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through the use of traditional fabrics with symbolic 
connotation (Dogbe, 2003; Salm and Falola, 2002; 
Arthur and Rowe, 2001; Littrell, 1980).  These fabrics 
function as a non-material culture as they signify the 
values and beliefs of the different ethnic groups. Based 
on the above, the slit and kaba could be classified as a 
traditional dress in Ghana. The slit (ankle length skirt) 
and kaba (blouse), a-three-piece ensemble is 
considered as an adaptation of the indigenous two 
piece wrapper that women wore before coming into 
contact with European traders and colonizers. It is 
worth stating that Ghana has a dual system of dress 
owing to colonisation, and this system is the 
traditional and western. 

The garment manufacturing sector plays an  
important role in employment generation in Ghana, 
and for this reason, the government in a bid to 
promote this sector launched the President's Special 
Initiative (PSI) in 2001 (Kufour, 2008). It is estimated 
that garment manufacturing constitutes about 60% of 
the informal sector employment in Ghana (Boateng, 
1996). However, the informal nature of this sector and 
the demand for custom made garments have affected 
the development of the garment industry in Ghana 
with the absence of or existence of a few large scale

1.    Introduction

It has been established that the primary influence 
of dress type worn by individuals in a society is culture 
(Maynard, 2004; Barnard, 2002). Dress types may be 
classified into two groups; namely, western or 
contemporary and non-western dress forms. Western 
dresses are considered as fashion and characterized by 
change whereas non-western dresses are often 
associated with local cultures (Rovine, 2004). Non-
western dresses are often called tribal, native, folk, 
ethnic, indigenous or traditional (Rovine, 2004; 
Rabine, 2002; Eicher and Sumberg, 1995), and are seen 
as unchanging, slow to change or with few 
modernising influences (Eicher and Sumberg, 1995). 
However, there is evidence that the dual usage of 
traditional and western dress sometimes results in the 
hybrid of other dress forms (Dogbe, 2003; Salm and 
Falola, 2002)  such as the traditional New Year's dress 
of the Hmong Americans (Lynch, 1999) and the men's 
traditional long sleeve shirts of Malaysia (Maynard, 
2004).

The Ghanaian slit and kaba used for both formal 
and informal occasions by women is viewed as a 
representation of social relations and ideology
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existence of a few large scale industries (Hoefter, 
2001). This negative trend is confirmed by Ampofo 
(2002) who reported that there were 138 medium and 
large scale garment and textile industries producing 
ready-to-wear garments in Ghana in 1979 but this 
number had reduced to 72 by 1995. 

Most of these industries collapsed as a result of 
problems such as poor finishing of products, inability 
to meet export orders that are associated with mass 
production and lack of quality and conformity to 
standards. Hoefter (2001), however, is of the view that 
the problems of low productivity could be attributed 
to the lack of management skills by Ghanaians for 
larger firms as these firms are mainly managed by 
foreign expatriates. 

The importance of the micro and small scale 
enterprises (SME) is recognised as being significant in 
the development of the African as well as the 
Ghanaian economy. As a result, the role of this sector 
is considered as critical in promoting economic 
growth and in generation of employment towards 
poverty reduction among the Ghanaian population. 
Quartey (2006) and Chimieloweic (1995), observed 
that the garment industries in Ghana consists of 
numerous micro and small scale dressmakers in a form 
of sole proprietorships and are mainly involved in the 
production of made-to-measure garments for 
individuals and employ about 1-30 workers. It is 
known from past works (Fluitman, 1992; Anon. 2004; 
Liimatainen, 2004, World Bank SAR, 1993) that most 
employees in the informal sector in Ghana acquired 
their skills through informal apprenticeships. 

The above authors suggest that this type of 
informal training appears to have insufficient 
theoretical foundations which may affect the quality 
of skills acquired. Kufour (2008), also concurs that the 
SME sector is characterised by low levels of education 
and training of the self-employed in Ghana. As a 
result, tailors and dressmakers trained through this 
system in Ghana are sometimes referred to as roadside 
dressmakers to indicate the lack of structure, and often 
they have limited or basic skills in pattern making as 
the freehand cutting technique (method of cutting out 
patterns directly from the fabric) is mainly taught 
(Fianu and Zentey, 2000). The slit and kaba, however, 
is mainly produced as a made-to-measure garment by 
dressmakers and tailors in the micro scale informal 
enterprises. 

Although, the slit and kaba is widely used and are 
important in the socio-economic development of 
Ghana, its research has received very little attention. It 
is also evident from the absence of relevant literature 
that the garment industry is not receiving the 

necessary attention for it to develop as it lacks research 
in the areas of management and product development 
as done in advanced countries. But as the slit and kaba 
has evolved and taken more western features, the fit 
and manufacturing quality has become increasingly 
important.  As a result, human and physical resources 
are important factors that can promote the future 
development and change in the garment industry in 
Ghana. The focus of this research is therefore:

1. To examine the evolution of the slit and kaba 
in relation to fit and form.

2. To evaluate the current manufacturing 
practices adopted by the SME's and their 
implication on the quality standards.

2.    Method

A qualitative approach was adopted to collect data 
in three metropolitan centres in Ghana, namely, 
Accra, Kumasi and Takoradi from dressmakers of the 
traditional dress. The data collection strategies utilised 
were observation and semi-structured interviews 
necessary to the understanding of the production 
methods and the equipment used.This sampling 
procedure has been described as non-probability 
purposive sampling technique in which the elements 
of the population are not deliberately given equal 
opportunity to be included in the sample. In this 
regard, 25 dressmakers and tailors of the slit and kaba 
were observed in their respective workshops and 
interviewed at a later date to help the researcher 
further understand some of the manufacturing 
processes.

For the purpose of this study which is focused on 
the SMEs in the garment manufacturing sector, the 
definition by the Ghana Statistical Service (2002), 
which uses the number of employees was adopted 
with a modification  to include micro firms as 
follows:-

1. Micro firms with up to 5 employees

2. Small with between 6 – 9 employees

3. Medium with more than 10 employees

The definition in terms of number of employees 
was selected based on the fact that the garment 
manufacturing industry is considered as labour 
intensive and, therefore, relies on the number of 
employees as most of the processes involved are still 
not mechanised. The definition  adopted for the 
research is deemed appropriate as suggested by Storey 
(1994) because garment manufacturing in Ghana
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is mainly done in the informal sector by the SMEs 
with low technological development (Quartey, 2006).

In order to observe the current production 
process of the slit and kaba in relation to the 
management of anthropometric data and 
standardisation, a semi-structured checklist was 
developed to direct the observation procedure. The 
themes for the observation were developed based on 
existing literature as identified in terms of quality 
standards in relation to garment manufacture as in the 
observation guide. Similarly, the profiles of the 
dressmakers and their employees' were also observed 
for the researcher to ascertain their implication on the 
utilisation of the anthropometric data in relation to 
the fit and quality of the garments.

3.    Findings

An inductive approach through the grounded 
theory technique was utilised to analyse the data from 
the semi-structured interviews and the observation.

3.1  Evolution of slit and kaba

The traditional slit and kaba is mostly made in 
local or indigenous designs and fabrics such as wax 
prints and kente which are associated with the cultural 
beliefs and practices in Ghana. The fabrics appear not 
to have undergone much change over the years, hence, 
the slit and kaba's classification as a traditional dress.

The findings revealed that in terms of evolution of 
the traditional dress, the slit and kaba has undergone 
significant changes in relation to design features and 
usage. It is evident that several factors such as western 
fashion trends, magazines, fashion shows and 
technological advancement have contributed to the 
change in the form and fit of the traditional dress. 

A participant stated that “The western media has 
influenced this change and people have realised that 
western styles can be adapted to the slit and kaba so 
they are copying it” manufacturer (Manufacturer 04).  
Most of the participants are of the view that the slit 
and kaba has been transformed over the years and 
looks more like western dress which is linked to the 
above listed factors as may be observed from the 
following statements; but I think it's the people who 
try to interpret the African print as it will not be too 
different from the known western type of garment; 
and if you look at what has happened over the past 10 
years, you can see that there is the reduction in the gap 
of what the western type of dress looks like and the slit 
and kaba as a traditional dress of today. I think they are 

becoming more and more alike and the designers are 
trying to interpret the African fabric in a way that will 
not be too different from the western garment which 
appears to be the trend; and people are now trying to 
make the slit and kaba look like a western garment as 
the world is becoming and becoming smaller and 
people don't want to dress more differently from what 
is worn outside; so there is a convergence as we go 
along (Manufacturer  010).

Western culture in a way has also affected this 
shift as the things that happen outside are reflected in 
what we do here as people tend to copy the western 
styles which are seen in our traditional dress now. You 
know, in the past, we did not have a lot of media 
houses and fashion shows but now they have become 
very common (Manufacturer 012).

The styles have just evolved and the loose ones 
have given way to the fitted ones; and I also think 
people have become more conscious of their figures 
and want to show more of them. In a way, technology 
has also contributed to this change as previously we 
could not access the type of machines we have now, 
and you can get whatever you want just that they are 
expensive (Manufacturer 08)

The above statements are a clear indication of the 
dynamism of culture and its link to the accessibility of 
the global world. As a result, the slit and kaba which 
used to be semi-fitted to loose and tend to conceal most 
of the body parts has changed in to fit as it has become 
a hybrid of traditional and western dress forms  as 
observed from these excerpts:-

The slit for instance is no more straight but very 
shaped to conform to the body and even the kaba has 
wider varieties with fitted and wider necklines, with 
smaller sleeves, strapped or strapless tops. The kaba 
now almost clings to the body unlike the past when we 
had the loose type of kaba which is now out of fashion 
and reserved for the elderly (Manufacturer 02).

The results also suggest that the design of the slit 
and kaba has become more fashionable as compared to 
the design a decade ago, and it has led to increased 
usage. The participants attributed this fashionable 
design to western designs and the availability of 
different fabrics that are more colourful and attractive. 
It is worth  noting that western dress is used
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as every- day wear for most average Ghanaians, 
therefore, western influence could affect the usage as 
the traditional dress has taken on more western 
features as explained in the following:

…….. they have changed from classic to more 
daring styles as any style at all can be made from 
the traditional cloth as halter necks and so on, and 
the styles are more fashionable and the slit as well. 
Because younger people are wearing it now and 
the older ones have also changed a little, so there 
is an increase in usage as you can custom make 
your dress…… (Manufacturer 014).

In relation to the change in form and fit of the slit 
and kaba, the participants are of the view that the 
current change in the form and fit requires advanced 
skills in order for the dressmaker to produce well 
fitted garments that mould properly to the body. This 
view supports the findings that the slit and kaba has 
evolved in terms of fit; therefore, the requirement for 
its production necessitates advanced techniques as 
seen from the following excerpts:

………almost all the designs are fitted so you need 
proper skills to mould the garment. The loose 
kaba did not require much skill. With the fitted 
kaba you need to consider the figure of the client, 
try to enhance the good and minimize the bad 
(Manufacturer 08).

4.    Observation findings

The observation was carried out on the 
companies profile (Table 1), equipment in the 
workshop, construction techniques and how patterns 
for the garments are obtained.  Knowledge in 
obtaining and utilisation of anthropometric data were 
also observed. The use of trainee apprentices was 
evident and although majority of them provided 
labour, they were not paid for. Most of the enterprises 
with the exception of three had more trainee 
apprentices than full time employees or professionals 
and this may affect the quality of work produced. The 
target groups for all the dressmakers are similar in 
terms of age classifications which suggest that the 
traditional dress remains an important part of the 
Ghanaian culture. The majority (23) of the 
dressmakers were women and their ages ranged from 
24-50 years. In terms of education, three had acquired 
a university degree, four a Higher National Diploma 
from the polytechnics, two with technical school 
certificate, four vocational school qualifications and 
the majority (12) acquired training through 
apprenticeship in the informal sector. 
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4.1   Equipment

In order for the researcher to have an insight into 
the production of the slit and kaba, the type and 
number of equipment owned by the dressmakers were 
observed and are presented in Table 2.The result 
revealed that most of the dressmakers had one or more

industrial sewing machine with the exception of six 
who rely mainly on domestic electric and hand sewing 
machines. In terms of specialised equipment, it was 
evident from the observation that only one of the 
dressmakers had industrial cutting equipment 
whereas the other twenty four relied on basic cutting 
out shears. 
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Sewing equipment in the workshop



The result also indicated that none of the 
dressmakers had an industrial pressing equipment and 
pattern making software. However, in terms of other 
auxiliary equipment, a few of the dressmakers had 
embroidery machines. The majority of the 
dressmakers relied more on domestic basic equipment 
than advanced industrial equipment. As a result of the 
type of equipment owned, most of the dressmakers 
may be classified as home dressmakers, and, therefore, 
cannot handle large volume of orders. All the 
dressmakers in this study have moved out from the 
home, however, the continued reliance on domestic 
equipment may be the issue of lack of funds.

 4.2  Construction techniques

In this section, the results of the on-site 
observation of construction techniques are presented 
which include the sewing process of the slit and kaba 
such as seam construction and finishes that are applied 
to the garment.

In terms of laying and cutting out procedures, it 
was observed that most of the dressmakers prepare the 
fabric before cutting out by looking for flaws, and 
pressing the fabric in order to remove unwanted 
creases.

Most of the dressmakers (20) do not match motifs 
in the fabric before cutting out is done which results in 
ill-matched motifs. This may be a result of the fact that 
most of the dressmakers are ignorant about 
motif/pattern placement and its effect on the aesthetic 
quality of the garment.

It was generally observed that, cutting out on the 
right grain line of the fabric was determined by the 
motifs in the fabric as well as the desired effect. It was 
observed that most of the dressmakers do not have 
knowledge, especially, in cutting on the straight grain 
(warp thread).

However, most of the motifs in the traditional 
local fabrics are placed in the direction of the weft 
grain and border designs which make cutting on the 
warp grain impossible. This is because the selvedge of 
the fabric when wrapped around the body or sewn 
into a slit is meant to be at the waist and ankle levels. 
None of the dressmakers use any powered cutting 
tools. 

The basic scissors is used for all the cutting out 
process. The cutting out was mainly done by the 
owner or a manager and a book of the measurement of 
all their customers and sometimes with the sketches of 
selected styles and fabric swatch is kept.

The garment production system is characterised 
by the flat method which joins garment pieces 
together. In terms of shaping materials processes, 
(lining, underlining, interlining and interfacing), the 
underlining technique which was mainly used is 
achieved by the dressmaker handling the garment and 
shaping fabrics together as one. This method of 
utilisation of shaping materials is easier, faster and 
more convenient in terms of garment alteration and in 
terms of the level of difficulty compared to the full 
lining technique. In terms of seam finishes, closed 
seams were mainly used and the raw edges were 
finished with the overlocking machine.  In addition to 
the above the following were also observed:
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However, one would expect that since most of 
them produce fitted kaba, measurements such as the 
shoulder length and width, across chest and back and 
the back length measurements should be utilised in 
order to achieve good fit. 

 It was observed that 20 out of the 25 
dressmakers solely obtained patterns for their 
garments through the free hand cutting technique. 
However, five dressmakers utilise flat patterns for 
more complicated designs. The observation revealed 
that the free hand cutting technique, although fast and 
convenient has several disadvantages such as fabric 
wastage as the designs are directly plotted on the fabric 
and mistakes are not readily detected for immediate 
corrections. This technique can lead to damaged 
fabrics, inability to re-use pattern for production and 
finally, it does not promote standardisation of similar 
designs and sizes.

5.    Discussion
 

Previous research has established that traditional 
dress is not static but may undergo changes over time 
(Eicher, 1995), and others have found that some of 
these dresses have been hybridised with components 
from other cultures (Maynard, 2004; Salm and Falola, 
2002; Lynch, 1999; Matthews, 1979) in today's 
globalised world. 

The current study confirms that the fit of the 
traditional dress has significantly changed over the 
past decades as it has taken more western features 
influenced by foreign fashion trends in vogue. The 
change in fit is attributed to western dress which is 
used alongside the traditional dress for formal work 
and other non-traditional functions.. The preference 
for fitted garments suggests that the importance placed

1. Large side seam allowances up to 7cm were left 
on the kaba.

2. Some of these wide side seam allowances were 
finished as closed seams and, therefore, affect 
the fit of garments especially at the side seams.

3. Not much attention was paid to the finishing 
of the wrong sides of the garments.

4. Kaba was cut without the shaping of the side 
seams, but the shaping was done after the darts 
and panel seams were stitched. 

5. A lot of the fabric was wasted when free hand 
cutting was used and motifs were poorly 
aligned.

6. Garments were mainly produced by the 
trainee apprentices under the supervision of 
the owner managers or senior apprentices, and 
this sometimes affected the quality of the 
garments. 

7. There are no standardised procedures that 
were followed  for the manufacture of the slit 
and kaba

4.3  The use of anthropometric data

It was observed that all the dressmakers measured 
their customers in order to produce made-to-measure 
garments. The number of measurements varied 
although the key dimensions (bust, waist and hip 
girths) were taken by all of them. The findings in 
Table 3 represent the frequency of the measurements 
that were taken for the manufacture of slit and kaba. 
Among these measurements, the bust girth, waist 
girth, lower hip girth, front waist length, wrist and the 
side waist to ankle were taken by all the dressmakers. 
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on women's body forms globally seems to be present 
in Ghana as the traditional dress seeks to accentuate 
the contours of the figure (Dogbe, 2003). 

The symbolic meaning of the traditional dress has 
played an important role in its continued use and 
evolution as found in the current study. There is 
evidence that other African fabrics are currently used 
for the traditional dress.  And although, traditional 
motifs continued to be used for the wax prints, the 
colour schemes are currently more vibrant compared 
to the traditional subdued ones previously used. The 
findings, however, indicates that the use of traditional 
wax print fabric is still the most popular as seen in 
Littrell's (1980) study. It is interesting to note that the 
use of ceremonial hand woven kente has also gained 
popularity although these fabrics are very expensive as 
compared to the traditional wax prints. 

The current study has shown that majority of the 
firms in this study operate at the micro category (one 
to five workers) level in terms of firm size which is 
consistent with other surveys (Sowa et al. 1992) and 
are predominately female owned. It is worth noting 
that only three and two out of the twenty-five firms 
could be classified as small and medium size categories 
respectively which imply that the production of the 
traditional dress is predominantly done at the micro 
level. 

This is seen in the number of full time employees 
although most of the enterprises have several trainee 
apprentices. Past research has documented the use of 
trainee apprentices as a source of labour in the 
informal manufacturing sector in Ghana (Mensah, 
Tribe and Weiss, 2007; Morton, 2004; Fianu and 
Zentey, 2000; Kayanula and Quartey, 2000) as also 
found in this study. 

It was evident that the use of unskilled labour 
compromised the quality standards as the production 
of garments is generally classified as labour intensive 
(Zwane, Richards and Edmond, 2002). Formal 
education is a prerequisite for sewing as the ability to 
read and write is important in obtaining and 
utilisation of accurate anthropometric data. It was 
revealed that majority of the dressmakers had received 
training in free hand cutting (Fianu and Zentey, 2000; 
Fianu and Acquaah-Harrison, 1999) which has several 
drawbacks. 

Given the importance of transforming body 
measurements into patterns, one would expect these 
dressmakers would have acquired adequate training in 
flat pattern making which is critical to garment fit. In 
fact this research has rather shown the opposite as 
most of the ressmakers in the current study do not

have adequate skills in pattern making as the basic 
requirement for garment fit.

The number of body measurements taken by each 
dressmaker also varied significantly although the key 
dimensions (bust, waist and hip) were taken by all the 
dressmakers. This suggests that the key dimensions 
are important measurements in garment construction 
as they form the basis (Bougourd, 2007) for garment 
size.  

The fact that some of these measurements are not 
taken have important implications in relation to 
garment fit. From the literature, it is evident that in 
order for a dressmaker to achieve a good fit of clothes 
it is essential to have a good relationship between the 
garment and the contours of the body (Chen, 2007) by 
obtaining the appropriate measurements. Istook and 
Hwang (2001) suggest it is impossible to deal with 
consumers garment fit issues without a set of accurate 
and adequate body measurements.

A significant number of the enterprises observed 
operating at the micro level had simple domestic 
equipment which was very unsatisfactory (Fianu and 
Zentey, 2000) and implies that only basic sewing 
procedures are undertaken. It is, therefore, reasonable 
for the researcher to conclude that most of the 
enterprises in the micro category observed in this 
study may be classified as home dressmakers in terms 
of equipment and full time employees. It is evident 
from the findings that Fidler and Webster's definition 
of the informal sector as a small enterprises that '”use 
low technology methods of production and 
management”' (1996, p. 5) is applicable to this study. 
Several researchers have also observed that the SME 
development is constrained by numerous factors such 
as finance, equipment and technology and access to 
international markets (Steel and Webster, 1992; Baah-
Nuakoh and Teal, 1993; Aryeetey, 1994).

It appears that the lack of industrial equipment by 
most of the dressmakers hinders large-scale 
production and efficiency in terms of their meeting 
deadlines for garment orders by their customers. The 
use of ultra-modern equipment is necessary in 
replacing manual machines in order to facilitate the 
production process as this will in turn promote the 
garment industry in particular and the economy as a 
whole. According to Glock and Kunz (2005), the 
development of intrinsic quality such as fit requires a 
large investment in materials, equipment and skills to 
increase efficiency and accuracy. It appears that most 
of these enterprises started as home businesses which 
initially required less capital for start-up. 
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 Another hindrance to micro-small scale 
enterprises is the lack of access to funds or credit 
(Fening et. al, 2008) for industrial equipment and 
expansion. Although most of the owner-managers 
expressed the availability and the need for modern 
equipment in the interviews, it appears that most of 
them may be hindered by lack of funds to actually 
purchase this equipment. The findings of the current 
study are contrary to those of Fianu and Zentey (2000) 
in which garment manufacturers in their study  
expressed the unavailability of sewing equipment and 

7. Conclusion

 As observed from this study, the evolution of the 
slit and kaba requires advanced production methods, 
industrial equipment and skilled labour in order for 
dressmakers to meet the current demands of the 
change in form and fit. 

As identified in this study, majority of the 
enterprises operate at the micro level. However, firm 
sizes are very important as they demonstrate the 
capabilities of the individual enterprises and require 
the expansion from micro category to medium or 
large scale levels by the formation of  partnerships

 spare partsfor their enterprises. 

6.    Change in production methods

Based on the findings of this study, the current 
production methods were evaluated in relation to fit 
and quality standards. The study has, therefore, 
developed a process map for the current 
manufacturing practice, the concept for the future and 
the strategy for transition as presented in Figure 1.

and clusters in order for dressmakers to pull resources 
together. The adoption of this approach would also 
enable the banking institutions to grant these 
enterprises long term loans needed for the expansion. 
Although micro size enterprises have their own 
advantages such as quick decision making to respond 
to issues, it may be limited in terms of capital 
requirements needed for the expansion of the 
enterprise.

The over reliance on semi-skilled trainee 
apprentices as the labour source for these enterprises is 
likely to compromise the quality of the garments 
produced. The production process of garments is 
considered as labour intensive; therefore, trained  and 
skilled

64

Fig 1: Transition map  

M. A. Kuma-Kpobee/International Journal of Technology and Management Research 2 (2013) 56-66



workers are important to assemble garments properly 
in order to achieve the desired quality standards. The 
fit of garments does not only depend on accurate body 
measurements but also an efficient garment assembly 
process which eliminates sewing errors such as seam 
puckering and incorrect matching of notches. Skill 
development is, therefore, necessary in the adoption 
of large scale production strategy which is based on 
the efficiency of both employees and the equipment 
used. 
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