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Abstract
After decades of off-shoring strategies, companies are often critically re-evaluating their earlier location decisions; in doing so,
sometimes they implement the so-called relocation of second degree. Among them, back-shoring (i.e., relocation to the home
country) and near-shoring (relocation to the home region) are two of the alternatives attracting growing interest from scholars. This
paper aims to shed new light on the variables influencing the choice made between these two alternatives. As requested in the extant
literature, a contingency approach is adopted, focusing attention on the footwear industry. Given the exploratory nature of the paper,
evidence from 41 back-shoring and near-shoring strategies are analysed, comparing data from Spanish and Italian companies.
Collected data are adapted to test hypotheses concerning three sets of variables: firms’ characteristics, motivations for the second
degree relocation and its barriers. Collected data show that firm’s size directly influences the chosen alternative since larger
companies prefer to near-shore instead of back-shore. When considering motivations, while the “made in” effect does not influence
the firm’s choice, availability of skilled contractors and/or government aids induces companies to relocate to the home country
instead of the home region. Finally, companies fearing encountering barriers, in terms of skilled contractors’ availability and/or
(re-)development of internal manufacturing competences, will prefer the back-shoring rather than the near-shoring option. The
study is focused on two countries (Spain and Italy) where the manufacturing sector (and the footwear industry within it) is still
relevant to the local economy. Findings cannot be generalized to countries/industries where the local industry has been totally
dismantled, without a previous in-depth analysis. The findings obtained offer managers useful insights on the elements that should
be carefully evaluated when considering back- and near-shore alternatives. Additionally, valuable insights are provided for policy
makers that plan to design industrial policies supporting back-reshoring policy initiatives. To the best of our knowledge, this is the
first paper in the extant literature addressing variables influencing the choice between back- and near-shoring alternatives.
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1 Introduction

Western manufacturing companies have been implementing
production off-shoring strategies – often coupled with out-

sourcing ones – at least since the 1980s. Such a location de-
cision has often been considered as the only strategic alterna-
tive to remain competitive in the global market, due to the
increasing competitiveness of emergent and less developed
countries (e.g., Asia and Latin America) (Ferdows 1997).
However, several disturbances have affected firms’ supply
chains therefore companies have had to develop strategies to
copewith them (Huq et al. 2016). As a consequence, at least in
the last decade, manufacturing companies have been increas-
ingly reviewing their earlier location strategies, often
redesigning their production footprint at the worldwide level
(Ferdows 2018). More specifically, they have implemented
one or more of the so-called “relocation of second degree”
(Barbieri et al. 2019) or “reshoring” strategies (Foerstl et al.
2016; Fratocchi et al. 2014). This means that they decided to
relocate production activities according to one of the follow-
ing three alternatives (Fratocchi et al. 2014):
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i. to relocate production activities to the home country: this
strategic option has been addressed, among others, as
back-reshoring (Fratocchi et al. 2014) or back-shoring
(Foerstl et al. 2016);

ii. to relocate manufacturing activities to a country located in
the firm’s home region: this alternative has generally been
referred to as near-reshoring (Fratocchi et al. 2014) or
near-shoring (Foerstl et al. 2016);

iii. relocation to a region far away from the home one: this
strategy has been referred to as further off-shoring
(Fratocchi et al. 2014).

While the further off-shoring alternative is consistent with
the traditional linear conceptualization of the internationaliza-
tion process (Johanson and Vahlne 1977, 1990), the other two
options are based on the concept of “nonlinear internationali-
zation”, i.e., an internationalization path “characterized by sub-
stantial increases and decreases in international activity”
(Vissak 2010, p. 560). Therefore, they deserve specific atten-
tion by scholars (Fratocchi et al. 2014, 2015). However, the
terms back-reshoring and near-reshoring suggested by
Fratocchi et al. (2014) are not very diffused in the extant
reshoring literature. Therefore, in this paper we prefer to refer
to the more usually adopted terms of near-shoring and back-
shoring adopted by Foerstl et al. (2016).Moreover, we consider
the neighbourhood of the firms’ home countries (East Europe,
North Africa and Middle East) as being the region where relo-
cations can be considered as near-shoring, keeping the rest of
the world for further off-shoring cases). In this way, we follow
Fratocchi et al.’s (2014) suggestion to adopt Ohmae’s (1985)
perspective when defining the near-shoring concept.

Although the back-shoring phenomenon has gained in-
creasing attention among scholars in recent years (Barbieri
et al. 2018; Stentoft et al. 2016c; Wiesmann et al. 2017),
studies on near-shoring are still scarce (Slepniov et al.
2013). Moreover, the academic literature rarely compares
the two phenomena in order to understand why companies
prefer to implement one instead of another (Di Mauro et al.
2018). At the same time, Yu and Kim (2018) explicitly re-
quested future research should define criteria to compare near-
and back-shoring alternatives. This request assumes a grow-
ing relevance when you consider Piatanesi and Arauzo-Carod
(2019) who pointed out that near-shoring “is still a limited
phenomenon […] but it is reasonable to assume [… it…] will
relatively soon increase significantly”. They justify their state-
ment pointing out that the near-shoring alternative combines
the advantages of both off-shoring and back-shoring strategies
(Piatanesi and Arauzo-Carod 2019, pp. 13–14).

Finally, back- and near-shoring have attracted further atten-
tion by scholars and policy makers after the emergence of the
Covid-19 pandemic since they were recognized as two of the
four alternative trajectories of international production
(UNCTAD 2020). More specifically, the two strategies refer

to the scenario of GVCs’ (Global Value Chains) reconfigura-
tion – which implies the concentration of activities in either
one or a few countries belonging to the same region
(Enderwick and Buckley 2020; Gereffi 2020; Strange 2020);
while diversification and replication belong to that of GVCs’
resiliency –where the production activities remain fragmented
across countries and regions. Independently of the scenario,
scholars recognize industrial policy will have a critical role in
the post-pandemic era (Betti and Hong 2020; DeMeyer 2020;
Gereffi 2020). In this respect, it is worth noting that several
countries have already implemented (e.g., France, Japan,
South Korea), or are at least discussing the opportunity to
enact (e.g., Australia; Italy), industrial policies aimed at sup-
port back-shoring strategies and even near-shoring ones (as in
the case of the Japanese government).

This paper aims to shed new light on the relevance of some
variables to influence the firm’s choice between back- and
near-shoring strategies. In order to reach such an objective,
we depart from the extant literature on relocation of second
degree to propose some hypotheses that may determine the
option between returning home (back-shoring) or to nearby
countries (near-shoring). In this respect, it must be taken into
account that to conduct this type of analysis considering the
whole manufacturing sector faces the risk that specific factors
(either referring to the external environment – such as changes
in the technology and trade barriers – or to the single company
– such as the production capabilities and available financial
resources) may differ among industries. Therefore, we believe
analyses should be implemented at the industry level.
Consequently, we choose to focus on the footwear industry
which has been significantly characterized by off-shoring
strategies in the last few decades (Rashid and Barnes 2017).
In this respect, during the 2010s, over 90% of apparel and
footwear companies in the US moved their production activ-
ities overseas (Yu and Kim 2018). However, in the same in-
dustry, some evidence of back-shoring strategies has emerged.
For instance, Martínez-Mora and Merino (2014) showed that
10 out of the 15 major Spanish companies located in the
Alicante industrial district in the previous five years decided
to back-shore, independently of their product lines (e.g., dress
shoes vs. sport ones) and market targets (mid-range vs. mid-
high and high ones). At the same time, similar evidence has
also been pointed out in Italy (Baraldi et al. 2018; Di Mauro
et al. 2018) and Portugal (Fratocchi and Costa e Silva 2018).
However, to the best of our knowledge, there is no research
comparing back-shoring and near-shoring strategies in this
(and even other) industry.

In order to reach the research aim, we will try to explain the
importance that three main issues have on the choice between
back- and near-shoring strategies. Basically, they are:

i) characteristics of the companies implementing the relo-
cation of second degree: given the focus on the
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footwear industry, the comparison will be conducted in
terms of firm’s size;

ii) motivations inducing companies to relocate;
iii) barriers to the implementation of the relocation

decision.

Our analysis will be based on the features of 41 back- and
near-shoring decisions implemented by 25 Italian and Spanish
companies operating in the footwear industry.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: the next
section will present a structured literature review of both the
back- and near-shoring phenomena that will support the re-
search hypotheses. More specifically, 146 Scopus indexed
journal articles published up to August 2020 will be analysed,
in order to define the state-of-the-art. After this, the character-
istics of the footwear industry will be summarized, with a
specific focus on the Italian and Spanish contexts. Section 4
contains a description of the sampled back- and near-shoring
decisions while in the following section quantitative findings
are presented and discussed. Main conclusions and implica-
tions for scholars, managers and policy makers will be sum-
marized in the last section.

2 Theoretical background and hypothesis
development

2.1 The extant literature on back-shoring and near-
shoring decisions

In order to define the theoretical background of the back-
shoring and near-shoring phenomenon, an exhaustive review
of the academic literature has been developed. We searched
for all the published papers in the Scopus database (since its
coverage is wider than others such as Econlit orWoS) looking
for journal articles published in English until August 2020 and
related to the topics of near-shoring and back-shoring (see
Table 5 in Appendix for details of the literature review). The
methodology adopted to select the 153 journal articles useful
to sustain the research questions is described in Appendix A.

Selected articles on back-shoring have been published
since 2007 while those regarding near-shoring only since
2012. As already noted for back-shoring articles (Barbieri
et al. 2019), also the near-shoring ones were mainly published
in operation and supply chain management journals.

As a result of the exhaustive review of the literature, it can
be stated that only two articles compare the near-shoring al-
ternative with back-shoring and further off-shoring.More spe-
cifically, while Ancarani et al. (2015) consider back- and near-
shoring as “similar strategies”, Zhang and Huang (2012)
found near-shoring should be preferred to the further off-
shoring alternative when the company aims to improve its
market responsiveness; otherwise the relocation to an even

far away host country should be preferred when the company
goal is cost efficiency. Therefore, no author has specifically
addressed which issues induce companies to prefer either the
back- or near-shoring alternative. In order to fill this gap, we
checked the sampled literature to select documents addressing
the decision-making process characterizing such relocation
strategies. In doing so we found six journal articles, namely:
Bals et al. 2016; Benstead et al. 2017; Boffelli et al. 2018,
2020; Boffelli and Johansson 2020; Gray et al. 2017).
Among them, Boffelli and Johansson (2020) offer the most
comprehensive and detailed framework of the off-shoring and
reshoring processes; more specifically both processes are ar-
ticulated in three phases – decision-making, implementation
and outcomes – which are influenced by some contingencies.
For the aims of our contribution, attention was specifically
focused on the decision-making phase of the reshoring strate-
gy. According to Boffelli and Johansson (2020), during this
phase companies should specifically evaluate two “factors”,
motivations/drivers (hereafter referred to just as motivations)
and barriers. Therefore, we assume that – in order to investi-
gate why companies prefer either the back- or near-shoring
alternative – three main elements should be investigated: con-
tingencies, motivations and barriers. Consequently, we
checked the sampled literature to identify specific items refer-
ring to such elements in order to develop research hypotheses
to be tested.

As far as contingencies are concerned, firm’s size and in-
dustry are among the most cited (e.g., Bals et al. 2016;
Benstead et al. 2017, suggest size and industry are among
the most relevant). Since we decide to test our hypotheses
on a sample of companies belonging to the same industry
(footwear), to eliminate a potential source of bias, our atten-
tion was focused on the company size issue, which was ex-
tensively investigated by reshoring scholars, at least those
studying relocation to the home country. For instance articles
based on German data (Dachs et al. 2019a; Kinkel 2014;
Kinkel and Maloca 2009) show large companies are more
likely to implement the relocation strategy under investiga-
tion. The higher propensity for large firms to back-shore,
when compared to small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs), has also been found in Scandinavian firms
(Heikkilä et al. 2018a, b; Johansson and Olhager 2018a).
However, Canham and Hamilton (2013) showed New
Zealand SMEs have a higher propensity to back-shore when
compared to larger firms. Finally, other scholars (Fel and
Griette 2017; Fratocchi et al. 2016) found back-shoring is
almost equally distributed among the two classes of firm’s
size. Finally, of specific note is the Ancarani et al. (2015)
finding regarding the off-shoring duration, i.e., the time that
elapses between the decision to off-shore and the one to back-
shore. In this respect, they found SMEs generally relocate
production to the home country after a shorter time; this could
be explained by the lower amount of resources such
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companies own. In other words, given the resources’ scarcity
when encountering problems abroad, SMEs are more likely to
back-shore than to remain off-shore and try to cope with the
foreign environment. In the near-shoring literature, the only
journal article investigating this issue (Fel and Griette 2017)
did not find any difference between companies that back-
shored and those that near-shored.

Concerning the motivations issue, it has been pointed out
that they are the most investigated in the extant back-shoring
literature (Barbieri et al. 2018). Therefore, scholars have pro-
posed dozens of variables (e.g., Barbieri et al. 2018; Srai and
Ané 2016) showing they are related to both cost issues (e.g.,
logistics costs and reduction of labour cost gap between host
and home country) and to the firm’s effectiveness (e.g., “made
in effect” and higher responsiveness to customer needs).
Based on such evidence some authors proposed frameworks
aimed at classifying the large amount of motivations; among
them, Fratocchi et al. (2016) developed a theoretically based
model which takes into account the motivation origin (divided
between those belonging to the company and those belonging
to the external environment) and nature (drivers oriented to
cost efficiency vs. those regarding value effectiveness). Also
for near-shoring, scholars proposed several drivers (e.g., Fel
and Griette 2017), ranging from the cost-related ones (e.g.,
labour and coordination costs) to the value-related ones
(e.g., poor product quality and lead time). Moreover,
Johnson (2012) referred to intellectual property and regulatory
issues. To sum up, near-shoring scholars seem to conclude
that motivations inducing the relocation of production activi-
ties to the home region are no different from those character-
izing the back-shoring phenomenon. Of special note is the role
of industrial policies as a driver of back- and near-shoring
strategies. Before the Covid-19 emergence, scholars generally
maintained that industrial policies are rarely the drivers of
back-shoring strategies (Srai and Ané 2016; Zhai et al.
2016). At the same time, Fratocchi et al. (2016) found evi-
dence that only 28 out of 377 relocations were boosted by
(host country) governmental incentives and only three of
those were encouraged by Customs Duty for re-import.
However, following Covid-19, scholars (Gereffi 2020) and
policy makers (Betti and Hong 2020; De Meyer 2020;
UNCTAD 2020) stated industrial policy will heavily influ-
ence the evolution of GVCs, either according to the reconfig-
uration scenario or the resiliency one. Therefore, it would be
interesting to know whether industrial policies implemented
in the home country may induce companies to prefer back-
shoring, instead of the near-shoring alternative, in order to
provide a reference point to compare results in future research.

Finally, the barrier issue has been investigated only in the
last three years. Among scholars investigating the back-
shoring alternative, Engström et al. (2018a, b) developed a list
of 24 barriers, ranging from home country labour market leg-
islation to the firm’s internal competency. Regarding the

latter, Nujen et al. (2018, 2019) specifically refer to production
activities. At the same time, Chen and Hu (2017) and Boffelli
et al. (2018, 2020) point out that the unavailability of skilled
suppliers in the home country emerges as a critical barrier
Finally, no articles were found that addressed the barriers issue
in the near-shoring sampled literature.

2.2 Hypothesis development

The literature reviews conducted earlier regarding the back-
and near-shoring decisions, showed only two papers compar-
ing these two relocation strategies –Ancarani et al. (2015) and
Zhang and Huang (2012). However, findings that emerged
may support the development of research hypotheses regard-
ing the three chosen issues, i.e. contingencies, motivations and
barriers to relocation implementation.

Regarding the impact of firm’s size, the discussion on the
back-shoring sampled literature puts in evidence that larger
companies generally have higher financial, managerial and
human resources which allow them to have a wider
manufacturing footprint at the worldwide level (Anderson
et al. 1998; Dobrev and Carroll 2003; Fillis 2001; Johanson
and Vahlne 1977; Sharfman et al. 1988) and to remain abroad
for a longer time (Ancarani et al. 2015). In this respect, Rasel
et al. (2020) state “larger firms can generally consider a greater
range of potential location opportunities, including riskier
ones away from the home”; in contrast, SMEs “experience
higher opportunity costs in searching for alternate locales”
(p. 3). Finally, it must be taken into account that while back-
shoring strategies eliminate coordination costs inherent to pro-
duce in a different country, near-shoring ones still imply them.
Based on such evidence, we can assume that firm’s size will
also impact on the preference to maintain production activities
abroad instead of back-shoring them. Therefore, we speculate
as follows:

H1. The smaller the company, the higher the propensity
to back-shore instead of near-shore.

Notwithstanding that we recognize several issues were pro-
posed for bothmotivations and barriers, the exploratory nature
of this paper induced us to focus on a reduced number of
elements for both categories. Therefore, we decided to cover
the most widely studied ones or those having more interest in
terms of future scenarios, although others (such as cultural
differences) may also be relevant.

As noted earlier, the only commonality between the two
investigated streams of literature is with regard to motivations
which may induce companies to implement a relocation of
second degree. However, further speculations may be devel-
oped on this issue. More specifically, while cost-related issues
seem not to be relevant in discriminating between relocation
to the home country instead of to the home region, the back-
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shoring alternative should be preferred when the home coun-
try offers higher comparative advantage with respect to the
near region issues.

A first comparative advantage motivating the preference
for back-shoring is related to the so-called “made in effect”,
i.e., the higher value products gain when produced in the
home country instead of abroad. This reshoring driver is
among the most cited by both scholars and managers of
reshoring companies (Barbieri et al. 2018) since it positively
impacts on customers’willingness to buy (Grappi et al. 2015).
Therefore, we derive:

H2a. The higher the relevance perceived by the reshoring
company in terms of the “made in effect”, the higher the
propensity to back-shore.

As noted earlier, firm’s capabilities – especially those
regarding manufacturing activities – have a critical role in
influencing the readiness of reshoring companies (Nujen
et al. 2019). Obviously, such capabilities may be owned
either by the reshoring company or its suppliers. However,
during the off-shoring period, companies may have lost
such capabilities in the home country (Nujen et al. 2018)
and the local supply chain may have been dismissed
(Ashby 2016; Boffelli et al. 2020). This may represent a
barrier to manufacturing back-shoring, especially for
small-sized firms (such as those generally operating in
the footwear industry), since it may be too challenging
and/or time-consuming to internally redevelop such capa-
bilities (Nujen and Halse 2017). Therefore, small compa-
nies may be obliged to leverage on local contractors
owning the key manufacturing resources (Lampón and
González-Benito 2019) needed to rapidly bring operations
back. Therefore, we hypothesize as follows:

H2b. The higher the relevance perceived by the reshoring
company in terms of “availability of skilled contractors”,
the higher the propensity to back-shore.

As already pointed out, scholars and policy makers postu-
late that industrial policies will have a growing importance in
the post-Covid 19 pandemic scenarios of GVCs’ reconfigura-
tion. In this respect, it must be noted that firms may find such
government aids not only in policies specifically enacted for
this aim, but in any other policy or aid that governments im-
plement that can affect the firm’s decision, such as the avail-
ability of industrial areas, loans to promote growth, availabil-
ity of skilled workforce. Therefore, we formulate the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H2c. The higher the relevance perceived by the reshoring
company in terms of “availability of government aids”,
the higher the propensity to back-shore.

Moreover, among the different typologies of expected bar-
riers to the implementation of reshoring strategies, those relat-
ed to the availability of manufacturing resources (either at the
firm’s level or at the supplier base one) become the most
critical for production relocation. Therefore, it may be as-
sumed that companies deciding where to relocate earlier off-
shored production activities take into account the set of inter-
nal competences and relationships developed with local busi-
ness partners they own in the home country (Baraldi et al.
2018). Therefore, we focus on them and raise the following
hypotheses:

H3a. Companies that perceive more difficulties in finding
skilled contractors when relocating off-shored production
activities will prefer the back-shoring alternative to the
near-shoring one.
H3b. Companies that perceive higher barriers to develop-
ing internal manufacturing competences in the country
where they have relocated off-shored production activi-
ties will prefer back-shoring to near-shoring.

3 The footwear industry

The footwear industry is an interesting case to study
manufacturing relocations at the world-wide level. It must be
noted that it is a labour-intensive sector which throughout the
1990s and 2000s was mostly displaced towards emerging
economies, particularly China and other Asian countries (see
Belso-Martínez 2008 for details). This change in the location
is not surprising, since within the traditional framework,
labour-intensive tasks will find their optimal location in those
countries where labour is relatively more abundant and cheap.
However, as Lowder (1999) noted, the full displacement of
the activity cannot be explained solely on the basis of the
search for lower costs, but factors such as the role of interme-
diaries and the general features of each country must also be
taken into account .

In both Spain and Italy (as well as in other Southern
European countries), the footwear industry has a long tradition
that can be traced back to the second half of the nineteenth
century; however, the massive expansion took place in the
second half of the twentieth century, with many similar fea-
tures between them. According to Eurostat, Spain and Italy
accounted respectively for 13% and 48% of the total value of
the EU28 footwear industry in 2017; however, while the av-
erage price for Italian output is 54.9 €/pair, the Spanish one is
24.6 €/pair.

The footwear industry is characterized by being organized
in industrial clusters/districts in both investigated countries.
As is well known, clusters/districts form an environment
where knowledge, expertise and ideas flow more quickly
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among participants. Moreover, such flows also generate
externalities that reinforce companies operating within the
same geographic area. The actual situation was that, in both
countries this industry exploited the advantages provided by
the clusters/districts they shaped, becoming a success story till
the 1980s/90s. The success of the footwear industry in these
two countries contrasts with other advanced economies such
as, for example, the US, where Freeman and Kleiner (2005)
report that while consumption increased from 735 million
pairs in 1966 to 1219 billion in 1996, production shrank from
639 million to 120 million respectively with employment
losses close to 90%, confirming that their competitiveness
was not solely based on their costs.

The internationalization strategies implemented by
Italian and Spanish footwear companies are characterized
by some relevant differences. First of all, Italian firms
started their exports in the 1950s while the Spanish ones
did it one decade later. At the same time, while the former
adopted a differentiation strategy based on innovative de-
sign and perceived product quality (Camuffo et al. 2006);
the latter implemented a cost leadership approach (Fontana
and Miranda 2017). The two sets of companies also dif-
fered – at least in the initial stages of their international
processes – in terms of target export markets. While
Italian footwear firms focused on the European market,
Spanish firms focused on the US, since at the time
(1960s) Spain was not still a member of the European
Economic Community.

The emergence of China, as well as other Asian economies
in the footwear industry, thanks to international trade
liberalisation and China’s membership of the World Trade
Organization (WTO), created a serious challenge that many
firms could not face on the basis of their traditional advan-
tages. Although their competitiveness was not solely based on
price (Lowder 1999), Western companies were required to
compete with products manufactured in Asian low-wage
countries. This induced Italian and Spanish companies to eval-
uate the relocation of manufacturing activities to low cost
countries. In this respect, it must be noted that the production
process of shoes has a clear separation in its different stages
that makes it easier to carry on producing them in different
premises or even by different agents. First, based on a last, the
specific design is established and the shapes of the different
pieces that are needed to produce such a design; second, the
pieces are cut using different techniques (e.g., from knife to
laser); third the different pieces are prepared to be joined and
later these are stitched throughout different procedures (sew-
ing, gluing, warming,…) adding eyelets (if there are any) and
similar; next the upper part, once assembled, is glued/sewed to
the sole and, again different techniques are available accord-
ing both to the model as well as the firm’s technology; finally
a treatment is given to improve the final appearance of the
footwear. As can be seen, the design is the more creative stage

and the one where the most remarkable differentiation element
lies, although in all the other stages skilful abilities are needed
that can compromise the whole product. Besides, different
technological alternatives exist for phases such as cutting or
finishing, which do not need highly sophisticated machinery,
while assembling the upper part to the sole requires more
advanced production systems.

The fact that some phases (such as cutting the parts or
stitching them) are easily separable from the rest, makes it
easy to divide the production process among different agents.
While this strategy was usually adopted inside the firm’s clus-
ter/districts, when the global pressure in terms of price com-
petitiveness grew, footwear companies moved part of the pro-
duction process to countries with lower labour costs. Given
the available firms in several host countries (e.g., Brazil,
China, Romania) and to avoid the complexities of managing
a production process split between distant locations, most of
the firms retained the design phase in the home country and
off-shored all the other tasks (eventually with the exception of
some of the finishing tasks). Italian firms did it first, with some
cases in the late 1970s and more widely in the 1990s, firstly to
countries in the Balkans and later to Asia (Amighini and
Rabellotti 2006; Constantin et al. 2010). In contrast, in Spain
the production off-shoring (mainly addressed to Asian coun-
tries) process started in the late 1990s and has been increased
in the first years of the twenty-first century (Gómez et al.
2006). Both Italian and Spanish firms were mostly SMEs, so
the possibilities of investing in premises abroad were limited
(both for financial reasons as well as for the managerial com-
plexity that implies). Consequently, non-equity international-
ization strategies become the mostly widely used, and specif-
ically subcontracting.

This change in the industry of both countries led to an
important reshape of their respective industrial districts that
combined the local presence with an internationalization strat-
egy that involved the displacement of parts of the production
process to distant locations (Amighini and Rabellotti 2006;
Tortajada et al. 2005) which seems to be the case with other
labour-intensive industries (Scott 2006). It supposed the evo-
lution of an industrial structure, where most of the exchanges
happened inside the national districts of both countries, to-
wards the design and participation in the GVCs of this prod-
uct. In comparison with hi-tech products or firms that use
proprietary technologies, in the footwear industry there is no
specific technology involved, so there is a low likelihood that
know-how is leaked to other firms or competitors. Besides,
access to intermediaries and retailers is an important element,
which reduces the risk that other manufacturers could
replicate/imitate the models and serve the market. This last
factor is especially important for Italian firms that had made
design and brand recognition part of their competitive strategy
and therefore were not specially constrained to be involved in
subcontracting abroad as part of their production.
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It is interesting to remark that the internationalization pro-
cess of the production, and the development and inclusion of
the GVCs of the footwear industry, did not suppose the full
dismantling of the original production clusters in either of the
two home countries, and that producers of the different stages
of production. This issue becomes important when the com-
pany decides to critically re-evaluate the production off-
shoring decision and implement the back-shoring alternative.

Finally, it must be acknowledged that the pressure for even
lower production costs still remains in the footwear industry.
In this respect, it is worth noting that in the last two decades
China is – at least partially – losing its attractive role as a
“global factory” for the footwear industry. In this respect,
Huang and Chen (2016) found that while in 2001 China
manufactured 40% of the world’s production of shoes, in
2010 the level was reduced to 34% while in Vietnam produc-
tion grew to 37%. So, we can conclude that the world foot-
wear industry is under important changes that modify the ap-
peal of some countries to host it, for a large array of reasons.
As indicated in the Introduction, cases of firms that had off-
shored but are reconsidering and modifying their location are
important in this industry, and empirical research is needed to
highlight the relevance of some of the possible explanations.

The next sections present an empirical analysis that will
help us to know more about the motives that lead firms to
near- or back-shoring.

4 Sample description and research
methodology

In order to reach the research aims earlier presented, data re-
garding Spanish and Italian companies have been collected
through a common questionnaire delivered in both countries.
More specifically, the questionnaire was articulated in three
main parts, the first of which collects information on the sur-
veyed firms in terms of size (e.g., firm’ sales, number of em-
ployees), international propensity (valuated in terms of percent-
age of exports on total sales), target markets (economic,
medium, medium-fine, fine and luxury) and sources for com-
petitive advantage (quality service and delivery time, design,
advertising, brand, production costs). The second section was
addressed to the initial off-shoring strategy; therefore, questions
were regarding the “what” of the first relocation decision (e.g.,
which product line(s) and/or production phase(s) were off-
shored), the “why” (e.g., motivations/drivers) based on the
existing literature on reshoring that will allow us to test the
raised hypotheses, and the “where” (chosen host country).
Finally, companies were requested to cite the problems/
barriers (if any) they experienced when staying abroad. The
third and final part of the questionnaire was focused on the
back−/near-shoring decisions which have been investigated ac-
cording to the same variables adopted for the off-shoring phase.

As far as the Spanish companies are concerned, the ques-
tionnaire was addressed to footwear manufacturers across all
the country (even though 60% of them are located in the
Alicante industrial district). The average size of the responding
firms is similar to that of the whole population (80%with fewer
than 20 employees) and with a high presence in international
markets (50% of the firms export over 50% of their total sales).
After receiving 103 completed questionnaires, attention was
focused on the 33 that had implemented off-shoring strategies.
All of them completed the part of the questionnaire specifically
focused on the back- and near-shoring decisions, and 15 out of
the 33 companies declared to have implemented both back-
and/or near-shoring strategies.

With respect to the Italian companies, a list of 17 companies
that implemented relocation of second degree decisions (includ-
ing the further off-shoring one) was obtained from the Italian
Association of Shoemakers. The list was derived from a previ-
ous survey among the Association’s 600 members which had
obtained a response rate higher than 30%. After contacting each
of the 17 companies, 10 of them declared to have implemented
back- and/or near-shoring strategies (while the other seven im-
plemented only further off-shoring decisions). All back- and
near-shoring companies were requested to complete the same
questionnaire sent to the Spanish companies.

The use of the same questionnaire allowed us to develop a
two-country analysis with guarantees that firms were answer-
ing the same questions and therefore the results were compa-
rable. In order to avoid any subjectivity by the firms on wheth-
er a country is considered in the same region as the home
country or not, firms were requested to specifically cite the
country where they relocated after the initial off-shoring deci-
sion. Based on such data, we verified if the new host country
was consistent with the near-shoring conceptualization.

Based on questionnaire completed by the 25 companies (15
Spanish and 10 Italian), a total number of 41 relocation of
second degree decisions was found, of which 31 were back-
shoring and 10 near-shoring. The near-shoring cases implied
the relocation of the production, among the Italian firms to-
wards Eastern Europe and the Balkans with one case to
Portugal, while among the Spanish firms, some cases to
Morocco were also observed. Therefore, each surveyed
company implemented 1.6 decisions on average. This finding
enlarges previous evidence by Fratocchi et al. (2015) in terms
of back-shoring strategies, showing that multiple relocation de-
cisions also consider the near-shoring phenomenon. In this re-
spect, no differences were found between the two countries;
however, the multiple relocation decisions implemented by
Italian companies were generally hybrid, i.e., they simulta-
neously implemented both the back- and near-shoring alterna-
tives. Finally, the multi-shoring strategy has been mainly im-
plemented by Italian medium-sized firms (1.8 decisions by
companies) while Spanish firms do not show any relevant dif-
ferences according their size (2.3 decisions on average).
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The “off-shoring time”, i.e., the year when the company
started to relocate their production activities abroad, emerges
as another difference between Italian and Spanish firms.
Except for two isolated cases in the 1970s and 1980s (one
for each country), Italian firms have generally off-shored dur-
ing the 1990s (8 out of 10) while Spanish ones only in the first
decade of the twenty-first century (7 out of 15), which is in
accordance with the results presented by Fontana andMiranda
(2017) on their analysis of the whole industry. Since Spain
was generally considered one of the low labour cost countries
inWestern Europe (along with Portugal and Greece), the latter
evidence might be explained with the opening of the WTO to
China in 2002. As noted earlier, in Section 3, this event in-
creased the price pressure on European companies (especially
those that had in their low labour costs a source of competitive
advantage) and pushed them to off-shore (Verdu et al. 2012).

Comparing the main features of two sub-samples (Table 1),
Italian firms are larger; moreover, they implemented the two
relocation strategies under analysis almost equivalently (8
back- vs. 7 near-shoring evidence) while Spanish companies
rarely near-shored (23 back- vs. 3 near-shoring evidence).

Italian companies are also characterized by a higher level of
exports (Table 2); this finding may be – at least partially –
explained by their larger size.

When considering the market positioning, Italian compa-
nies are more focused on the medium and high priced niches
while Spanish ones are generally focused on low-end ones
(Table 3). Such findings are indirectly confirmed by statistics

on the average price of exported footwear cited earlier in the
industry presentation. Even if companies from both countries
are mainly focused on a single product line, Italian firms are
characterized by a wider product mix (4 out of 10 address
more than one target against 4 out of 15 in the Spanish sub-
sample). Once more, the finding may be, at least partially,
explained by their smaller size.

The empirical analysis to test the previously raised hypoth-
eses (Section 2.3) is developed on data provided by the survey
described earlier of firms from the two countries. The aim is to
assess, bymeans of statistical tests, whether some of the firms’
are different between firms that back-shored rather than the
one that near-shored (such as size, H1), or whether the moti-
vations and barriers to implement a second degree relocation
differ for the two groups.

Given there are two kind of variables to test, i.e., whether
they are differently distributed in the group of back-shoring
companies than in the near-shoring ones, two different tests
will be used. For binary variables (such as being small/
medium-sized or large) a Fisher’s exact test for the differences
between the two groups of interests was adopted. For vari-
ables measured according to a Likert scale from 1 to 5, the
hypotheses of differences between companies that near-
shored and those that back-shored has been evaluated using
a test of equality of means. This test does not impose equality
of variances between the two groups. In Table 4, it is indicated
whether the hypotheses that the two means are equal (i.e., the
characteristic is equally important for back-shoring and near-

Table 1 Sample characterization by firm’s size and relocation strategy

Size Italy (No. of decisions) Spain (No. of decisions) Total (No. of decisions)

Firms Back Near Firms Back Near Firms Back Near

Large 4 1 5 4 1 5

Medium 4 5 2 4 7 2 8 12 4

Small 2 2 4 8 1 6 10 1

Micro 7 8 7 8

Total 10 8 7 15 23 3 25 31 10

Table 2 Sample characterization by export intensity and relocation strategy

% export Back-shoring Near-shoring Total

Italy Spain Total Italy Spain Total Italy Spain Total

0% 4 4 4 4

< 10% 1 1 1 1 2 2

10–25% 1 5 6 2 2 4 3 7 10

25–50% 1 6 7 2 2 3 6 9

> 50% 6 7 13 3 3 9 7 16

Total 8 23 31 7 3 10 15 26 41
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shoring firms) is accepted or rejected at the standard signifi-
cance levels.

5 Findings

The results of the statistical analysis presented in Table 4 allow
us to differentiate the groups of firms that relocated to near
countries (“near-shorers”) from those that returned manufactur-
ing activities to their home country (“back-shorers”). The char-
acteristics have been grouped into the three dimensions we
selected for our research hypotheses: i) contingency issues, ii)
reasons for reshoring and iii) barriers to reshoring.

As far as contingencies are concerned, we focused attention
on the size issue. Data in Table 4 show that near-shorers are
larger than back-shorers. Therefore, H1 is confirmed. This
finding is consistent with the idea that larger companies gen-
erally have higher financial, managerial and human resources,
which allow them to have a wider manufacturing footprint at
the worldwide level (Anderson et al. 1998; Dobrev and
Carroll 2003; Fillis 2001; Johanson and Vahlne 1977;
Sharfman et al. 1988). At the same time, larger companies
may accept higher levels of managerial risk (Rasel et al.
2020), therefore they may accept maintaining production
abroad (though in the home region) when the initial off-
shoring strategy emerged as no longer suitable. In this respect,

Ciabuschi et al. (2019) proposed that the higher uncertainty
derived from the off-shoring strategy failure increases the
firm’s perceived risk. Therefore, if the reduced resources
owned by a company prevent it from managing this higher
risk, back-shoring decisions will be more likely.

Regarding reshoring motivations, the “made in” effect
emerged as not statistically different between both groups of
companies (back-shorers vs. near-shorers). Therefore H2a is
rejected. This unexpected finding could be due to the fact that
the consumers perceive the product value more on the basis of
the product brand than of the country where it is actually
manufactured. At the same time, customers in the Economic
andMediummarket niches (Table 3) are often more interested
in the product price than in the country of origin, which is
considered to be a proxy of the quality issue (more relevant
for Medium/Fine and Fine targets). Finally, several customers
are conscious that the “made in” label may also be adopted –
at least in Europe – for products whose relevant production
phase was located abroad. In the footwear industry, for in-
stance, a pair of shoes may be labelled as “made in Italy” even
if the upper production is performed in other European coun-
tries (e.g., Romania).

The second motivation we analysed concerns the availabil-
ity of skilled contractors. It shows huge differences between
the two subsets. Firms that back-shored indicate this was a
very relevant driver of their decision to relocate at the home
country (4.4 points out of 5) while for firms that near-shored
its importance is evaluated as medium (just 2.8 points out of
5). Therefore, H2b is confirmed. This finding may be ex-
plained, at least partially, according to a risk perspective.
More specifically, Ciabuschi et al. (2019) proposed that the
higher the relative risk of host-country (inadequacy of local
suppliers) compared to the home-country, the higher the like-
lihood of reshoring. In other words, when companies suffer
lower quality than desired from foreign suppliers, they opt for
back-shoring since they already know what national contrac-
tors may offer. In contrast, they do not accept a further trial in

Table 4 Comparison of back-
shoring and near-shoring
activities

Back-shoring Near-shoring Test

Firm characteristics

Size (% of L/M/S) 3,2/38,7/58,1 50/40/10 0.011 **

Motivations

“Made in” effect 3000 3000 –

Availability of skilled contractors 4348 2833 2362 *

Government aids 1722 1143 2274 **

Barriers

Find new contractors/employees 2706 1400 2991 **

Creation new manufacturing competences 3286 1000 3200 **

*,** Indicate acceptance of the hypothesis of different values between the two groups at 90 and 95% of confi-
dence respectively

Table 3 Sample
characterization by
targets (companies may
operate inmore than one)

Italy Spain Total

Economic 1 9 10

Medium 3 7 10

Medium/Fine 7 3 10

Fine 4 2 6

Luxury 1 1 2

Total firms 16 22 38
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a new foreign country, even though it is located in the home
region, since that will require another search with its inherent
costs and risks.

Finally, although the relevance of policies that govern-
ments develop and firms value as an aid to relocating to
their home country is really low between the two groups of
companies (back-shorers vs. near-shorers), the difference
is statistically significant. More specifically, as expected,
it is in favour of relocating the production to the home
country instead of in neighbouring countries. Therefore,
H2c is accepted. This finding confirms that government
aids may contribute to the reshoring decision but they
are not its main driver; in other words, they assume the
role of an “enabling factor” (Boffelli and Johansson 2020).
It also confirms the idea that industrial policy aimed at
attracting reshoring companies should include not only
financial aid but also improved service provision for un-
dertaking business activities. Among them, helping com-
panies to find local contractors may represent a critical
factor. In this respect, it is interesting to refer to the expe-
rience of the United Kingdom Trade and Investment
(UKTI) which in 2014 was requested to support UK com-
panies aiming to relocate by identifying local suppliers in
order to (re-)develop a national supply chain (UK
Government 2014). At the same time, the Manufacturing
Advisory Service – an organization funded by the UK
Government Department for Business, Innovation and
Skills – offered advice on business strategies, innovative
practices, efficiency of production processes and supply
chain services to UK SMEs aiming to become suppliers
of reshoring companies. However, the Manufacturing
Advisory Service was closed in 2015 and the UKTI ser-
vice ended in 2016; after then, initiatives aimed at
boosting reshoring initiatives were partially included in
the wider programme of the Innovate UK agency.
Finally, the support for supplier searches is actually pro-
moted by the “Reshoring UK” initiative which has been
established as a private league of industrial associations.

Once the firm decides to relocate the production earlier
off-shored, this decision may encounter barriers to its im-
plementation. Given the focus on manufacturing activities,
the availability of skilled contractors and/or the possibility
to (re-)develop internal manufacturing competences be-
come critical issues. Both elements show a positive and
significant difference between the two investigated groups.
More specifically, companies expected to experience such
types of barriers preferred to back-shore than near-shore.
Therefore, H3a and H3b are confirmed. In this respect, it is
worth noting that companies declaring their back-shoring
strategy have been boosted by the availability of skilled
contractors at the location where they off-shored (H2b)
and did not experienced any problems with this issue after
relocating production to the home country. In other words,

their previous evaluation of available resources emerged as
correct after the relocation of second degree alternative
was implemented.

6 Concluding remarks and implications

Off-shoring is a strategy that manufacturing firms (not only
those belonging to the footwear industry) have widely imple-
mented, especially during the last decades of the twentieth
century. However, firms’ behaviour is showing us that the
location change in their production tasks is not permanent
and they often reconsider it. Among the second degree relo-
cations, companies may decide to return to their home country
(back-shoring) or to neighbouring ones (near-shoring).

Although the academic literature has increasingly paid at-
tention to second degree relocation decisions, there is a lack of
analysis on the variables that may influence companies to
choose between the back-shoring and near-shoring alterna-
tives. This issue is quite relevant not only for the firm’s man-
agement but also for policy makers interested in attracting the
flow of companies revising their initial off-shoring decision. It
has become even more important since the Covid-19 pandem-
ic which is likely to induce a diffused reconfiguration of
GVCs (Gereffi 2020; Strange 2020; UNCTAD 2020). In this
respect, De Meyer (2020) recently pointed out that Covid-19
renewed the primacy of politics over economics. Moreover,
the World Economic Forum has specifically recommended
national governments to “aggressively evaluate near-shore op-
tions to shorten supply chains and increase proximity to cus-
tomers” (Betti and Hong 2020).

In this paper we have analysed some of the issues that
can influence whether firms back-shore or near-shore,
namely contingencies, motivations and barriers. We found
back-shoring companies are generally smaller and were
boosted by the availability of suppliers and government
aids but not by the opportunity to leverage on the “made
in” effect. As far as barriers are concerned, the scarcity of
competences owned by either the company or the contrac-
tors generally induces a preference for relocation to the
home country than to near-shore in the home region. Our
findings seem to show that some variables affect the
firm’s decision to implement either a back- or a near-
shoring alternative. More specifically, owned resources
(where size acts as a proxy) and the perceived risk (e.g.,
the one related to scarcity of competences) seem to highly
influence the firm’s decision. However, this paper is
mainly of an exploratory nature; moreover it is based on
a relatively small amount of evidence from a single indus-
try. While we state that our results give the basis for
future research, we recognize further studies should be
developed to investigate other industries and countries.
In doing so, in their studies scholars should also take into
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account the characteristics of the set of neighbouring
countries and the governance modes adopted by sampled
firms when they off-shore and when they relocate the
production activities. Moreover, future studies should
carefully evaluate if the initial off-shoring decision and
the relocation of second degree regard the entire produc-
tion process and/or product lines or were inspired by a
selective and/or incremental approach (Baraldi et al.
2018; Boffelli et al. 2020). Finally, specific attention
should be paid to the cultural issue, in order to verify,
for instance, if near-shoring strategies are supported by
reduced physical distance.

Notwithstanding its exploratory nature, the paper also of-
fers some preliminary insights for managers, since it high-
lights which variables may influence their decision-making
process when considering the second degree relocation alter-
natives. More specifically, they should take into account not
only the firm’s characteristics (such as size) but also the mo-
tivations and barriers that characterize the reshoring decision-
making process (Boffelli and Johansson 2020). This is consis-
tent with the recent findings by Boffelli et al. (2020) and Gray
et al. (2017) which show SMEs often implement relocation of
second degree based on a “trial and error approach”. Finally,
managers are requested to pay specific attention to production
capabilities, as recently stated by Lampón and González-
Benito (2019).

Finally, our contribution also offers some preliminary
insights for policy makers, who will be requested to
(re)design their industrial policies to cope with the tran-
sition from GVCs to either regional (near-shoring) or
domestic (back-shoring) ones. In this respect, traditional
financial aids should be coupled woth other typologies of
incentives, such as support for the local suppliers’ search
and selection.

Appendix

Sampled literature: criteria and main characteristics

In order to define the theoretical background, we selected
Scopus indexed journal articles published in the English lan-
guage until 2020 August. More specifically, in order to ana-
lyse the back-shoring phenomenon we checked the title, ab-
stract and keywords for the following terms: i) “reshor*”; ii)
“re-shor*”; iii) “backshore*”; iv) “back-shor*”; v) “back-
reshor*”; iv) “back-sourc*”.

We found a total number of 261 journal articles; after all the
co-authors had carefully read the full text of these articles, they
found one paper (Mohiuddin et al. 2019) that refers to the
further off-shoring phenomenon instead of the back-shoring
one; therefore it was eliminated. Moreover the following ex-
cluding criteria were adopted:

– journal articles focusing on back-shoring of firms operat-
ing in industries different from manufacturing ones (e.g.,
ICT companies);

– documents published in sources without peer review
systems;

– journal articles in which the searched terms are used to
indicate a different concept from the one of interest (for
instance, some of the keywords belonging to the
reshoring concept are used with different meanings in
the maritime and building engineering research fields);

– documents referring to functions other than operations
(e.g., human resources and research and development
(R&D)).

Based on these criteria and after eliminating duplications,
the final sample contains 142 documents regarding the back-
shoring phenomenon (see Table 5).

At the same time, to describe the state-of-the-art of near-
shoring literature, we replicated the same research methodol-
ogy checking the title, abstract and keywords for the following
terms: i) “near/shor*”; ii) “nearshor*” iii) “near-reshor*”.

We collected a total of 40 documents. Exclusion criteria
were defined considering that the term near-shoring has been
adopted with different meanings in the literature of different
subject areas. For instance, it is used in the engineering and
environmental science fields of study to refer to the littoral
zone, i.e., “the part of a sea, lake, or river that is close to the
shore” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Littoral_zone). Therefore,
we excluded all documents regarding environment-related con-
ceptualizations of the near-shoring term. Regarding the interna-
tional business and supply chain management research areas,
the term has been adopted with further twofold meanings: a) a
specific type of off-shoring strategy addressed to a host country
located in the home region (Hutzschenreuter et al. 2011;
Kamann and van Nieulande 2010; Kvedaravičienė 2008;
Shamis et al. 2005; Slepniov et al. 2013); b) a “relocation of
second degree” (Barbieri et al. 2019) in an host country located
in the home region. In this respect, it is worth nothing that at
least one journal article simultaneously adopts the term near-
shoring to refer to both concepts (Huq et al. 2016). In this paper
we assume as a reference the second concept of near-shoring
strategies, since we are interested in analysing post off-shoring
firm’s decisions (Bettiol et al. 2019). Moreover, we excluded
articles focusing on the relocation of service companies (five
documents) and/or firm’s functions that were different from the
production one.

A final number of 10 articles were then considered as
relevant for defining the theoretical background for near-
shoring; however, six of them also refer to the back-
shoring phenomenon, therefore the total sampled litera-
ture is 142 + 10–6 = 146. The main characteristics of the
sampled literature on near-shoring are summarized in
Table 6.
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