., 2010, Hewett, 2010, Lin et al., 2010, 
Maranzana et al., 2012, Messaadia et al., 2016, Peñaranda 
et al., 2010, Pol et al., 2008, Rossi et al., 2013, Siller et al., 
2008, Tang et al., 2008). 

Furthermore, several authors deepen the topic of PLM as 
a business strategy and a knowledge management system 
which supports the entire product value chain, from its 
beginning to the end of life (Ameri & Dutta, 2005, Jun et 
al., 2007, Terzi et al., 2010). 

Chiang and Trappey (2007) propose an analysis, which 
identifies the functions of PLM required to integrate 
members of value chains across different organizations. 
Several studies are industry specific and implementation 
features are strictly linked to the context, as small and 
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medium enterprises (Le Duigou et al., 2012) or LCD 
industry (Li et al., 2013, Chiang and Trappey, 2007). 

Batenburg et al. (2006) develop a roadmap model for 
PLM implementations, which enables a stepwise approach 
towards PLM deployment to increase implementation 
success. The model allows to acknowledge the desired 
maturity level that is the ambition of the organization 
(d’Avolio et al., 2015). 

A list of ten steps for companies aiming to implement 
PLM is provided by Schuh et al. (2008), but the most 
complete contribution that identifies PLM 
implementation guidelines is attributable to Bokinge and 
Malmqvist (2012). The authors describe in detail each step 
of a PLM implementation project in a manufacturing 
company and evaluate the application of existing PLM 
implementation guidelines.  

Unfortunately, none of the researches analysed have been 
conducted in the fashion industry: best practices for PLM 
implementation derive from case studies or model based 
researches that have been validated in the 
manufacturing/aerospace/computer science industries. 

The authors have learned the lesson from the PLM 
implementation guidelines already existing in literature: 
these constitute the basis for the analyses conducted in 
two fashion companies, which are thoroughly described in 
section five.  

 

3. Methodology and data 

The research question (RQ) that has guided this study is: 

RQ: in comparison to the guidelines, which are the 
features of PLM implementation and adoption in the 
fashion industry? 

In order to answer to the RQ, a case study research has 
been performed: the author has interviewed project 
managers and chief executive officers and has contributed 
to address decisions on PLM-related processes and tasks. 
Business process modelling and enterprise architecture 
diagrams have constituted the background for interviews 
and for the analysis aiming to identify PLM 
implementation best practices. 

PLM projects, because of their multi-dimensional nature, 
require a qualitative approach, a greater depth and a full 
understanding of the complexity of the complete 
phenomenon. Another feature of PLM projects is that 
they can last for one year, but all the issues related to 
implementation may arise and lengthen the planned 
timeline.  

The methods and tools employed within case study 
researches include both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches and may take a long period over which 
phenomena are studied (Voss et al., 2002).  

The PLM implementation topic has been deepened in two 
big luxury companies, representing internationally iconic 
brands and selling apparel products, shoes and leather 
goods. They manage in-house the great part of the 

business processes and have implemented the same 
fashion-specific PLM solution, which is properly 
integrated with other systems. The entire project, for 
research purpose, lasted almost twelve months. 

 

4. Findings 

First of all, a comparison between results from literature 
review and outcomes achieved through interviews and the 
direct contact with fashion companies is provided.  

A complete PLM project can be divided into three main 
steps: planning, implementation and adoption. In Table 1-
2-3, guidelines from practice and from literature (Bokinge 
and Malmqvist, 2012) are grouped by project step. The 
“Application (1)” and “Application (2)” columns refer to 
the applications of the guidelines from practice and from 
theory at the cases analysed. 

Planning is the first phase (Table 1), when the fashion 
company and the PLM vendor work together to define a 
PLM roadmap and to lay the foundations of PLM 
implementation.  

The top management defines strategic business goals, 
which are translated into operational objectives in the 
short term. The business decides also the departments 
that have to be involved: usually a pilot project is 
performed in one business unit and  the others are 
included later. The business, often supported by 
consultants, selects the activities related to product 
development that will be managed in PLM and match 
current processes with the software functionalities. A gap 
between the company’s requirements and the software 
capabilities always exist: several requirements will need 
deeper analyses (high configuration or adoption of other 
tools) to be satisfied and several PLM functions could be 
out of the project scope. In the latter case, the business 
learns from software functionalities improving product 
development and may decide to implement them in the 
future. Long-term objectives should not be overlooked: in 
order to persuade the users that this change in their 
routine is important, all the benefits related to PLM 
implementation should be shared and highlighted. In this 
planning stage, it is also crucial to plan training and 
adoption with the aim to minimize the project risk.  

Application is low in the majority of guidelines: this first 
stage is often not promoted enough and this is due to the 
lack of time on project schedule: reconciling different 
objectives and viewpoints is the most unpredictable cause 
of delay. 

 

Table 1: PLM implementation guidelines comparison – 
Planning step 

Guidelines 
from Practice 
(1) 

Application 
(1) 

Guidelines 
from 
Literature 
(2) 

Application 
(2) 

Define 
strategic 

Low Divide 
project into 

Low 
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business goals sub-projects 

Define 
operational 
goals 

Medium Plan 
carefully 

Medium 

Identify 
departments to 
be involved in 
the 
implementation 

High Establish a 
PLM 
roadmap 

Medium 

Identify 
processes to be 
involved in the 
implementation 

Medium Carefully 
estimate the 
magnitude 
of change 

Low 

Map current 
processes to 
the features of 
the selected 
PLM system 

Low Align 
project with 
PLM 
strategy 

Low 

Share the 
expected 
benefits 

Low Define 
benefits for 
all 
stakeholders 

Low 

Identify 
software 
functionalities 
improving 
product 
development 

Low   

Plan training 
and adoption 

Medium   

 

The second step is PLM implementation (Table 2). 
Business requirements could be unique or never tested 
before, so one of the best practice is to deploy a Test 
application server to try new customizations. Once the 
company has identified the gap between its needs in terms 
of product development and out-of-the box (OOTB) 
PLM functionalities, a list of the required customizations 
is provided and efforts and priorities are evaluated: this is 
a core activity because the PLM vendor has to schedule 
the implementations. The impact on PLM performance is 
evaluated each time a new request is analysed with the 
overall objective to minimise customizations. The mantra 
is “OOTB”: customizations cost more, take long time to 
be implemented and the system becomes more expensive 
to maintain and less flexible. 

The implementation of a requirement should not be 
simply solved moving into the system consolidated 
activities, but more effective and efficient ways to manage 
data should be analysed. Communication with users is 
fundamental to find a trade-off between business 
requirements and customizations (with obvious impacts 
on performances). Once the new request is implemented, 
it is tested and all the use case are listed and approved. 
Finally, the PLM vendor produces a handbook that 
represents the best “how to” for users.  

Implementation best practice are more likely to be applied 
to the business context, because they are decisive and 
unavoidable within the PLM project.  

Table 2: PLM implementation guidelines comparison – 
Implementation step 

Guidelines 
from Practice 
(1) 

Application 
(1) 

Guidelines 
from 
Literature (2) 

Application 
(2) 

Install a Test 
application 
server to try 
customizations 

High Only roll out 
tried software 
releases 

Low 

Identify 
customization, 
evaluate the 
related effort 
and 
prioritization 

Medium Establish a 
coherent PLM 
architecture 

Low 

Monitor the 
impact of 
customizations 
on PLM 
performance 

Medium Follow-up and 
control 
project 
process 

Medium 

Minimize 
customizations 

Low Minimize 
customization 

Medium 

Propose 
different and 
more effective 
ways to 
manage data 

Low Improve 
processes 
prior to or 
simultaneously 
with PLM 
projects 

Low 

Define use 
cases and test 
them 

Medium Align 
processes with 
system 
capabilities 

Medium 

Train users 
and produce 
proper 
handbooks 

Medium   

 

The last step is PLM adoption (Table 3): since it has been 
implemented, users begin to experience issues and 
benefits. The relationship between process and software 
change is particular because changing the way we work is 
usually enabled from the software. Therefore, the best 
practice is to improve processes and software 
concurrently with an integrated approach to make sure 
that process change is aligned with software capabilities. 

Once the most important business processes are managed 
in PLM, the business can focus on those processes that 
are still not included: several PLM functionalities, that 
have been overlooked in the first step, should be 
considered in order to take full advantage of PLM. KPIs 
and performances related to PLM should be always 
monitored, ensuring software scalability: information in 
PLM grow time to time and it has to accommodate this 
progress. Even if more and more user friendly PLM 
solutions begin to spread, operators need a support that is 
crucial in the initial phase and that becomes more 
manageable according to the learning curve. 

PLM, in its software being, is subject to continuous 
enhancements containing, for instance, bug fixing: 
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companies should benefit from PLM improvements 
implementing the updated versions. PLM adoption 
guidelines are not completely applied to the companies 
interviewed: measuring KPIs and integrate process and 
system changes are still difficult to put into practice, while 
supporting users is perceived as more necessary.  

The guidelines from theory, in comparison to the ones 
from case studies, are more general and less practical, but 
the goals are quite the same. The applicability for 
guidelines from literature is lower because it is more 
difficult to translate them into concrete actions. Maybe 
each PLM product should have its own guidelines to be 
implemented, but the authors have tried to underline 
aspects that are common to a generic PLM for the fashion 
industry. 

Case studies have been conducted in companies adopting 
the same PLM solution within the same industry. It could 
be interesting to take into account also other PLM 
products, supporting fashion and other sectors. A 
comparison between PLM and other IT projects could be 
performed in order to generalize results.  

 

Table 3: PLM implementation guidelines comparison – 
Adoption step 

Guidelines 
from 
Practice (1) 

Application 
(1) 

Guidelines 
from 
Literature 
(2) 

Application 
(2) 

Improve 
processes and 
PLM 
concurrently 

Low Be prepared 
to adjust the 
plan when 
business 
changes 

Low 

Identify the 
gap between 
PLM 
footprint in 
the industry 
and business 
processes 
involved in 
PLM 

Low Use 
expertise 
from third 
parties 

Medium 

Monitor and 
control PLM 
performance 

Medium Ensure 
management 
support 

Medium 

Provide an 
application 
maintenance 
service 
supporting 
PLM users 

Medium Educate 
system users 

Low 

Consider 
release 
upgrade to 
benefit from 
software 
enhancements 

Medium   

Measure PLM 
KPIs 

Low   

 

5. Conclusion and perspectives 

The main goal of this study has been to compare current 
practice in PLM implementation projects with the PLM 
implementation guidelines from the literature review. The 
direct contact to fashion companies has allowed the 
authors to acknowledge the importance of several best 
practices, grouped by project step (planning, 
implementation and adoption). These appear to be more 
specific and applicable than the guidelines from theory, 
especially in the fashion industry. 

The contribution could be interesting for academics, with 
the objective to fill the literature review gap (many studies 
in the manufacturing industry and none in the fashion 
industry). From the practitioners’ perspective, this study is 
an interesting insight to improve PLM projects and to 
finalize an effective and efficient implementation. 

The analysis of PLM projects have also shed some light 
on the software functionalities related to the entire 
product lifecycle. A key feature of PLM in the fashion 
industry is its strict relationship to the products beginning 
of life, while the middle of life is still not included in the 
product lifecycle management: none is able to track all the 
information related to merchandise when it is sold to the 
final customers. Maybe other software could 
communicate with PLM, performing LCA analysis and 
managing restoration requests. This way, PLM is meant as 
a comprehensive approach, not just as a software. 

Including other functionalities within PLM, in order to 
close the loop, is actually a challenging goal for future 
researches. 
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