
129

7
Sustainable Supply Chain Process 

of the Luxury Kente Textile: Introducing 
Heritage into the Sustainability 

Framework

Sharon Nunoo

7.1	� Introduction: Setting the Scene

The twenty-first century sees the rise of the conscious consumer, who is 
concerned about environmental and social impacts their purchase deci-
sions may have on their natural surroundings (Rickenbacher, 2020). The 
phrase we are what we consume (Belk, 1988) gains renewed interest, with 
consumers seeking to portray an image that proclaims this environmental 
and social responsibility, especially within the luxury context 
(Rickenbacher, 2020; Roberts, 2020). The latter sees five key consumer 
trends emerging: (1) Blingtastics, who seek to show off luxury wear; (2) 
Exclusivists, who hunt for special editions at a high price; (3) Old Money, 
who seek value brand heritage and authenticity; (4) New Ascetics, who 
focus on artisan and local products and are drawn towards more green 
luxury; and (5) Novelty Junkies, who are highly influenced by new 
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technology and look for new trends (Roberts, 2020). Within this chapter, 
Old Money and New Ascetics consumers are of particular interest, as these 
are consumers that are more actively pursuing the sustainable trend, 
thereby also taking heritage into consideration. These consumer types 
will be explored further in the latter part of this chapter.

Research on luxury consumption is not new per se, but has gained 
momentum in the past decade within the fashion and jewellery context 
(e.g. Ryding et al., 2018; Athwal et al., 2019). Jewellery is often associ-
ated with precious material necklaces, bracelets, rings, or earrings that 
people use to adorn and differentiate themselves from other social classes 
(Ogden, 1992). Jewellery can be anything, depending on one’s cultural 
background, and has the power to communicate across and through dif-
ferent generations, as it (jewellery) can be passed on as heirlooms (e.g. 
Ahde-Deal et al., 2016). Thus, it may communicate beliefs, feelings and 
the aspirations of people who wore them in the past (Ogden, 1992). This 
chapter focuses on jewellery in a non-traditional sense, rather than look-
ing at gold necklaces or rings, it centres its attention on Kente, a luxury 
handwoven textile produced in Ghana. Kente can be described as a type 
of jewellery in Ghana, as traditionally, it not only distinguishes social 
classes but also is often worn as a sign of achievement (e.g. at graduation 
or formal meetings) and to adorn oneself during festivities (e.g. wed-
dings) (Badoe & Opoku-Asare, 2014; Boateng & Narayan, 2017). Kente 
has a long-standing tradition and plays a vital role in the country’s his-
tory. Although this luxury cloth is now more widely available, due to 
cheaper wax prints that imitate the traditional colours and patterns, being 
able to wear a traditional Kente strip produced in Bonwire or the Volta 
region holds powerful meanings (Smulders Cohen, 2019). In the past, 
research surrounding Kente has predominantly focused on the weavers or 
the production process of the cloth (ibid.). What remains under-
researched is how this luxury item, the Kente cloth, can communicate 
sustainability to conscious consumers, thereby shying away from pur-
chasing cheaper wax prints and investing in the original, handcrafted items.

As highlighted, globalisation implies that textiles can be easily imi-
tated, yet tradition and history, cannot. This is due to the wealth of 
knowledge that is transferred from generation to generation concerning 
the culture and practices within the community (Paris, 2020). For these 
Kente communities to survive, it is vital to communicate the meaning to 
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potential consumers that have an interest in both heritage and 
sustainability.

This chapter explores how far Kente, as luxury jewellery, can be used as 
a communication tool to portray craftsmanship and sustainability along 
the supply chain, by posing the following research questions:

RQ1: What does sustainability mean within the Kente production process?
RQ2: How does Kente visually communicate ‘sustainability’ to the con-

scious luxury consumer?

This chapter is based on a case study approach—information will be 
drawn from secondary data to provide an in-depth insight into the tradi-
tions and the production processes. It has to be highlighted that the 
majority of available data stems from the community of Bonwire. Even 
though other regions are introduced at the beginning of the chapter, the 
analysis will predominantly focus on Bonwire.

7.2	� Background: Bonwire, Kente, 
and Kente Production

This chapter investigates the community of Bonwire, located in Western 
Ghana, as it is the birthplace of Kente production, with the community 
dating back over 300 years (Lartey, 2014; Asmah et al., 2015; Smulders 
Cohen, 2019). The community itself consists of over 800 houses and is 
home to approximately 2000 weavers, all of whom are involved in the 
Kente creation process. The weaving profession is generally male domi-
nated, whilst women are more involved in early stages of the production 
process, such as preparing and dying the yarns in order to be woven into 
the Kente strips, as well as in the later stages of the actual selling of the 
finished products on the market (Boateng & Narayan, 2017; Smulders 
Cohen, 2019). Knowledge of the weaving process is passed down from 
father to son, whilst the spinning, dyeing, and selling process has been 
passed down from mother to daughter (Boateng & Narayan, 2017).

7  Sustainable Supply Chain Process of the Luxury Kente… 
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The focus of this chapter is on Kente textiles, which have been declared 
by the first president of Ghana, Dr Kwame Nkrumah, as the identity for 
Ghanaians, due to the rich cultural values woven into the individual 
strips (Fening, 2006). To explain, Kente is the heritage textile of Ghana 
and produced either in Western or in Southeast Ghana (Asmah et al., 
2015; Smulders Cohen, 2019). The values, beliefs, and traditions are 
woven into the textiles, providing hidden meanings and story-telling 
connotations, thus preserving culture through symbols and colours 
(Badoe & Opoku-Asare, 2014; Kwakye-Opong, 2014; Boateng & 
Narayan, 2017). Each Kente strip has a meaning and philosophy embed-
ded in the patterns and designs (ibid.) that are carefully placed to tell a 
story and portray standing in society or mark a specific occasion (Boateng, 
2011; Boateng & Narayan, 2017). For example, the ‘Mako Maso Adeae’ 
pattern holds the same meaning as giving someone a heart necklace or 
ring, as literally translated it means ‘my heart’s desire’, and proclaims love 
(Kitenge, 2017). Whilst the Obaakofo Mmu Man design is predestined 
for leaders, its meaning ‘one person does not rule a nation’ is a reminder 
that community spirit and working together for the greater good is a key 
part of the traditions and values of the Ghanaian society (Ross, 1998).

The traditional weaving process of Kente strips remains a highly com-
plex process, which involves males using hand-and-foot looms to create 
carefully designed pieces of woven cloth (Badoe & Opoku-Asare, 2014; 
Smulders Cohen, 2019). Everyone in the community is involved in the 
production process, thus, it is a community act that showcases belonging 
and being part of shaping a culture rich identity. It may not be surprising 
that the Kente textile bears a lot of meaning and is of great value in Ghana, 
thereby providing Ghanaians with a shared identity (Boateng, 2011; 
Asmah et al., 2015). Due to the meanings that are attached to colours 
and symbols woven into the Kente cloth, it can act as a form of jewellery, 
thereby expressing not only feelings (e.g. ‘Mako Maso Adeae’ pattern), 
but also political standing (e.g. ‘Obaakofo Mmu Man’) and social class 
(e.g. ‘Emaa da’—a cloth worn by royalty and those that have a high posi-
tion within society) (Kitenge, 2017; AdinkraBrand, 2020).

This research examines the stages within the supply chain process of 
the production of Kente, from raw materials to finished products, and 
identifies what sustainability means. Whether it is solely related to the 
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raw materials used and the finishing processes or if there are other aspects 
involved that could be classified as ‘sustainable’. It further explores how 
‘sustainability’ can be communicated to conscious luxury consumers that 
have been identified as Old Money and New Ascetics (Roberts, 2020).

7.3	� Sustainability, Supply Chain 
Management, and Visual Identity

7.3.1	� Sustainability

Sustainability has stirred debate since the 1970s, thereby focusing not 
only on conscious consumption but also on more ‘sustainable’ business 
practices, such as changing to more environmentally friendly materials, 
making supply chains lean, or enforcing tighter social regulations that 
protect workers (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Henninger et al., 2016; Davies 
et  al., 2020). Sustainability, and more specifically sustainable develop-
ment, is defined as “meeting needs of the present without compromising 
the ability for future generations to meet their needs” (UN, 2011). This 
definition explains that resources should not be overused by the current 
generation, to the extent that the future generations will have less 
resources available to meet their needs. Within a community (e.g. 
Bonwire), there is an aspect of being able to maintain life through the 
resources we use, in order for future generations to carry on the commu-
nity practices and traditions (Paris, 2020). It is only through this current 
generation’s maintenance that the future generations may be able to see 
the importance of their culture and traditions and apply the same wealth 
of knowledge passed down to them (ibid.). Although this definition has 
been criticised (e.g. Diesendorf, 2000), it provides a starting point to 
investigate what needs to be preserved, in the case of this chapter, from 
the Kente weaving process, in order to provide a livelihood for future 
generations of Bonwire and more specifically the Kente weavers. Elkington 
(1998) divides sustainability into three distinctive pillars: environmental, 
social, and economic, which are often referred to as the Triple Bottom 
Line (TBL). These three pillars need to all work together and be in 
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harmony to achieve sustainable development (Kuhlman & 
Farrington, 2010).

Environmental sustainability implies that a system, here Bonwire’s 
supply chain, utilises raw materials that are less harmful to the natural 
environment. Thus, it seeks to avoid depletion of non-renewable 
resources, and overexploitation of renewable resources (Harris, 2003; 
Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). Linking this to the Kente production 
supply chain, in order to be more environmentally sustainable, not only 
raw materials and production processes should be geared towards mini-
mising their impact on the natural environment but also processes should 
be safe for individuals (e.g. weavers, dyers), by using products that are not 
harmful (Linton et al., 2007).

Social sustainability focuses predominantly, here, on Bonwire’s inhab-
itants, is concerned with investments in facilities in the community, and 
makes the place more attractive for people to live (Harris, 2003). Within 
the supply chain, social practices can further link to labour laws and 
introduce social standards (Koberg & Longoni, 2019). Here this pillar 
focuses on how money gained from Kente sales is re-invested into the 
community, thereby also focusing on the needs of future generations.

The economic pillar is concerned with operating a financially viable 
business that ensures competitiveness in a volatile market environment, 
(ideally) without harming the natural or social systems (He et al., 2019). 
In Bonwire, the economic aspect ties in with the fact that the Kente pro-
duction processes have been in operation for over 300 years and are their 
main income source. It is vital that this source remains viable in the 
future, to ensure that the inhabitants’ livelihoods are not threatened.

In summary, sustainability is the ability to maintain an entity, out-
come, or process efficiently over a period of time and this should guide 
the conduct of individuals in an ethical manner (Gomis et  al., 2011; 
Mensah & Casadevall, 2019). Gomis et al. (2011) consider sustainability 
to be synonymous with sustainable development. This research looks at 
sustainability from a ‘preservation’ angle, which implies that sustainabil-
ity not simply is seen as something that needs to be maintained but also 
looks at the past to see what should be preserved. This links to Gibson 
(2001), who has suggested including culture into the sustainability 
framework, as cultures differ globally. In this chapter, it is explored, 
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whether preservation goes beyond culture, which can change over time, 
and suggests that instead heritage should be included, as heritage is based 
on traditions, values, and beliefs that do not change.

7.3.2	� Sustainability and Supply Chain Management

A supply chain and its management are concerned with the entirety of 
the production process, from gaining raw materials, to producing the 
product, and finally selling it to the end-consumer (Lambert et al., 2006). 
Thus, it is “concerned with planning, coordinating and controlling mate-
rial, parts and finished goods from suppliers to the consumer” (Stevens, 
1989, p. 3). Lee (2004) suggests that there are three different qualities of 
top-performing supply chains: they are agile, which means they are rapid 
in reacting to changing demand, they are able to adapt when changes are 
made in the market structures or when strategies evolve, and they align 
the interest of companies in their supply network in order for the perfor-
mances in the supply chain to be improved. Thus, the supply chain not 
only considers the manufacturing of products but also must be able to 
effectively move them from one point to another (Seuring & Müller, 
2008). The overarching goal of supply chain management is to carefully 
review and potentially change, here, weaving and Kente production pro-
cesses in order to ensure long-term competitiveness (Henninger 
et al., 2015).

With globalisation, sustainability has increasingly gained a dominant 
position, also within the jewellery sector (Carrigan et al., 2016). Moreover, 
sustainable supply chain management (SSCM), defined as “the manage-
ment of material, information and capital flows (…) while taking goals 
from all three dimensions of sustainable development, i.e. economic, 
environmental and social, into account” (Seuring & Müller, 2008, 
p. 1700), and processes gain momentum (Henninger et al., 2015; Nayak 
et al., 2020). Gopal and Thakkar (2016) suggest that SSCM aids in the 
reduction of environmental waste and also considers the social and eco-
nomic aspects of sustainability. Academics have frequently referred to 
sustainable supply chain (e.g. Linton et al., 2007; He et al., 2019), and 
its management (e.g. Koberg & Longoni, 2019; Vijayan & Kamarulzaman, 
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2020), yet it is unclear what sustainable supply chain processes (SSCP) 
are. In this chapter, SSCP is the means of being able to balance sustain-
ability factors through activities involved in the flow and transportation 
of goods from the raw materials to the consumer. This process will involve 
being able to preserve the environment, as well as consider the people 
involved within and between these processes and be able to give back to 
maintain the environment and society.

7.3.3	� Sustainability in the Kente Production Process

This section focuses on RO1: What does sustainability mean within the 
Kente production process. Looking at the Kente production process, and 
consequently at its supply chain, there are six key stages (Fig. 7.1), which 
will be carefully reviewed (e.g. Henninger et  al., 2015; Smulders 
Cohen, 2019).

The weaving skill necessary to produce the Kente and thus ensure that 
the supply chain is kept afloat is passed down through generations 
(Boateng & Narayan, 2017). Interestingly, extant literature discusses the 
environmental and social aspects of sustainability, but few consider the 
economic aspect (Gatti & Seele, 2014; Rogge & Reichardt, 2016). Yet, as 
will be explored, the craftsmanship of the weaver is vital for economic 
and social sustainability, as without being able to produce the Kente prod-
ucts, the community would not be able to exist, as their livelihoods 
depend on the production process.

Taking the generational aspect into consideration, it becomes clear 
that the weaving process not only is a tradition but also shapes part of the 
community’s heritage, and thus links to the thought process of ‘preserva-
tion’, which underpins the sustainability framework in this community 
context. Heritage could be seen to underpin sustainability or to be an 
element that holds all three pillars together. In the following, the indi-
vidual stages of the Kente supply chain are discussed and explored.

Designing Sourcing Spinning Dyeing Weaving Selling

Fig. 7.1  Simplified supply chain process of Kente strips (Fening, 2006; Lartey, 
2014; Amissah & Afram, 2018; Thirumurugan & Nevetha, 2019)
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7.3.3.1 � Designing

Design is the first step in the supply chain process. The design aspect 
refers to the patterns that can be seen on the finished products, as well as 
the colour selection. As aforementioned, the Kente strips not only distin-
guish individuals of different social classes (Micots, 2020), but are also 
used for adornment. Different shapes are handwoven into the strips using 
different colours; each shape and colour carries a different meaning, and 
they all relate to the life experiences or social standing of Ghanaians 
(Rovine, 2020). The designs of the Kente form a key part in the supply 
chain process in Bonwire.

There are two aspects to the design process: (1) the design of an indi-
vidual standalone Kente strip, which is used as jewellery and can be draped 
on the neck or on the arm and worn with a different attire, which makes 
it stand out; and (2) the design of Kente cloth, which is made up of mul-
tiple Kente strips sewn together to make one big piece of fabric that needs 
to tell a coherent story (Thirumurugan & Nevetha, 2019) and thus must 
be carefully joined together to portray the right meaning. This highlights 
that the weavers must be very skilful to combine the shapes and colours 
effectively to produce a meaningful product (Fening, 2006). These Kente 
cloths are joined to make up ten yards in length for men to wear draped 
on their body, and eight yards in length for women to either drape or 
make into a top or a skirt (Kraamer, 2020).

The art of designing bears a long tradition, in that weavers have been 
trained by their fathers and grandfathers to visualise the designs in their 
minds as opposed to sketching them out on paper (Badoe & Opoku-
Asare, 2014; Amissah & Afram, 2018). Once the weavers have visualised 
their designs, a prototype is created, which is presented to the chief for 
approval, to ensure that they are in line with the traditions and meanings 
(ibid.). Culturally Kente prototypes must be offered to royals first, and 
only if they decline can be offered to others, which further reiterates the 
fact that Kente strips clearly distinguish social class (Kraamer, 2020).

As aforementioned, cheaper printed versions of the Kente design have 
been produced, as early as the early twentieth century (Halls & Martino, 
2018), thereby making the cloth affordable to anyone aspiring to wear 
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similar designs to the handwoven originals. Whilst this highlights that 
Kente has great market potential, it also had consequences for the com-
munity, in that cheaper alternatives are more likely to be bought. After 
gaining political independence from Britain in 1957, Kente was made the 
heritage cloth “as a symbol of Ghana to promote national identity, unity, 
and pride” (ibid.). Without the weavers passing down their knowledge 
through generations, without any physical evidence (e.g. sketches), the 
Kente cloth can no longer be produced, and thus key parts of the heritage 
would be lost. This highlights the importance of heritage to be included 
as part of ‘sustaining’ traditions and livelihoods.

7.3.3.2 � Sourcing Raw Materials

Kente can contain silk, rayon, or cotton yarns (Lartey & Asma, 2016). 
Cotton for Kente was commonly grown and sourced from Northern 
Ghana (Lartey & Asma, 2016). With cotton grown in Northern Ghana, 
raw material transportation was kept at a minimum before reaching its 
final destination, and thus, the carbon footprint was smaller, as opposed 
to if cotton were to be purchased from other parts of the world. This links 
to environmental and economic sustainability: (1) the impact on the 
natural environment is lessened, by sourcing ‘locally’ (within the coun-
try) (environmental sustainability); (2) the Kente weavers were trading 
kola nuts for cotton, which were needed in other communities to ensure 
their livelihoods, thereby ensuring that trade stays within the country 
(economic, social sustainability) (Frimpong & Asinyo, 2013). Yet, with 
the pressure of companies outside of Ghana producing Kente-inspired 
cloths, the community needed to start ‘modernising’ by sourcing raw 
materials outside of their own country, to be able to reduce the overall 
pricing of the cloth, which implies an increase in carbon emissions.

However, Kente weavers have found a way to capitalise on globalisation 
and reduce the environmental impact, by taking advantage of an ever-
growing second-hand market in Africa (James & Kent, 2019). Kente 
weavers are actively sourcing cotton and silk cloth that can be taken apart 
and reused in their weaving processes (Lartey & Asma, 2016). This 
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encourages a recycling and reuse scheme that fosters sustainability by 
making use of ‘waste’ materials rather than harvesting virgin materials.

Although globalisation and mass-produced wax printed Kente cloth 
have threatened Bonwire’s Kente production, the community has man-
aged to survive, by adapting and capitalising on ‘waste’, which further 
reduced costs. A key learning point here is that it is vital to adapt to mar-
ket challenges and continue to innovate. With sustainability having a 
centre stage position, the community could further invest in product 
innovations that may help them to become more circular, by, for exam-
ple, sourcing raw materials from other waste materials, such as banana 
peels or mango skins, which have already been trialled and deemed a 
viable solution with in the industry (Hendriksz, 2017). Whilst it is 
acknowledged that creating these new innovative fibres might mean a 
heavy capital investment, collaborations could help to foster economic 
viability and ensure the community’s survival.

7.3.3.3 � Spinning the Yarns

The raw materials sourced are spun into yarns on site, which is a pre-
dominantly female job (Fening, 2006; Frimpong & Asinyo, 2013). 
Spinning yearns on site implies increased control, in terms of waste. 
Women involved in the spinning process ensure that fibre wastage is kept 
at a minimum (Lartey & Asma, 2016; Thirumurugan & Nevetha, 2019). 
Similarly, to the design process, the art of spinning yarns has been passed 
down through generations of Bonwire women (Frimpong & Asinyo, 
2013). This links to the aspect of social sustainability, as everyone within 
Bonwire has a role to play within the production process of the Kente. 
The fact that people have key roles in their community implies that they 
are also showing pride in their work and look after one another, as the 
Kente production is a community effort. As such, if a community mem-
ber is unwell and cannot fulfil their task, another person will fill in, if 
there is a need.

Not all raw materials used in the production process are made from 
virgin materials, some are also recycled from, for example, second-hand 
garments; thus, it may not be surprising that the quality (thickness and 
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feel) of the yarns may differ. The quality of the yarns reflects social status, 
which implies that yarns that are seen to be of lower quality will only be 
used for designs and patterns that are worn by lower social classes, whilst 
yarns of good quality may be used to produce Kente for royals and high 
society (Fening, 2006; Micots, 2020).

What becomes apparent from the spinning stage in the Kente produc-
tion process is the fact that sustainability plays a key part, in that all raw 
materials that are sourced are used and carefully made into yarns, thereby 
avoiding any fibre loss. Quality issues in the yarns are compensated by 
producing different products for different audiences (e.g. lower quality, 
lover price, and lower class).

7.3.3.4 � Dyeing

Once the fibres have been spun, the yarns are dyed using plant-based dyes 
(Lartey, 2014), which is a more environmentally friendly methods than, 
for example, using industrial dyes that contain chemicals. The dyes, 
which are often acquired from tree bark, seeds, leaves, and other plants, 
are sourced in the community’s surrounding areas, which make them not 
only cost efficient (economically viable) but also environmentally friendly 
(Lartey, 2014; Thirumurugan & Nevetha, 2019).

The dye pits are dug in the ground and carefully maintained to ensure 
minimum contamination. Once yarns are dyed, the dye pits are carefully 
covered to ensure that they can be used again when needed (Lartey, 
2014). The natural ingredients (e.g. tree bark and seeds) are boiled in 
water, and the colour pigments are carefully harvested and kept to be 
used in the dye pits. Depending on the thickness of the yarns, the differ-
ent plants are used to them, as the colours reflect the social class. Thus, 
golden colours are used for thick yarns, as these are associated with royal 
designs and high social standing (Lartey, 2014; Thirumurugan & 
Nevetha, 2019).

Although dying, similarly to spinning, is a female job, it is strongly 
linked with the design and weaving process, and thus, strong communi-
cation needs to be implemented in order to ensure that cultural meaning 
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is maintained, as certain colours are ascribed to royals and people of 
wealth (Fening, 2006; Amissah & Afram, 2018).

7.3.3.5 � Weaving

The dyed yarns are moved onto the weaving stage. Weaving is a male 
profession in Bonwire (Ross & Adu-Agyem, 2008), as it is believed that 
women will be barren if they sit for long hours (Fening, 2006; Micots, 
2020). Men are weaving Kente using custom-made hand-built looms 
(Frimpong & Asinyo, 2013; Nunoo et  al., 2021), made sustainability 
from timber. It is important to note that the community of Bonwire is 
living in harmony with nature, as such the inhabitants are respecting 
their natural surroundings and seek to have the least impact on it as 
possible.

The weaving process involves many accessories that are used to achieve 
the beautiful patterns woven into the strips (Amissah & Afram, 2018). 
The loom is one of the main accessories to produce the Kente strips 
(Fening, 2006; Badoe & Opoku-Asare, 2014). There is also a heritage 
aspect here, in that the looms are made specifically out of timber due to 
its durability and the looms tend to last for years and can be passed down 
through generations (Fening, 2006).

Today, Kente weavers in Bonwire have to ensure that their supply chain 
is agility as they have to adjust to lesser demand for Kente strips and cloth 
(Lee, 2004). They may have slightly changed some age-old traditions to 
speed up production processes, but the most important traditions are still 
kept, like weaving on the loom (Fening, 2006). Although the original 
dyeing pits still exist and can be used for recycled yarns; to stay competi-
tive, processed dyed yarns are also imported from China and used to 
weave the Kente strips (Boateng, 2011; Boateng & Narayan, 2017). This 
can reduce lead time of Kente cloth for larger orders, as various parts of 
the supply chain are cut (Sarmiento, 2020). A drawback of globalisation 
and being able to use these imported yarns is the fact that some of the 
processes that were traditionally used are threatened to disappear (e.g. 
sourcing of raw materials, spinning them into yarns and dyeing them).
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Although it could be argued that the weaving process could also be 
under threat due to technologies (e.g. modernised looms), it is unlikely 
that this tradition will be banished, as the handwoven aspect is what 
makes the Kente a prestigious textile and thus costly. As such, the price 
implies that these Kente strips and cloths are hard to obtain, thereby fos-
tering the meaning and prestige of wearing them (Boateng, 2011).

7.3.3.6 � Selling

Selling is the last stage within the Kente production. The finished textiles 
are given to women to sell both within and outside of Bonwire (Amissah 
& Afram, 2018). The ‘made in Bonwire’ label that can be given to these 
Kente strips makes them valuable and authentic to those who choose to 
purchase them, as they are buying into the community effort and the 
Kente heritage. To expand the product range from strips and cloth, Kente 
is now also transformed into bags and ready-made clothing, to attract 
more consumers (Antwi et al., 2015). Moreover, to ensure that there is no 
competition among the weavers and the community spirit is fostered, 
prices for Kente products are fixed.

7.4	� Visual Identity

Visual identity has been discussed since the 1970s and is associated with 
visual (tangible) elements of a product, here, Kente (e.g. Baker & Balmer, 
1997). Visual identity is defined as the outer sign of the inward commit-
ment (Abratt, 1989), in this case, the colours and symbols shown in the 
Kente, which all have different meanings. From Abratt’s (1989) definition 
of visual identity, it shows that the commitment of the internal aspect of 
Bonwire towards the production of a product is reflected in the product 
itself. Looking at finished products and the quality of the products, con-
sumers can see how much work and effort has gone into the creation 
process, which is of interest to Old Money consumers, who seek authen-
ticity and New Ascetics consumers, who have an affinity for artisanry and 
locally produced products (Roberts, 2020).
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Past research (Bolhuis et al., 2018; Tourky et al., 2020; Foroudi et al., 
2020) guides this chapter to gain a better understanding of how visual 
identity is expressed through the Kente strip as a piece of jewellery, thereby 
attracting a new consumer market that could help the community to 
overcome challenges of globalisation. In this chapter, visual identity is 
related to the finished products (e.g. strips, cloths, and accessories) and 
more specifically what stories these products tell a consumer, in terms of 
symbolism, and the production process. As aforementioned, Kente pro-
duction is a community effort, with long traditions, thus it could be said 
that each strip tells a unique story, as it has been produced by an indi-
vidual of the community, and reflects the experiences of inhabitants 
through the colours and designs (Ross & Adu-Agyem, 2008).

With the increased threat of mass-produced Kente-inspired products 
circulating on the market, it is vital for Bonwire as a community to still 
be able to sell their traditional cloths, to ensure they are financially viable, 
and thus attracting consumer types such as Old Money and New Ascetics 
consumers can be an opportunity. Some of the most prominent elements 
of visual identity reflected in Kente strips/cloths are the shapes and sym-
bols used in the textiles, as well as the colour scheme, where each colour 
has a specific meaning. Colour plays an important role in bringing out 
responses from audiences and highlights the character or the status of the 
person wearing the Kente materials (Fening, 2006; Dor, 2014).

7.4.1	� Kente’s Visual Identity and How It 
Communicates Sustainability 
to Luxury Consumers

This section addresses RO2: how does Kente visually communicate ‘sus-
tainability’ to the conscious luxury consumer.

Luxury customers, when making purchase decisions, usually look for 
social, religious, economic, or demographic factors within the region to 
influence their decisions to make a purchase (Obeidat & Young, 2016). 
Winning luxury consumers depends on a brand’s ability to appeal to the 
local culture and take into consideration the local religion and values of 
that place, especially in advertising (Obeidat & Young, 2016). In the case 
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of Kente, considering the processes involved in the supply chain could 
make it especially appealing for Old Money and New Ascetics consumers 
(Roberts, 2020).

All processes described in Sect. 7.2 of the supply chain can also be 
observed in the Kente Weaving Centre, a tourism centre that was built in 
Bonwire to showcase traditions and heritage and ensure an ‘authentic’ 
feel for the products, which may be especially attractive for both new 
types of luxury consumers, as it is both authentic and locally made 
(Amissah & Afram, 2018; Roberts, 2020). According to Obeidat and 
Young (2016), luxury consumers consider cultural heritage in products 
they want to purchase (e.g. New Ascetics). This would put Kente products 
on the map, as they are full of cultural heritage and embedded with dif-
ferent philosophies and stories about the experiences in the life of those 
that wear them. In the case of Kente strips, the fact that they are handwo-
ven will make the product come across as being a sustainable product. 
There is no evidence of machinery used to automatically weave the strips 
and everything is manually made by the inhabitants of the community, 
and thus authentic, which might speak to Old Money consumers.

As highlighted, culture, values, and beliefs have been woven into the 
Kente designs and different colours and shapes hold different meanings 
(Dor, 2014). This is the same in the case of jewellery, in other countries, 
and as such, Kente is usually used as an heirloom (Brown, 2020). In the 
case of Kente strip as a form of jewellery, the visual identity may play a 
role in the supply chain process. This means that there is a desired out-
come for the product and, as such, the production process will contribute 
to this visual identity.

7.4.2	� Visual Identity, Sustainability, and Supply 
Chain Processes

An aspect that has previously not been researched is the link between 
visual identity and SSCP. Yet, in the case of Kente, a link can be observed 
as the first stage of the supply chain (design) visualises the history, tradi-
tions, and values of the community, which is carefully portrayed through 
symbols and colours (Dor, 2014). As was illustrated in Sect. 7.2, 
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sustainability is reflected throughout the traditional supply chain process 
of the Kente production, which is underpinned by long-standing tradi-
tions, and thus heritage. Raw materials are carefully sourced, dyed, and 
processed to reduce waste. Although some of the processes are changing 
to make it more economically viable, being able to purchase a traditional 
stripe holds value to consumers, as it can be seen as an investment piece, 
an heirloom that can be handed down through generations. The symbols 
and colours portray a hidden meaning that is only known by individuals 
accustomed with the Ghanaian culture, and as such making it an authen-
tic piece that portrays local artisanry, key aspects that are sought after by 
Old Money and New Ascetics consumers (Roberts, 2020).

7.5	� Conclusion

In summary, it can be said that the community of Bonwire is currently at 
a turning point. It has managed to survive the industrial revolution and 
other technological challenges, thereby remaining true to its traditions 
and heritage. The latter is especially important, as it highlights sustain-
ability can mean more than simply being environmentally friendly, eco-
nomically viable, or socially responsible, it implies in order to be 
‘sustainable’ traditions need to be kept alive, as it is these traditions that 
hold together the community and ensure that knowledge is passed down 
through generations, thereby allowing consumers to indulge in products 
that are meaningful and can carry hidden symbols.

Whilst mass-produced Kente-inspired prints can help to raise aware-
ness of the Kente designs, showcasing the supply chain, highlighting the 
sustainable practices, and artisanry of the country are meaningful to the 
new types of luxury consumers that are on a quest to not simply acquire 
more luxury, but something that is authentic and meaningful. As such, it 
could be argued that incorporating heritage into the sustainability frame-
work provides communities, such as Bonwire, with a competitive edge 
that might make them survive for another 300 years to come.

Luxury textile companies, in order to remain meaningful or survive, 
might consider transparency of the supply chain. This allows consumers 
to see how the knowledge of manufacturing textiles is passed down to 
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employees. Luxury textile companies should also consider its history and 
how it started, adopting some old techniques which made their establish-
ment meaningful and useful to the masses. Consumers may look for a 
story to be a part of, just as in the case of Bonwire; wearing a piece of 
woven textile with a particular design says much about the person 
wearing it.
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