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Abstract
Despite the rising interest for backshoring strategies by mass media, policy makers and public debates, academic research on the 
topic is relatively recent and still characterised by significant research gaps. Empirical evidence is scarce and often anecdotal, with 
a lack of studies focusing on specific industries and small-sized firms. Theoretical explanations are also fragmented with many 
unanswered questions. In particular, much of the existing literature has explored backshoring as a stand-alone phenomenon, inde-
pendently from other production location strategies. In an attempt to fill these research gaps, we rely upon data from an original 
survey with around 700 firms from the UK textile and apparel industry to investigate different interrelated factors that influence 
backshoring strategies relative to offshoring and staying at home choices, within an analytical framework drawn from different 
international business perspectives, including operations and supply chain management. The paper contributes to the extant lit-
erature on backshoring by providing new empirical evidence based on originally collected firm-level data and focused on a single 
country and industry where smaller (and less studied) firms tend to prevail. Moreover, it helps strengthen the understanding of 
the phenomenon from a perspective which takes into consideration internationalisation as a non-linear process where firms adjust 
production location strategies based on a variety of changing conditions.
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1 Introduction

In the last thirty years, offshoring – the relocation of activi-
ties outside a company’s home country, typically entailing 
production moved to low-labour cost locations – has become 
one of the most common strategies implemented by firms in 
advanced economies to enhance their competitiveness (Larsen 
et al. 2013). Although offshoring is far from declining, over the 
last decade there have been increasing examples of firms bring-
ing all or parts of production back home (Dachs et al. 2019; 
Fratocchi et al. 2014). A growing number of large multinational 

enterprises (MNEs), such as Apple, Boeing, Bosch, Ford, and 
General Electric, have publicly announced their intention of 
bringing manufacturing back to the domestic economy. This 
has given high visibility to the trend, which has however been 
observed in firms of all sizes previously engaged in interna-
tional production (Di Gregorio et al. 2009; Gray et al. 2017; 
Srai and Ané 2016; Wan et al. 2019b). Although a variety of 
labels have been proposed to define this reversal process (e.g., 
reshoring, reverse offshoring, homeshoring), here we adopt 
the term “backshoring” to indicate a firm’s location decision 
(Ellram et al. 2013; Gray et al. 2013) involving a revision of a 
previous offshoring choice and the total or partial relocation 
of production activities from either offshore wholly-owned 
facilities or suppliers to either home own facilities or suppli-
ers1 (Ancarani et al. 2019; Fratocchi et al. 2016; Kinkel 2014).
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Since the 2010s, policy makers in advanced countries 
– particularly the US and the UK – have looked with inter-
est at backshoring as a strategy for promoting manufacturing 
renaissance, increasing employment, and rebalancing econo-
mies in response to the 2008 global economic and financial 
crisis (Elia et al. 2021; Pegoraro et al. 2022; Reshoring Ini-
tiative 2021; UK Government 2014). More recently, adverse 
trade shocks linked to the rise of populist and protectionist 
rhetorics (e.g., Brexit, Trump’s trade wars), as well as the 
Covid-19 pandemic, have contributed to a growing scep-
ticism towards globalisation, and strengthened interest in 
backshoring as a tool for overcoming the risks, drawbacks, 
and vulnerability of global value chains (GVCs) (Barbieri 
et al. 2020).

While it is unlikely that backshoring will turn into a large-
scale trend, the geography of global production is expected 
to change and become more regionally concentrated over 
time (Contractor 2021; De Backer et al. 2016; Strange 2020; 
UNCTAD 2020). Manufacturing offshoring, and firm loca-
tion decisions more generally, are inherently complex and 
depend on a multitude of dynamic factors which tend to vary 
in importance over time and across geography, industries, 
and activities, thus changing locations’ attractiveness and 
competitive advantages (Kinkel and Maloca 2009; McIvor 
2013; Vissak and Francioni 2013).

Economic downturns and rising market volatility, declin-
ing cost advantages of emerging economies, growing 
demand for customised and more sustainable products, as 
well as the “Industry 4.0” shift, are some of the forces lead-
ing firms to rethink manufacturing location and to adopt 
more diversified strategies by combining global and local 
sourcing and production (Barbieri et al. 2022; Fratocchi and 
Di Stefano 2020; Macchion et al. 2015; Tate et al. 2014). 
In this unstable context, offshoring and backshoring are not 
antithetical, but coexist to optimise the trade-off between 
cost-saving offshore and the benefits associated with prox-
imity to final markets. Hence, backshoring can be defined 
as a step in a non-linear internationalisation process where 
firms increase or decrease international activities adjust-
ing to changing conditions (Fratocchi et al. 2015). This has 
implications for the evolving configuration of production 
and the competitive landscape of internationalisation strate-
gies, representing a new challenge for international business 
(IB) as well as operations and supply chain management 
research (Bettiol et al. 2020; Contractor 2021; Manning 
2014).

Scholarly work on backshoring is relatively recent and 
therefore still characterised by significant research gaps.

First, empirical evidence is scarce and often anecdotal, 
making it very difficult to assess the actual importance and 
trend of the phenomenon. In most cases, data on backshoring 
are not available in official statistics and firms are usually 
reluctant to disclose their strategies, especially when these 

may be the outcome of unsuccessful offshoring initiatives 
(Albertoni et al. 2017; Gray et al. 2013; Kinkel 2012). While 
surveys are arguably the most adequate methodological tool, 
the relatively small scale of backshoring requires large sam-
ple sizes to only gather few observations. To date, there have 
been a handful of studies reporting quantitative informa-
tion (e.g., Canham and Hamilton 2013; Dachs et al. 2019; 
Johansson and Olhager 2018; Srai and Ané 2016; Stentoft 
et al. 2018; Tate et al. 2014): most of these works draw on 
secondary data such as cases collected from newspapers, 
business magazines, and research articles, rather than on 
originally collected firm-level data. Moreover, they mostly 
focus on large firms rather than small firms, which however 
seem to have an equal if not higher propensity to backshore 
due to the scarcity of resources and difficulties in coping 
with foreign environments (Boffelli and Johansson 2020; 
Merino et al. 2021). In addition, there is also a lack of stud-
ies focusing on specific industries.

Second, while conceptual papers and case studies tend 
to prevail, theoretical explanations underlying backshoring 
are still fragmented and many questions remain unanswered 
(Barbieri et al. 2018; McIvor and Bals 2021; Wiesmann et al. 
2017). Previous research has mainly explored backshoring as 
a discrete event independent of previous offshoring decisions, 
which however are key in providing a full understanding of 
the firm-level reversal strategy, given the dynamic nature of 
global manufacturing (Boffelli and Johansson 2020; Boffelli 
et al. 2020; Di Mauro et al. 2018; Stentoft et al. 2018). Moreo-
ver, comparing the motivations of firms which have never 
offshored and those that have decided to bring production 
back home is crucial for understanding firm strategies (Pal 
et al. 2018; Tate and Bals 2017; Theyel et al. 2018). Indeed, 
firms might decide to backshore for similar reasons other 
companies stay at home and do not offshore. However, very 
little research has so far examined and compared backshoring 
with offshoring and staying at home production location strat-
egies (e.g., Canham and Hamilton 2013; Stentoft et al. 2018; 
Stentoft and Rajkumar 2020). Furthermore, the implementa-
tion mode, consequences and type of production activities 
involved in manufacturing relocations have received relatively 
scant attention (Benstead et al. 2017; Moore et al. 2018; Wan 
et al. 2019b), as well as factors affecting backshoring, which 
seem to vary across sectors, firms, and products (e.g., Młody 
and Fratocchi 2022).

In an attempt to fill these research gaps, we conducted an 
explorative industry-level study to analyse firms’ production 
location strategies with a particular focus on backshoring 
and within an analytical framework drawn from different 
IB perspectives, including operations and supply chain man-
agement. To do this, we drew upon data from an original 
firm-level survey with around 700 firms amongst manufac-
turers, retailers, and designers operating in the UK textile 
and apparel (T&A) industry. T&A, a highly globalised, 
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consumer-driven, and labour-intensive sector that has expe-
rienced extensive offshoring, has seen one of the largest 
numbers of manufacturing backshoring decisions over the 
last decade (Delis et al. 2017; Eurofound 2019; Vanchan 
et al. 2018; Wan et al. 2019a). In particular, this trend has 
received considerable attention in the UK, with many exam-
ples of renowned fashion brands and retailers announcing to 
increase domestic sourcing or production at the expense of 
offshoring (Ashby 2016; Robinson and Hsieh 2016). How-
ever, evidence on backshoring in the T&A industry remains 
largely circumstantial (Moradlou et al. 2022): most research 
has focused on the shoes business rather than the broader 
T&A sector, which has been only partially investigated 
(Baraldi et al. 2018; Di Mauro et al. 2018; Merino et al. 
2021). To the best of our knowledge, this is the first survey 
conducted in the industry with the aim of exploring manu-
facturing location strategies with a focus on backshoring.

A multiple-step analysis explores production location 
strategies in relation to a variety of factors at different levels 
of analysis. Backshoring strategies are compared to “only-
offshoring” in relation to several characteristics of firms, 
products, production processes as well as offshoring modes 
and their motivations. Backshoring is conceptually analysed 
as a subsequent decision of a previous internationalisation 
choice and investigated in terms of type of activities brought 
back, implementation mode and implications of the strategy. 
Firm motivations for keeping production at home (i.e., stay-
ing at home) and backshoring are also contrasted in search 
of differences in the motivation to produce domestically in 
the two different strategies. Firm perceptions of industry’s 
difficulties are explored to highlight opportunities for future 
growth in the sector. Findings are discussed in light of previ-
ous research on the topic as well as IB theories discussed in 
the conceptual framework.

The paper contributes to the extant literature on backshor-
ing by providing new empirical evidence based on originally 
collected firm-level survey data and focused on a single 
country and industry where smaller (and less studied) firms 
tend to prevail. Moreover, compared to most research in the 
field, backshoring is not explored as a stand-alone phenom-
enon but compared to other production location strategies 
in relation to different firm- and industry-level factors and 
motivations. This helps strengthen the understanding of the 
phenomenon from a perspective which takes into considera-
tion internationalisation as a non-linear process where firms 
adjust production location strategies based on a variety of 
changing conditions. The paper also contributes to academic 
research by analysing backshoring through a combination of 
IB approaches with an analysis of an under-studied sector 
in this field.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Sec-
tion 2 proposes a conceptual framework that reviews the 
extant literature on backshoring through the lens of different 

IB theories previously applied to offshoring. It also consid-
ers the backward trend in the T&A industry with a focus on 
the UK context. The design, distribution, and validation of 
the original survey, and the three-step analysis conducted are 
explained in Section 3. Section 4 presents the findings, while 
Section 5 discusses the main results within the proposed 
conceptual framework, suggesting some policy implications 
and avenues for future research.

2  Research background

2.1  Backshoring: a conceptual framework

In the IB literature, including operations and supply chain man-
agement, both transaction cost economics (TCE) and resource-
based view (RBV) theories have provided sound theoretical 
explanations of why firms locate their production activities 
across national borders. The overarching Dunning’s eclectic 
paradigm has included under its Ownership-Localization-
Internalisation (OLI) framework all the most relevant theoretical 
underpinnings to explain international production and manu-
facturing offshoring. Contingency theory and GVC approaches 
have also been adopted in offshoring research. While there is no 
distinct IB theory on backshoring, several scholars have recently 
drawn upon existing conceptualisations to describe this trend as 
a reverse or subsequent location decision of a previous offshor-
ing or internationalisation choice (e.g., Ciabuschi et al. 2019; 
Ellram et al. 2013; Wiesmann et al. 2017). The outsourcing 
and offshoring literature concludes that no single theory can 
fully explain these phenomena, arguing instead for the adoption 
of theoretical pluralism (Schmeisser 2013). The combination 
of different perspectives can also help define a more compre-
hensive framework for the entire backshoring process, which 
involves various influencing factors at different levels of analysis 
(e.g., location, industry, firm, product) (Albertoni et al. 2017; 
Bals et al. 2015). A review of these theories and their application 
to backshoring strategies is summarised in Table 1.

In the TCE perspective (e.g., Williamson 1975, 1985), 
firms’ location strategies are seen as the outcome of the com-
parison between costs and benefits of organising transactions 
internally relative to conducting market transactions: the 
decision to internalise activities thus provides a rationale for 
both horizontal and vertical integration of cross-border activi-
ties. TCE offers a rich understanding of internationalisation 
in terms of firm behaviour, contracts, and asset specificity 
(Williamson 1985). Its focus is on the overall organisational 
capability of the firm, and on the intra- versus extra- firm 
linkages across activities and functions: internalisation and 
integration are strictly intertwined. On the other hand, TCE’s 
main emphasis is on the firm as an alternative to the market: 
this has been challenged by the growth of alliance and network 
capitalism, as outsourcing and offshoring, asset-augmenting 
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foreign investment, global value chains and production net-
works, strategic collaborations, and partnerships, have all 
greatly affected the nature and scope of firm internalisation 
processes (Cantwell and Narula 2001). The importance attrib-
uted by TCE to organisational and relational issues, as well 
as the opportunity costs associated with internal transactions 
and external exchanges, makes this approach suitable for iden-
tifying firm location and relocation choices (Iammarino and 
McCann 2013; Manning et al. 2008; Roza et al. 2011). TCE 
implies that firms tend to move away from higher- to lower- 
cost regions, all else being equal (Ellram et al. 2013), and that 
value chain activities involving routinary tasks, standardised 
transactions or modularity are more likely to be performed 
offshore (Ancarani et al. 2019; Ketokivi et al. 2017). Thus, 
higher than expected coordination and monitoring costs off-
shore can lead firms to bring all or parts of production stages 
back home, both by integrating activities within the firm, and 
by sourcing domestically. Relationship failure or opportun-
istic behaviour of offshore suppliers, physical and cultural 
distances, rising market volatility, lower quality of produc-
tion, higher levels of interdependencies between processes, 
increases in the frequency and specificity of transactions or 
in the overall complexity of production activities (e.g., degree 
of customisation, differentiation, product innovation, blend-
ing of manufacturing and services) are amongst the factors 
causing excessive coordination and monitoring costs at the 
foreign location (Kinkel 2014; Martínez-Mora and Merino 
2014; McIvor 2013). Therefore, manufacturing backshoring 
stems from reduced gaps in the unit costs associated with the 
coordination and execution of activities between the offshore 
and home location.

While transaction costs are considered drivers of back-
shoring, firms base this manufacturing relocation decision 
also on value-related aspects, including quality, flexibility, 
and access to skills and knowledge (Johansson and Olhager 
2018; Kinkel 2012; Kinkel and Maloca 2009). According to 
Canham and Hamilton (2013), the backshoring phenomenon 
further emphasises that firms do not consider only transac-
tion costs, being very much concerned with competences 
and capabilities in their search for competitive advantage.

Built on the seminal work of Edith Penrose (1959) and 
on evolutionary views of technological change, the RBV 
(e.g., Barney 1991; Wernerfelt 1984) sees firms as bundles 
of resources differently employed for achieving a long-term 
sustainable competitive advantage (McIvor 2009; Roza et al. 
2011). Firms invest in key strategic areas where they have 
distinctive valuable tangible and intangible resources and 
capabilities (e.g., proprietary technologies, tacit know-how, 
specialised assets, organisational capacity, reputation). Com-
petencies created in one location can be used in another, 
so that there may be multi-directional cross-border flows 
of knowledge, information, and products. Over time, firms 
have adopted more sophisticated means of coordination 

(internally and externally) to continually maintain their local 
and global knowledge advantage.

In the RBV perspective, backshoring can be motivated 
by changes in the competitive strategies and priorities that 
affect the value of the offshored activity, as well as the 
upgrading of internal capabilities or the firm's ability to 
develop critical assets or effectively exploit resources abroad 
(Canham and Hamilton 2013; McIvor and Bals 2021). For 
example, backshoring can be driven by the importance of 
co-locating production and R&D (Pisano and Shih 2012), 
increased digitalisation or availability of new competences 
and skills domestically (Di Mauro et al. 2018), more effec-
tive protection of intellectual property rights (Wiesmann 
et al. 2017), need of exploiting the “made-in effect” (Grappi 
et al. 2018). In other words, firms bring production back 
home to pursue higher levels of performance and strengthen 
their competitive advantage (Martínez-Mora and Merino 
2014; McIvor 2009, 2013).

Both TCE and RVB approaches, amongst others, were 
subsumed under the eclectic OLI paradigm, explaining inter-
national production and firms’ internationalisation strategies 
(Dunning 1980, 1988, 2009). While ownership and inter-
nalisation advantages are linked respectively to RBV and 
TCE and focus particularly on firm-level aspects, location 
advantages are external to the firm and based on resources, 
networks, and institutional structures specific to a certain 
context (Rugman 2010). The three types of advantages are 
assumed to be unevenly spread across countries, industries, 
and firms. In our framework, backshoring is considered a 
dynamic reorganisation and relocation of production activi-
ties following a deterioration, change or wrong assessment 
of location motivations in the host country or their improve-
ment in the home country (Ellram et al. 2013; Foerstl et al. 
2016; Fratocchi et al. 2016).

Being backshoring a location-related decision (Gray et al. 
2013), of particular relevance here is Dunning’s classification of 
the four main types of internationalisation strategies (Dunning  
1993, 1994) – built on the earlier Behrman’s typology (1972) 
– grouping the motivations underlying the establishment of 
operations abroad according to the locational advantages 
offered by the host economy2 (Dunning and Lundan 2008). 
Resource (or asset)-seeking strategies focus on opportuni-
ties for accessing tangible or intangible resources such as raw 
materials, labour, technology, and skills, unavailable at home 
or available in the host location at a lower cost. Market-seeking 
strategies are motivated either by the emergence or growth of 

2 While Dunning’s classification focuses on MNEs, our sample 
mainly includes micro and small firms which operate abroad through 
both offshore outsourcing and captive offshoring. Foreign subsidiar-
ies in our sample account for 6% of retailers and 12% of manufactur-
ing firms (information on them were retrieved from Orbis and vali-
dated and integrated with two questions of the survey).
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new or existing markets, which include the presence of related 
firms, the quality of national and local infrastructure, macro-
economic and macro-organisational policies, increased need 
of being close to consumers, or the growing importance of  
promotional activities by local development agencies.  
Efficiency-seeking international expansion aims at rationalis-
ing and restructuring previous investments, which were either 
resource- or market- led, taking advantage of elements such 
as international differences in factor costs and endowments,  
dynamic specialised industry clusters, removal of trade bar-
riers, or industrial policies to restructure economic activity 
or upgrade human resources. Finally, strategic asset–seeking 
firms engage in operations abroad usually aiming at improv-
ing their long-term objectives in terms of global capabilities 
and competitiveness, as well as at achieving opportunities for 
exchange of localised tacit knowledge, ideas and learning by 
accessing different cultures, institutions, systems, consum-
ers demands and preferences (Ancarani et al. 2015; Dunning 
2009; Iammarino and McCann 2013). These different types 
of internationalisation strategies are not mutually exclusive as 
they can and increasingly do belong simultaneously to all four 
categories, implying very different types of geographies.

In this view, backshoring can, for example, be explained 
by increases in labour costs or decreases in labour produc-
tivity at the offshore location, new availability of skills or 
increased digitalisation in the home country, changes in 
government policies both at the foreign and home location, 
and/or a combination of different factors pushing interna-
tionalised firms to restructuring the division of labour in 
their value chains. A list of motivations for bringing pro-
duction back home (including motives for solely produc-
ing domestically, deciding not to offshore) is identified by 
drawing upon a review of the extant literature on offshoring 
and backshoring (e.g., Johansson et al. 2019; Kinkel and 
Maloca 2009; Moore et al. 2018; Wiesmann et al. 2017). 
More specifically, in our framework, backshoring (and 
staying at home) motivations were grouped into four main 
broad categories partially overlapping Dunning’s location 
motivations: assets-driven (resource-seeking), proximity-
driven (market-seeking), cost-driven (efficiency-seeking) 
and value-driven (strategic-seeking).

Furthermore, some studies have recently advocated the 
use of contingency theory (e.g., Pennings 1992), already 
used in offshoring research (Mukherjee et al. 2013; Zorzini 
et al. 2014), to consider more in depth the contextual factors 
that influence backshoring (Bals et al. 2016; Foerstl et al. 
2016; Fratocchi et al. 2016; Tate et al. 2014). Research has 
emphasised how backshoring varies across industries, firms 
and products based on different types of conditions (Barbieri 
et al. 2018; Tate and Bals 2017; Theyel et al. 2018).

Unlike other IB theoretical perspectives – which (to 
the best of our knowledge) have been scarcely used in 
academic research on backshoring in the T&A industry 

– the contingency approach has been particularly adopted 
in studies focusing on this sector. For example, Benstead 
et al. (2017) explored a variety of contingencies affect-
ing the decision to backshore, including company-related 
(e.g., firm’s size, ownership mode, government policy, 
capital intensiveness), product-related (e.g., market seg-
ments, price point, bulkiness, and customisation of prod-
ucts) as well as behavioural-related factors (e.g., emo-
tional aspects). All these contingencies were found to 
be relevant in a case study on a UK textile firm. Moore 
et al. (2018) studied the relationships between several 
contingency factors (e.g., firm’s size, geography, market 
segment, production category, year of backshoring) and 
backshoring drivers in the US T&A industry. Only a few 
statistically significant relationships (i.e., market segment 
with manufacturing process and production category with 
sustainability) were found. Merino et al. (2021) examined 
why footwear companies prefer either the back- or near-
shoring option by analysing the contingency factor related 
to firms’ size. They found that backshoring companies are 
generally smaller.

In our framework, contingency factors include the char-
acteristics of firms embarking in backshoring, such as their 
size, sourcing relationships, strategies, and capabilities as 
well as their type of production, market segment and price 
point. GVC stages or functions (or, more broadly, roles in the 
GVC) are also deemed as critical drivers of firms’ location 
strategies. The combination of contingency theory and GVC 
views focused on business functions (Gereffi and Fernandez-
Stark 2016; Sturgeon 2013) is key to providing additional 
insights for the investigation of backshoring. Moreover, 
contingency encompasses the characteristics of the offshore 
initiative such as geography, motivations, and governance 
mode (Boffelli and Johansson 2020). For example, previous 
studies suggest that offshore outsourcing initiatives are more 
likely to be relocated back home because of their lower fixed 
costs and higher flexibility in ending the relationship with 
the foreign service provider compared to captive offshor-
ing, which instead involves larger direct investments and full 
ownership offshore (Di Mauro et al. 2018).

This paper draws upon these different theoretical and 
conceptual insights to investigate the factors influencing 
production location strategies with a particular focus on 
backshoring: TCE and RBV are particularly important for 
looking at firm-level changes; the OLI paradigm for explor-
ing locational factors at both origin and destination; the 
contingency theory/GVC framework for investigating the 
characteristics of firms and offshore choices that affect their 
location decisions. In the next sub-section, we discuss the 
evolving structure, configuration, and geography of the T&A 
value chain. Moreover, a quick overview of this industry in 
the UK and its relevance in relation to the analysis of back-
shoring is provided.
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2.2  The evolving configuration of production 
in the T&A value chain

T&A is typically defined as one of the most globalised and 
key export industries in the world, as well an important 
engine of economic growth in both advanced and develop-
ing economies (Gereffi and Frederick 2010). A complicated 
and geographically fragmented “buyer-driven” value chain 
characterises this industry, where lead firms (e.g., retailers, 
designers, brand manufacturers) play an important role in 
the organisation of global production. Over time T&A, due 
to its labour-intensive and low-technology nature, has expe-
rienced extensive offshoring of production to suppliers (or 
manufacturing firms) usually located in developing econo-
mies and mainly pursuing cost-related advantages (Gereffi 
and Memedovic 2003). As concerns retailers, they tend to 
“offshore” the entire production through offshore outsourc-
ing. While lead firms3 carry out the most valuable activities 
in the value chain (e.g., design, branding, marketing), suppli-
ers are usually involved in different stages of the production 
process in accordance to lead firms’ requirements.

Over time, the decrease of communication and transpor-
tation costs, as well as trade policies and rules, have con-
tributed to the global dispersion of the industry (Pickles 
et al. 2015). Between 1974 and 2004, under the Multi-Fibre 
Arrangement and its successor, the Agreement on Textiles 
and Clothing (ATC), the industry was characterised by 
limitations on the volume of certain imports, with the aim 
of protecting domestic production in the US and the EU 
from low-cost highly competitive suppliers. Nevertheless, 
these trade restrictions encouraged the geographical spread 
of production in many low-income countries, fuelling the 
global dispersion of value chains, the increasing importance 
of branding, and the strengthening of the retail end of the 
chain (Fernandez-Stark et al. 2011).

Later, the elimination of the quota system under the ATC 
in 2005, in addition to the 2008/2009 economic crisis, the 
saturation of mature and traditional markets and intensified 
international competition in the industry led to a process of 
international reorganisation of production, with firms rea-
ligning their manufacturing and sourcing strategies with the 
new economic reality (Gereffi and Frederick 2010; Lane and 
Probert 2006). On the one hand, lead firms have restruc-
tured their sourcing linkages by establishing longer and 

more stable relations with a limited number of more effi-
cient and strategically located suppliers (Pickles et al. 2015). 
On the other hand, organisational learning processes result-
ing from these relations have helped suppliers to “upgrade” 
into higher value activities and improve their position in 
the GVC.

Supply network relationships have become increasingly 
complex due to rising labour costs, increasing competi-
tion in high manufacturing competences, growth of con-
sumer markets in emerging economies, and technologi-
cal improvements in advanced countries (McKinsey and 
Company 2018). In this context, not only labour costs but 
also product quality, production control, minimisation of 
counterfeiting risk and intellectual property theft, as well 
as compliance with rising environmental and social stand-
ards, have become key factors for competitiveness (Pal 
et al. 2018; Robinson and Hsieh 2016). The development of 
fast fashion systems and the rapid increase in online shop-
ping with a highly volatile demand have made operational 
flexibility, shorter lead times, small production runs, lower 
inventory levels, and proximity to final markets gradually 
more relevant (Fratocchi and Di Stefano 2019; Hammer 
and Plugor 2016; Moradlou et al. 2022).

Scholarly research has shown that T&A is one of 
the industries with the higher number of firms bring-
ing production activities back to their home country 
(De Backer et al. 2016; Eurofound 2019; Fratocchi et al. 
2016; Vanchan et al. 2018; Wan et al. 2019a). In addition 
to exemplary backshoring cases of renewed large fashion 
brands and retailers such as Prada, Armani, and Ralph 
Lauren (European Reshoring Monitor 2021; Reshoring 
Initiative 2021; Robinson and Hsieh 2016), the reversal 
trend seems to also involve smaller firms, which have 
dominated this industry in advanced countries since the 
massive offshoring by large firms (Dana et al. 2007; Pal 
et al. 2018).

2.2.1  The UK T&A industry: towards a manufacturing 
renaissance?

While T&A historically symbolised the  1st industrial rev-
olution and used to be a dominant employer in the UK 
manufacturing, since the 1970s it has suffered from a “cata-
strophic” decline as production was extensively offshored 
to low-labour cost locations (Abecassis-Moedas 2007; Lane 
and Probert 2006). This led to a massive loss of firms and 
jobs in the industry, with employment falling from more 
than 700,000 in the late 1970s to less than 100,000 in the 
early 2010s. The UK has continued to play a key role in 
both fashion design and retailing, but large-scale domestic 
apparel manufacturing has gradually disappeared, with the 
sector now being mostly populated by micro and small firms 
(Froud et al. 2018).

3 In our survey, we analyse retailers and designers (in addition to 
other types of firms such as brand manufacturers that are not listed 
for the ease of writing) separately from manufacturing firms. While 
in the literature there is not a clear definition of these two categories 
from a value chain perspective, we associate these two groups with 
lead firms and suppliers respectively, in relation to the type and value 
of activities that are mostly performed along the value chain (e.g., 
higher value-added such as design, marketing, and distribution versus 
low value-added focused on production).
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However, in the aftermath of the 2008 economic and 
financial downturn, the sector has experienced a renewed 
growth, driven also by increasing domestic demand 
(Hammer and Plugor 2016; Robinson and Hsieh 2016; 
The Alliance Project 2017). Between 2009 and 2015, 
national production raised from £7.6 to £9.1 billion, 
Global Value Added (GVA) from £2.5 billion to £3.3 bil-
lion, and employment from 82,000 in 2013 to 109,000 in 
2017 (UKFT 2018). Many examples of fashion brands and 
retailers both in mass- and middle-market (e.g., Top Shop, 
Asos, John Lewis, Marks & Spencer) and high-end sec-
tor (e.g., Barbour, Burberry, Mulberry, Paul Smith) have 
relocated production to the UK or increased the volume 
of items produced domestically (Ashby 2016; Robinson 
and Hsieh 2016).

While the UK T&A manufacturing is gaining momentum, 
evidence on backshoring strategies remains mainly anecdo-
tal. Moreover, since 2016, uncertainty linked to Brexit has 
begun to affect sourcing and production strategies in the 
industry (Casadei and Iammarino 2021), which over the last 
years have been further disrupted by the signing of the new 
UK-EU trade agreement and the COVID-19 pandemic (The 
Guardian 2020; UKFT 2021). In this respect, the UK repre-
sents a unique and interesting context for the investigation 
of sourcing and production strategies in a rapidly changing 
context and in an industry that has recently experienced a 
revitalisation.

3  Data and methodology

3.1  Survey design and distribution

The empirical analysis draws upon an original firm-level 
survey. We cross-referenced data from the Orbis database 
(by Bureau van Dijk) and business directories from industry 
associations to identify a target population of UK manufac-
turing firms, retailers, and fashion designers. The group of 
firms retrieved from Orbis included the Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) 2007 categories linked to T&A produc-
tion and fashion retailing4, encompassing foreign subsidiary 

companies. The definition of the final target population 
– 13,505 firms (3,941 manufacturers and 9,564 retailers)5 
– was partially constrained by the difficulties in retrieving 
firms’ missing email addresses.

Because of the configuration of the T&A value chain 
discussed above, the survey – designed using the software 
Qualtrics and according to the methodological procedures of 
survey research (Forza 2002) – was structured to separately 
target with different sets of questions 1) retailers and design-
ers – i.e., companies that are involved in the most valuable 
activities of the value chain – and 2) manufacturing firms, 
which perform production activities to meet the needs of 
the former. Since there are no specific SIC codes associated 
with fashion design activities, which are included amongst 
the categories dedicated to textile and apparel manufactur-
ing, we asked firms to choose one of the two categories 
and provide a definition of their company. Respondents 
described themselves as high street retailers, online retail-
ers, boutiques/shops, fashion houses, brand manufacturers, 
and bespoke tailors, in addition to general retailers and inde-
pendent fashion designers.

We reviewed the extant literature on the theme to define 
62 survey questions with branching – i.e., conditional paths 
for participants based on their answers. Firms were asked 
about their characteristics, type of products, organisation, 
and stages of production, in addition to ownership, supply 
chain relationships, offshoring strategies and backshoring 
initiatives. Through Likert-scale questions on a three-point 
scales, respondents were asked to rate the importance of a 
variety of factors driving their decision of producing domes-
tically (for firms that had never offshored) or relocating 
manufacturing back to the UK (for firms that had imple-
mented an offshoring strategy). Moreover, all respondents 
were asked to optionally leave comments regarding the main 
difficulties and strengths of the industry, and desirable rec-
ommendations for future policy support.

The survey was pre-tested with a sample of 10 firms 
from the target population as well as industry experts to 
ensure the quality of the questions. The test panel recom-
mended only minor corrections, which were included in the 
final version of the questionnaire. Between June 2019 and 
January 2020, we distributed the survey electronically to 
randomised samples from the target population in differ-
ent periods of time and solicited non-respondents with four 
reminders. Additional offline data collection was executed 
on the  29th and  30th of May 2019 during the Make It British 
event, a London-based trade show that hosted many firms 
from our population. The UK Fashion & Textile Association 

4 Manufacturing firms were identified according to the 3-digit codes 
13.1 Preparation and spinning of textile fibres, 13.2 Weaving of tex-
tiles, 13.3. Finishing of textiles, 14.1 Manufacture of wearing apparel, 
except fur apparel, 14.2 Manufacture of articles of fur, 14.3 Manu-
facture of knitted and crocheted apparel, 15.1 Tanning and dressing 
of leather; manufacture of luggage, handbags, saddlery, and harness; 
dressing and dyeing of fur, 15.2 Manufacture of footwear. The cat-
egory 13.9 Manufacture of other textiles was excluded to focus the 
analysis on the fashion-related industry. Retailers were identified 
according to the 4-digit codes 47.71 Retail sale of clothing in spe-
cialised stores, 47.72 Retail sale of footwear and leather goods in spe-
cialised stores and 47.82 Retail sale via stalls and markets of textiles, 
clothing and footwear (SIC 2007).

5 Official statistics from the Inter-Departmental Business Register 
(IDBR - Office for National Statistics, 2019) show that manufactur-
ing firms under the same SIC 2007 codes account for 5,825 whereas 
retailers for 14,415 firms (see Table 9 in the Appendix).
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(UKFT) supported and sponsored the entire survey distribu-
tion. A total of 1,006 responses was collected, thus achiev-
ing a satisfying response rate (i.e., 7.5%), particularly given 
the sensitive topic and the lack of incentives to partici-
pants (Harzing et al. 2012). The sample was then cleaned 
to remove partially completed and duplicated responses, as 
well as replies from firms wrongly classified as T&A. We 
also excluded retailers selling only other designers’ brands 
and not involved in any sourcing or production strategy (i.e., 
mere shops). The final sample included 688 valid completed 
responses, 199 from manufacturing firms and 489 from 
retailers and designers.

3.2  Data validation

The final sample was tested for non-response bias by com-
paring answers from early and late respondents (Armstrong 
and Overton 1977; Lambert and Harrington 1990). This tech-
nique assumes that late respondents have replied because of 
the increased stimulus through reminders and are therefore 
expected to be like non-respondents. Late respondents were 
defined operationally as those firms that replied following 
the third reminder, when the number of completed surveys 
dropped noticeably compared to those received after the first 
two reminders. A t-test for comparison of means was used to 
compare the answers of early and late respondents on primary 
variables of interest; no significant differences between early 
and late respondents were found, suggesting that non-response 
bias is unlikely to be a serious concern for external validity. 
Following Armstrong and Overton (1977), we also compared 
our final sample with known features of the target popula-
tion, showing that the two groups have similar characteristics6. 
Moreover, the final sample was qualitatively checked and vali-
dated by the UKFT. The combination of these tests increased 
our confidence about the (cautious) generalisability of our 
research findings to the final target population.

3.3  Data analysis

The paper draws on a three-step explorative investigation, 
which we performed separately for manufacturing firms 
and retailers/designers, given the different role played by 
these companies in the organisation of production in the 
GVC. While we were able to collect a relatively high num-
ber of responses, the relatively small number of offshor-
ing and backshoring firms deterred us from examining data 
through regression analysis. The choice of studying sepa-
rately manufacturing firms and retailers/designers further 
restricts the size of the backshoring sample. Therefore, a 
qualitative investigation seemed the most appropriate first 

step for exploring a still relatively small phenomenon on 
which previous evidence is scanty at both industry and con-
text levels. First, a descriptive picture of backshoring strat-
egies (versus “only-offshoring” initiatives) is provided in 
relation to several characteristics of firms, products, produc-
tion processes and offshoring initiatives. This first step also 
involves a focus on backshoring in terms of type of activities 
brought back, implementation mode and strategy implica-
tions. The second step includes a comparative exploration of 
the motivations that led firms to opt for producing domesti-
cally or returning all or parts of production back home from 
offshore. The importance of staying at home and backshor-
ing drivers are analysed through descriptive statistics and 
compared using a t-test for equality of means7. This second 
section is supported by textual data from firms that further 
explained their reasons for keeping manufacturing domesti-
cally or backshoring. The third step entails an analysis of 
the large number of further open-ended responses, which 
include comments on the weaknesses of the industry as well 
as suggestions for policy initiatives in support of domes-
tic production and the sector. Each response was coded to 
explore the main industry’s difficulties that have affected 
manufacturing location decisions, and to understand the 
future potential for the UK T&A manufacturing.

4  Findings

4.1  Descriptive analysis: offshoring, backshoring 
and staying at home

Table 2 shows the percentage of offshoring and backshoring 
firms in the sample. In manufacturing, approximately 24% 
of firms went abroad, of which 21% implemented backshor-
ing and 2% planned to move production back to the UK. 
As concerns retailers/designers, around 43% of companies 
offshored and, amongst these, nearly 24% decided to bring 
manufacturing back (with 15% having already implemented 
backshoring). Therefore, almost one quarter of offshoring 
firms in the sample reassessed the location of manufactur-
ing by bringing (or at least planning to bring) it back home. 
This confirms the presence of a backshoring trend in the 
UK T&A industry.

Table 3 summarises the main characteristics of manu-
facturing firms. These companies are mostly micro (< 10 
employees), set up before the 1990s, and specialised in the 
activities ranging from product design and development 
to the supply of finished products, especially high-end 

6 Results are available upon request from the authors.

7 A long debate exists on the use of parametric versus non-paramet-
ric tests for statistically analysing Likert-scale ordinal data. How-
ever, recent research has shown the equivalent power of both, and the 
robustness of parametric tests even with small sample sizes and non-
normal distributions (Murray 2013).
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textile, apparel, outwear and accessories for both domestic 
and international markets. Amongst them, there is a high 
share of Original Design Manufacturers (ODM), which 
carry out all stages involved in the production of a fin-
ished product, including design and product development 
processes. Looking at differences in the characteristics of 
the firms that retained production domestically and those 
that offshored, the latter have a higher portion of older 
businesses established before the financial crisis (when 
offshoring in the industry was still largely the preferred 
strategy). These firms target more the mass- and mid-
dle- market compared to the high-end segment, which 
usually requires higher quality, supervision of production 
and dependency to suppliers that make companies more 
inclined to keep manufacturing at home (e.g., Benstead 
et al. 2017).

Amongst those manufacturers that offshored production, 
businesses that planned or implemented backshoring have a 
higher percentage of both micro and large firms. This is in 
line with the existing literature (e.g., Boffelli and Johansson 
2020; Merino et al. 2021), which highlights how, in addition 
to large firms, very small companies have the same if not 
higher propensity to bring production back because of scarce 
financial resources and difficulties in coordinating foreign 
facilities. Backshoring firms are also less specialised in tex-
tiles and more in apparel, outwear and sportswear compared 
to only-offshoring firms, as textile production is more capi-
tal-intensive (Taplin 2006), less dependent on manual labour 
(Moore et al. 2018) and therefore less suitable for being 
offshored (and backshored). With respect to the sportswear 
sector, backshoring might be motivated by the need of co-
locating production with R&D, which is particularly key in 
this type of products often relying on highly innovative new 
materials (e.g., Lica et al. 2020). A similar explanation can 
be provided for the outwear sector. Moreover, backshoring 
firms have a higher portion of ODM firms producing high-
end products, where manufacturing processes are inherently 

more complex to monitor and coordinate cross-boundaries 
(e.g., Martínez-Mora and Merino 2014).

Turning to the characteristics of the offshoring initiatives 
(Table 4), manufacturers mostly offshored activities ranging 
from sample development to product finishing, in addition 
to fabric manufacturing, to Asia (particularly China) due to 
labour cost savings, as well as access to skills and knowledge 
through outsourcing to foreign suppliers. Firms that moved 
production back to the UK had a higher share of product mak-
ing and finishing stages offshore; they located less in China 
compared to the only-offshoring firms, with a slightly higher 
share of firms that had originally shifted production abroad 
because of trade facilitations and access to raw materials. Thus, 
in the case of manufacturing firms, offshoring motivations 
seem mostly driven by resource- and efficiency-seeking moti-
vations both in the case of only-offshoring and backshoring 
firms, reflecting a combination of both TCE and RBV theoreti-
cal perspectives. These motives – labour cost saving and access 
to skills and knowledge – are among the main drivers of inter-
national production activities emphasised in previous studies 
on offshoring (e.g., Canham and Hamilton 2013; Javalgi et al. 
2009; Manning et al. 2008; Mihalache and Mihalache 2016).

Turning to retailers/designers (Table  5), these are 
mostly micro firms specialised in high-end apparel, 
accessories, outwear and footwear, and focusing on the 
design, development, and delivery of products. Firms that 
offshored have a higher share of larger companies (> 10 
employees) and a lower proportion of very young firms; 
they are more specialised in apparel, as well as in in-house 
activities of design and development of products. Unsur-
prisingly, a lower share of such firms is targeting only the 
domestic demand and a higher portion serves both domes-
tic and international markets. By looking at differences 
in the characteristics of only-offshoring and backshoring 
companies, the latter are younger, smaller, and slightly 
more specialised in sportswear – like manufacturing firms 
– than in footwear. Indeed, several respondents empha-
sised how the UK footwear industry has gradually been 
eroded by large-scale offshoring, making it difficult to 
manufacture products domestically. Moreover, relative to 
only-offshoring, backshoring firms focus more on high-
end products, with a slightly lower portion of companies 
specialised in design and development activities and a 
higher share targeting both domestic and international 
markets. This supports previous research on the sector, 
which emphasised how backshoring is unlikely to occur 
in low-cost market segments (Fratocchi and Di Stefano 
2019).

Looking at firms that offshored (Table 6), these mostly 
moved abroad the stages ranging from prototype prepara-
tion to the finishing of products to Asia (especially China), 
because of access to skills and knowledge and labour cost 
savings by mainly outsourcing to foreign Cut Make Trim 

Table 2  Sample’s characteristics: offshoring and backshoring

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

Variable Category Manufacturing 
firms (percent 
frequency)

Retailers/Designers 
(percent frequency)

Full sample 
(N=199)

Full sample 
(N=489)

Offshoring Yes 24.12 43.35
No 75.88 56.65

Offshoring 
(N=48)

Offshoring 
(N=212)

Backshoring Implemented 20.83 14.62
Planned 2.08 8.96
Not planned 77.08 76.42
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(CMT) and Original Equipment Manufacturing (OEM) 
firms. Indeed, as seen above, offshoring firms are more 
specialised in in-house activities of product design and 
development, thus mostly relying on suppliers for the sub-
sequent production stages, including sampling and prototyp-
ing activities. If we split the offshoring sample, backshoring 
companies offshored less to Eastern Europe and more to 
Asia (excluding China) and Western Europe. The Eastern 
EU context offers the possibility of combining cost advan-
tages, specialised skills, and proximity to the final market: 
firms might thus be less inclined to move production back 
from this area. In this regard, Eastern Europe has been also 
identified as a popular “nearshoring” (i.e., relocation of pro-
duction to nearby rather than home countries) geographical 
area for firms in Western Europe (e.g., Merino et al. 2021).

Backshoring firms were also slightly less motivated by 
trade facilitations and more by access to advanced machin-
ery and equipment when offshoring production: the avail-
ability of new technologies in the UK might be behind the 
choice to re-consider domestic production (e.g., Ancarani 
et al. 2019; Hasan 2018). More generally, as for manufac-
turers, offshoring motivations were overall mainly linked 
to resource- and efficiency-seeking location strategies and 
based on both cost- and value- related aspects, in line with 
TCE and RBV determinants. Thus, our results are in line 
with the academic literature which often describes offshor-
ing as an international strategy aimed at reducing costs and/
or accessing specialised and productive resources (e.g., 
Jensen and Pedersen 2011). Backshoring firms are also more 
prone to outsource to CMT and OEM, rather than to suppli-
ers performing also design and branding: firms less depend-
ent on the relationship with suppliers (as in the case of CMT 
and OEM, where the offshoring company remains in control 
of high value stages) are indeed more likely to bring produc-
tion back domestically (e.g., Di Mauro et al. 2018).

Looking at the backshoring process (Table 7), manufac-
turing firms mostly brought back the stages of product mak-
ing and finishing using own domestic facilities. This strategy 
generally resulted in increases of product quality, acquisi-
tion of new clients and recruitment of new skilled workforce 
linked to the higher volumes of production manufactured 
in-house. Retailers/designers predominately brought back 
activities ranging from sample development to product fin-
ishing by outsourcing to external domestic suppliers. The 
main consequences for backshoring firms have been an 
increase in product quality and innovation-related activities, 
and investments in new competences and skills.

4.2  Staying at home and backshoring: same 
drivers?

This section is based on the assumption that motivations for 
originally keeping production at home (i.e., not offshoring) So
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are similar to those pushing firms to bring manufacturing 
back; yet, we expect to find different incentives according to 
the GVC role, i.e., manufacturers and retailers/designers. To 
the best of our knowledge, there is only one study exploring 
the motivations behind retaining production at home ver-
sus backshoring (Canham and Hamilton 2013): the study 
focuses more generally on consumer and industrial goods 
sectors in New Zealand.

As shown in Fig. 1 (details in Table 10 in the Appen-
dix), according to survey responses of both manufactur-
ers and retailers/designers (i.e., the full sample), the most 
important reasons for keeping production domestically are 
the “Made in Britain” label, shorter lead times/delivery 
reliability, the possibility of monitoring production, and 
lower purchase order rigidity. Respondents indicated pro-
duction control as the most important driver for bringing 
manufacturing back to the UK, followed by shorter lead 
times/delivery reliability, lower rigidity with orders, as 
well as higher operational flexibility and responsiveness. 
Environmental and social sustainability were deemed as 
an important theme for both staying at home and back-
shoring firms. The only factor with a statistically signifi-
cant higher rating for backshoring firms is proximity to 
R&D and product development, while brand’s reputation 

through the “Made in Britain” label matters relatively 
more for companies who never internationalised produc-
tion. Similarly, Canham and Hamilton (2013) found that 
reasons for staying at home are very similar to those that 
give rise to backshoring. These are the “made in” effect, a 
sense of patriotism, production control, small production 
runs, flexibility and ability to deliver quickly as well as 
higher quality.

For staying at home manufacturers, the “Made in Britain” 
label, production control, shorter lead times/delivery reli-
ability and access to qualified skills and knowledge are the 
most important drivers. The key factors leading manufactur-
ers to move production back to the UK are access to skills 
and knowledge and the possibility of monitoring production. 
Three motivations have a statistically significant higher rat-
ing for staying at home compared to backshoring in manu-
facturing: the “Made in Britain” label, shorter lead times/
delivery reliability as well as physical and cultural prox-
imity. Staying at home retailers/designers are mostly moti-
vated by lower purchase order rigidity, the “Made in Brit-
ain” label, and shorter lead times/delivery reliability, whilst 
production control is the most important driver for bringing 
manufacturing back to the UK. Both staying at home and 
backshoring retailers/designers regarded environmental and 

Staying at 
home Backshoring

Key Drivers

Manufacturing
firms

Retailers
DesignersFull sample

• Made in Britain label
• Shorter lead 

mes/delivery
reliability

• Pr on control
• Lower purchase order

rigidity
• Environmental and

social sustainability

Manufacturing
firms

Retailers
DesignersFull sample

• Pr on control
• Shorter lead 

mes/delivery
reliability

• Lower purchase order
rigidity

• Higher ope onal 
flexibility and
responsiveness

• Proximity to R&D
and product 
development

• Made in Britain label
• Pr on control
• Shorter lead 

mes/delivery 
reliability

• Access to qualified
skills and knowledge

• Lower purchase order
rigidity

• Environmental and
social sustainability

• Physical and cultural 
proximity

• Access to qualified
skills and knowledge

• Pr on control

• Lower purchase order
rigidity

• Made in Britain label
• Shorter lead 

mes/delivery
reliability

• Environmental and
social sustainability

• Pr on control
• Shorter lead 

mes/delivery
reliability

• Lower purchase order
rigidity

• Higher oper
flexibility and 
responsiveness

• Product
higher quality and 

of 
products

• Environmental and
social sustainability

• Proximity to R&D and 
product development

• Availability of 
infrastructures

Proximity-driven 
(market-seeking)

Value-driven 
(strategic-seeking)

Assets-driven 
(resource-seeking)

Fig. 1  Key drivers of staying at home and backshoring strategies. 
Source: Authors’ own elaboration. Notes: Drivers highlighted in bold 
are those with a statistically significant higher rating in the compari-
son (performed using a t-test for equality of means) between staying 
at home and backshoring motivations. For example, as concerns the 

full sample, the Made in Britain label shows a statistically significant 
higher rating for staying at home companies (compared to the back-
shoring ones), while proximity to R&D and product development has 
a statistically significant higher rating for backshoring firms (com-
pared to the staying at home ones)
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social sustainability as an important driver for operating at 
home. A few factors have a statistically significant higher 
rating for backshoring compared to staying at home retail-
ers/designers: operational flexibility and higher responsive-
ness, product innovation, higher quality and customisation 
of products, proximity to R&D and product development, as 
well as availability of infrastructure.

To summarise, proximity forces, partially overlapping 
with market-seeking motivations, seem to represent the main 
reasons for producing in the UK rather than abroad, both 
for staying at home and backshoring firms. In this respect, 
the latter firms could be driven either by the possibility of 
reducing coordination or monitoring costs offshore (a TCE-
based explanation) or by changes in the firm’s competitive 
priorities (aligning to a RBV perspective). However, in our 
study, value-related factors, which are more linked to stra-
tegic asset-seeking motivations, differ in the two strategic 
decisions.

On the one hand, the “Made in Britain” label is more 
important for staying at home firms. Previous research has 
emphasised how the “Made-in effect” seems to be particu-
larly relevant as a key source of distinctive competitive 
advantage in the T&A industry (Barney 1991). Consumers 
tend to associate product quality with a positive image of the 
production country, particularly in terms of competences’ 
availability, traditional craftsmanship, greater attention to 
ethical values or, more generally, patriotic feelings (Ancarani 
et al. 2015; Grappi et al. 2018; Macchion et al. 2015). Over 
the last decade, there has been an increasing demand for the 
“Made in Britain” brand linked to tradition and higher qual-
ity (The Alliance Project 2017). In the open-ended replies, 
most staying at home firms justified domestic production as 
a way of investing in local skills and competences, as well as 
of supporting employment, creativity, heritage, authenticity, 
and the “national” image of the UK T&A industry. In this 
regard, firms that have decided to not offshore and produce 
domestically might value even more the symbolic connec-
tion between their products and the home country.

On the other hand, the possibility of being closer to R&D 
and product development operations is more significant for 
backshoring companies. In fact, backshoring retailers and 
designers give more weight to innovation, quality, and cus-
tomisation of products. In accordance with the RBV view, 
these firms might have changed their competitive priorities 
through a search for a higher quality of products in the UK 
compared to offshore. Scholarly research has shown how 
consumer demand has become growingly sophisticated in 
search for higher quality, innovative and customised prod-
ucts, encouraging the relocation of manufacturing activities 
close to the most strategic stages of design and develop-
ment (Bailey and De Propris 2014; Pisano and Shih 2012). 
Monitoring production is also deemed as particularly impor-
tant by those retailers and designers who decided to bring 

manufacturing back home. This may be explained by the 
need of reducing the transaction costs of monitoring and 
coordinating production offshore.

For manufacturers, firms that have never offshored value 
more cultural proximity (classifiable as a strategic asset-
seeking factor), while all firms (particularly those backshor-
ing) emphasise the access to domestic skills and knowledge, 
following a resource-seeking motivation. In the open-ended 
responses, some of these companies remarked the existence 
of specific highly specialised local skills difficult to find 
elsewhere (e.g., knitting). Unsurprisingly, cost-driven fac-
tors are amongst the least rated as motives for producing 
domestically both by manufacturers and retailers/designers.

In the general transition from mere cost-related motiva-
tions to a greater focus on knowledge, intangible assets, and 
value creation for determining the location of manufactur-
ing (Albertoni et al. 2017; Cantwell 2009; Dunning 2009; 
Ellram et al. 2013), market- and strategic asset-seeking 
advantages have been identified by the literature as the main 
determinants of backshoring (Ancarani et al. 2015; Arlbjørn 
and Mikkelsen 2014). Our findings, however, highlight also 
some heterogeneity between staying at home and backshor-
ing motivations, further emphasised by the different GVC 
function played by the firms.

4.3  Firm‑level perceptions of industry’s difficulties 
and policy intervention

Here we analyse the comments provided by 41% of the total 
688 respondents in an optional question at the end of the 
survey. Table 8 shows a summary of the main industry’s 
difficulties and recommendations identified by both manu-
facturers and retailers/designers.

A sharp disconnection seems to emerge according to the 
firms’ value chain function. On the one hand, manufactur-
ers complained of being ignored by domestic retailers, who 
often offshored production rather than supporting domes-
tic producers. Furthermore, a widespread feeling amongst 
them, particularly micro firms, is that of being inadequately 
supported by the government through financial funding and 
training for depleting manufacturing skills (e.g., pattern, 
grading, sewing, cutting) – particularly threatened by the 
lack of young people interested in learning such compe-
tences – and the absence of investment to boost employment 
and the industry image. Some of their comments were: “Due 
to lack of government support for small businesses and lack 
of training in the UK, skills are depleted with the last gen-
eration”; “UK manufacturing needs more recognition and 
an image boost. Anyone studying fashion in the UK should 
see manufacturing as an attractive career option”; “The UK 
has an amazing capacity for innovation and more support 
for this should be in place through better financial support”; 
“The government does not realise how big this industry is 
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and I hope for our young generation that this industry is 
taken seriously”.

On the other hand, retailers and designers justified their 
decisions to offshore production mainly because of the scar-
city of domestic manufacturing facilities and specialisations 
in components (e.g., laces, elastics, trims, waterproof tex-
tiles), products (e.g., footwear, hats, gloves, faux fur) and 
production stages (e.g., printing, embroidery, trimming). 
Although most of them claimed to be highly willing to 
source manufacturing from UK producers, the extremely 
high costs and large volumes of production often required 
have prevented them from relying on local manufacturing. 
For example, firms wrote: “We are a very small business 
manufacturing high quality shoes in Portugal, if there was 
an option to manufacture in the UK we would have followed 
this route, but the footwear industry has been steadily eroded 
in the country”; “We would like to manufacture in the UK, 
but we feel that the skills and machinery are not here”; “I 
would love to manufacture products in the UK and have 
done a lot of research into this. The main issue is cost. With 
labour costs on the rise, we simply cannot manufacture prod-
ucts for the price a customer wants to pay”; “We design and 
produce samples in the UK, but to complete the garments in 
bulk we have no choice but to manufacture abroad”; “A lot 
of factories are closing because a lot of work is outsourced 
and the few that are left prefer bigger dockets, so smaller 
brands are finding it very hard to get factories that would 
take small production runs”.

Generally, retailers and designers display a negative percep-
tion of domestic manufacturing, which is defined not only as 
expensive compared to overseas, but also often characterised by 
lower quality and production standards. According to retailers/
designers’ comments, the lack of manufacturing skills, techni-
cal expertise, innovation, machineries and equipment are all 
severe constraints: many expressed frustration in dealing with 
local manufacturers because of inefficiency, lack of availability 
or very slow response, late deliveries, and poor flexibility with 
designs and orders. Some comments were: “There is a huge 
issue of producing high-quality products in UK. The skills and 
equipment have been lost since most of manufacturing has 
moved abroad”; “There is a need to invest in technology and 
skillset. The UK factories are often behind in these areas as well 
as in quality. A lot of factories do not have enough space to fully 
operate, leaving it a bit unorganised and resulting in late deliv-
ery”; “We would love to have access to affordable local, national 
manufacturing facilities for our designs. However, the lack of 
skills and of affordable fabrics in the UK make this a hobby 
project rather than a commercially sound trajectory”.

Both manufacturers and retailers/designers ask for gov-
ernment financial incentives and support in encouraging 
a “Made in Britain” label for T&A production, towards 
which awareness amongst customers over the last decade 
has increased: “There is a shift in domestic consumers valu-
ing made in UK. We should have British-made makers mark 
again and would like the government to encourage this”. All 
firms raise the key issue of sustainability with a request for 

Table 8  Difficulties and recommendations for domestic production: a firm-level perspective

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
At the end of the survey, 282 respondents (57 manufacturers and 225 retailers/designers) optionally left a final comment on the main industry’s 
difficulties and recommendations for sustaining the sector. All responses were manually coded. The percentages reported in the table refer to the 
frequency each difficulty/recommendation is mentioned by respondents to this open-ended question in each category (e.g., 12% of the 57 manu-
facturers leaving a final comment on the industry mentioned the issue of the Made in Britain label)

Manufacturing firms Retailers/Designers

Difficulties Difficulties
Lack of awareness of the Made in Britain label (12%) Low quality and standard of production (12%)
Lack of government support on the production side (11%) Extremely high production costs (11%)
Unavailability of skilled workers in various sectors (9%) Lack of know-how, manufacturing, and technical skills (10%)
Skills depleting with the last generation (9%) Lack of specialist expertise/factories (9%)
High production costs and low quality of suppliers (9%) Large volumes of production required (8%)
Lack of support from UK retailers (8%) Not responsive/inefficient manufacturers (6%)
Firms unwilling to pay the (higher) price for producing domestically (5%) Poor flexibility with designs and late deliveries (3%)
High costs in establishing a vertical manufacturing unit (2%) Lack of advanced machinery (3%)
Recommendations Recommendations
Financial incentives in support of small firms and start-ups (18%) Financial help for small businesses and start-ups (8%)
Textile-related subjects re-introduced in schools (14%) Facilitate connections between start-ups and suppliers (7%)
Investments for promoting the image of domestic manufacturing (12%) Investments in skills, training, and image (6%)
Incentives in support of manufacturing skills (12%) Investments in innovation and technologies (4%)
More socially and environmentally responsible practices (9%) Better regulation for ethical/sustainable practices (4%)
Funding for remote areas (7%) More flexibility in terms of easy loans (3%)
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financial incentives to help producers to adopt more socially 
and environmentally responsible practices. In this respect, 
both media and scholars have recently pointed out how some 
manufacturers reduce labour costs through labour exploita-
tion (e.g., informal subcontracting and employment), with 
the aim of maintaining profit levels and meeting the need of 
domestic retailers and designers (Hammer and Plugor 2016; 
The Guardian 2020).

To conclude, many industry’s difficulties are currently pre-
venting firms from producing or moving manufacturing back 
to the UK, with backshoring being regarded as an attractive, 
but rarely feasible option to pursue. In a few cases, firms even 
regretted the choice of bringing production back: “We moved 
all production to the UK in light of Brexit to make us a 100% 
British brand. However, this has been the worst decision ever. 
The costs have increased, and the quality is far from what we 
were getting overseas”. The implications of Brexit for domestic 
sourcing/production seem to be contrasting amongst firms, with 
a few manufacturers reporting an increasing number of orders 
from UK clients, and several retailers and designers declaring 
to have planned to move production back home or to offshore 
(Casadei and Iammarino 2021).

5  Discussion and conclusion

Over the last decade, some firms have moved all or parts 
of production back to the home country. The small extent 
and confidentiality of the relocation strategy have made 
it difficult to identify the actual relevance and modali-
ties of the phenomenon. While large-scale production is 
unlikely to come back to advances economies, changes in 
a variety of dynamic factors such as costs, demand, tech-
nologies, and political and trade relationships may result 
in manufacturing becoming increasingly geographically 
concentrated, with firms opting for selecting or poten-
tially combining offshore and at home production based 
on different conditions. Indeed, offshoring, backshoring 
and staying at home decisions are inherently complex 
and dependent on features highly heterogenous across 
countries, industries, firm functions, and products.

Our findings show the presence of a backshoring phe-
nomenon in the UK T&A industry, uncovering differ-
ences in the strategies of firms playing different GVA 
functions. In line with recent research, both micro and 
large firms seem to be more likely to move manufac-
turing back; backshoring firms are also more focused 
on the high-end market, compared to offshoring firms 
that target more the mass- and middle- market. From a 
TCE perspective, mass-market production, usually char-
acterised by lower quality and hence lower monitoring 
and coordination costs, may be more likely to be per-
formed offshore. Backshoring firms are less specialised 

in textiles – relatively more capital-intensive, thus less 
suitable for being offshored – and more in apparel, 
outwear and sportswear. In this respect, the relocation 
choice responds also to the need of reinforcing particular 
technological competencies through proximity between 
production and R&D.

Overall, offshoring and backshoring are both mostly 
linked to resource/asset- and efficiency- seeking motiva-
tions, particularly labour-cost savings in the first case 
and restructuring in the latter. Combining TCE and RBV 
perspectives, firms seem to base their offshoring deci-
sion on both cost- and value- related aspects; retailers/
designers appear to be more likely to bring production 
back domestically.

The few backshoring manufacturing firms mostly 
brought back the activities of product making and fin-
ishing using own domestic facilities, with the purpose 
of increasing product quality and acquiring new clients. 
Retailers/designers predominately brought back more 
stages of the garment production process by outsourc-
ing to domestic suppliers, with an increase in product 
quality and innovation-related activities, in addition to 
investments in new competences and skills.

Our results show also important differences between 
staying at home and backshoring incentives. Whilst prox-
imity explanations – i.e., being closer to the final market 
– represent the main reasons for producing in the UK for 
both types of firms, value-related factors strictly linked 
to strategic asset-seeking motivations differ across the 
two groups: the “Made in Britain” label is more impor-
tant for firms who never internationalised production, 
while being closer to R&D and product development 
activities is more significant for backshoring companies. 
Particularly backshoring retailers and designers appear 
to search for innovation, quality, customisation of prod-
ucts and production monitoring, driven by the need of 
reducing offshore coordination costs in line with the TCE 
approach. Manufacturers (particularly those backshoring) 
emphasise more the possibility of accessing skills and 
knowledge domestically, responding to resource-seeking 
motivations.

Previous literature has highlighted how restoring 
industrial competitiveness in advanced economies which 
have long relied upon offshoring strategies might not be 
an easy process, particularly in labour-intensive indus-
tries such as T&A. Our findings clearly indicate that 
current shortages of domestic manufacturing facilities 
and specialisations, skills and technical competences, 
machineries and equipment, are all regarded by retailers 
and designers as severe constraints to home production. 
Most firms pointed to significant obstacles to producing 
domestically, making backshoring a largely unfeasible 
option.
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Brexit represents a further alarming factor: firms 
urge prompt interventions in support of manufacturing, 
particularly those that now need to source production 
domestically because of constrains in European and inter-
national production networks (Financial Times 2021). 
Firms ask the government to support manufacturing 
through financial incentives and training for depleting 
skills and capabilities – threatened by an ageing labour 
force – and call for new investments in employment, the 
“Made in Britain” label, and in industry sustainability, 
which has been recently threatened by worrying evidence 
on labour exploitation. In a scenario where businesses 
will increasingly combine domestic manufacturing and 
offshoring to meet the trade-off between shorter value 
chains and low labour costs, public support to the indus-
try is deemed urgent and essential. While some products 
or inputs require little innovation or intellectual property 
protection and can be produced at the lowest possible 
cost offshore, others, more complex, need constant inno-
vation, benefitting from proximity to the final market 
(Kano 2018).

Our research has several limitations. While we were 
able to collect a high number of replies, we could only 
explore a low number of backshoring cases, and we opted 

for a qualitative description of our information. A further 
validation of the associations observed between produc-
tion strategies – and particularly backshoring – and firms 
characteristics is needed, possibly on a larger sample. 
Moreover, the survey was conducted in a period char-
acterised by huge uncertainty linked to Brexit and the 
fears of leaving the EU without a deal, which undoubt-
edly biased firms’ perceptions. A replication of the same 
study post-Brexit – in progress at the moment of writing 
– would help grasping important insights on the implica-
tions of the final UK’s withdrawal from the EU on back-
shoring and the potential for domestic production. Future 
research should also replicate the study in a different 
industry and/or country to further the understanding of 
contingencies, drivers, and obstacles to the backshoring 
phenomenon.

5.1  Disclosure statement

The authors have no competing interests to declare that are 
relevant to the content of this article.

Appendix

Table 9  Total population of UK 
T&A manufacturing firms and 
retailers/designers

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
Data were retrieved from the Inter-Departmental Business Register (IDBR) – (Office for National Statis-
tics, 2019). Manufacturers were identified according to the 3-digit SIC codes: 13.1 Preparation and spin-
ning of textile fibres, 13.2 Weaving of textiles, 13.3. Finishing of textiles, 14.1 Manufacture of wearing 
apparel, except fur apparel, 14.2 Manufacture of articles of fur, 14.3 Manufacture of knitted and crocheted 
apparel, 15.1 Tanning and dressing of leather; manufacture of luggage, handbags, saddlery, and harness; 
dressing and dyeing of fur, 15.2 Manufacture of footwear. Retailers were identified according to the 4-digit 
codes 47.71 Retail sale of clothing in specialised stores, 47.72 Retail sale of footwear and leather goods in 
specialised stores and 47.82 Retail sale via stalls and markets of textiles, clothing, and footwear (SIC 2007)

Variable Category Manufacturing firms (5,825) Retailers/Designers (14,415)
Percent Frequency Percent Frequency

Number of employees 0 - 9 (micro) 81.89 89.56
10 - 49 (small) 14.85 8.39
50 - 249 (medium) 3.00 1.25
250 + (large) 0.26 0.80
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