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Abstract
Purpose of the paper: In recent years, companies are often rethinking their
production localization decisions; among different alternatives, they are also
considering the relocation of manufacturing activities at the home country (i.e. backshoring). The purpose of this work is to verify the relationships between the decision
to repatriate production (independently of the adopted governance mode) and two of
the pillars of sustainability, namely the environmental and the social one.
Methodology: Authors implemented an explorative approach based on an
extensive literature review of 105 articles and book chapters indexed on Elsevier
Scopus and published up to August 2018. The selected documents have been analyzed
conceptualizing environmental and social sustainability under three different
perspectives, namely motivation/driver, result/outcome and barrier/enabling factor
for back-shoring strategies.
Results: Results show a growing interest of back-shoring scholars on sustainability
issues, with respect to both, the social and the environmental pillar. While these
elements have been mainly conceptualized as back-shoring motivations, more
recently sustainability has been also considered as a barrier/enabling factor for backshoring strategies.
Research limitations: Due to the explorative nature of the study, generalizability
of the results is limited.
Practical implications: The paper provides insights to policy makers who may
implement policies to support back-shoring which also enhance environmental and
social sustainability of manufacturing. The paper also offers some useful insights
for managers, and suggest them to take into count of environmental and social
sustainability when implementing backshoring decisions. Lastly, the paper contributes
to the academic debate showing some avenues for future research.
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environmental
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1. Introduction
Sustainability has been defined as the possibility to cope with the needs
of the current generations without compromising those of future ones.
The sustainability concept has been conceptualized as organized in three
different pillars: environmental, social and economic. They represent the
“triple bottom line” mentioned in the “Brundtland Report” which also
identifies them as “planet”, “people” and “prosperity” (Brundtland et al.,
1987). Environmental sustainability is the ability to avoid the depletion of
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non-renewable resources and to reduce the pollution created by human
activities. Social sustainability concerns the ability to spread at the worldwide level the social well-being. Finally, the economic pillar refers to the
equitable and efficient distribution of resources at a global level.
It has been widely recognized that productive activities have an impact
on all three dimensions of sustainability (Sutherland et al., 2016). Therefore,
decisions regarding the place where production activities take place have
a significant impact on the firms’ sustainability. Based on this evidence,
various scholars investigating the off-shoring and global sourcing issues
have focused their attention on the sustainability issues interconnected
with the delocalization of manufacturing activities (Jia and Jiang, 2018).
However, these authors have mainly focused their attention on the
economic sustainability issue and have investigated almost exclusively
headquartered in economically developed countries.
Authors under discussion agree that off-shoring and global sourcing are
radically changing the geographical distribution of production activities
having heavy environmental impacts (Akyelken and Keller, 2014). More
specifically, numerous polluting industries are shifting their production
activities into geographical contexts where environmental legislation is
less severe (Sawhney and Rastogi, 2015). In other words, as increasingly
stringent European regulations are reducing contaminating emissions in
Europe, global emissions are growing due to off-shoring and the creation
of longer supply chains. Scholars have, therefore, invited managers to pay
more attention to the implications of their carbon footprint and to the
social impact of their procurement decisions (Christopher et al., 2011).
In other words, it is pointed out that a positive result from an economic
point of view is not necessarily combined with a positive impact in terms
of social and environmental sustainability. In this sense, it must be taken
into account that decisions for off-shoring and global sourcing can also
lead to an increase in income disparities in the world (Milberg, 2008). At
the same time, it has been verified that companies select their suppliers
also according their profile in terms of social responsibility, usually obtain
better financial performance (Thornton et al., 2013).
Less attention has been given to the study of the possible impact the
different dimensions of sustainability may have on the choice of a company
to relocate production in the country of origin (back-shoring). However,
since the beginning back-shoring scholars highlighted that “heightened
emphasis on sustainability [...] drove firms to re-consider the appropriate
‘shoring’ decision” (Tate, 2014, 66 ). More recently, Heikkilä et al., (2018b,
382) have shown that sustainability and ethics in the supply chain are
increasingly important reasons for the relocation of production. More
specifically, the authors believe that the negative environmental impacts
and the violation of human rights - increasingly widespread in the countries
of delocalization - induce manufacturers to reconsider the location of their
productive activities. Finally, Orzes and Sarkis (2019) highlighted that “the
relationship between reshoring, or global supply chain reconfiguration,
and environmental sustainability is relatively unexplored”, adding that this
issue is relevant not only for scholars but also for practitioners and policy
makers.

The purpose of this article is to shed new light on the link (if any)
between sustainability and back-shoring. In this respect, authors present
and discuss results of an in-depth literature review, based on Elsevier
Scopus indexed articles and book chapters published up to December
2018. Starting with 96 documents found through the use of specific
keywords, authors identified 33 (around one-third of the total sampled
literature) that address - in a more or less thorough manner - the issue of
sustainability in back-shoring strategies.
Having in mind the previously-mentioned “triple bottom line”, it has
been recognized that the economic pillar represents a prerequisite for
the other two, the social and the environmental ones (Gualandris et al.,
2014). Therefore, the authors decided to focus their attention on only
these last two elements: social and environmental sustainability. This is
also consistent with the request by Sirilertsuwan et al. (2018), which - in
their literature review on “proximity production” (i.e. near the place of
consumption) - indicates in these two pillars the most neglected issue in
previous studies.
The rest of the article is structured in five sections, of which the
first summarizes the state of the art of knowledge on the back-shoring
phenomenon and proposes the three research questions to which
the authors intend to respond. The following section is focused on
methodological aspects and illustrates the criteria used for the selection
of the analyzed literature. Findings arising the structured literature review,
are discussed in Section four, while hypotheses for future research are
presented (Section 5). The concluding section contains final reflections in
terms of implications for practitioners and policy makers, as well as the
limitations of the present study.
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2. Manufacturing back-shoring: tate of the art and research questions
Location-decisions regarding production activities have been
extensively analyzed in international business and supply chain
management studies. Many theoretical approaches have been used,
including: Internationalization Process Model (Johanson and Vahlne,
1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson and Vahlne, 1977,
1990); Resource Based View (RBV) (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984);
Dynamic Capabilities (Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2007); Transaction Cost
Economics (TCE) (Williamson, 1975); Dunning’s “eclectic paradigm”
(1980, 1988); Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) (Pfeffer and Salancik,
1978); and Contingency theory (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Pennings,
1992). These approaches, and in particular the Internationalization Process
Model proposed one, conceptualize the firm’s internationalization process
as a linear process. In other words, the presence of a company abroad
can only grow over the time. However, some scholars have suggested
that firms can use different combinations of entry and exit strategies in
international markets (Axinn and Matthyssens, 2002) and/or may have
periods of rapid internationalization followed by periods of consolidation
and even downsizing (Bell et al., 2001, p. 177). In this respect, Vissak
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(2010) introduced the concept of nonlinear internationalization according
to which phases of increase in the international presence of a company
are followed by phases of reduction (see also: Vissak and Francioni, 2013;
Vissak et al., 2012). Based on this framework, Fratocchi et al. (2014a,
b; 2015) proposed a two-steps internationalization process of firm’s
production activities: the first concerns the off-shoring decision - that is,
the decision to locate production abroad, regardless of the governance
model adopted (in- vs. out-sourcing); the second concerns the possible
revision of the initial offshoring decisions. In this sense, companies may
choose one of the following alternatives:
a) “back-shoring”: a company headquartered in the country A (home
country) relocates at the country of origin manufacturing activities
earlier offshored in the country B (host country);
b) “near-shoring”: a company headquartered in a country A (home
country) decides to relocate offshored production previously offshored
in the host country B in a second host country C located in its home
region;
c) “further off-shoring”: a company headquartered in a country A (home
country) decides to relocate offshored production previously offshored
in the host country B in a second host country D located further away.
Among the three alternatives, back-shoring is the one that has been
most extensively investigated by scholars (Stentoft et al., 2018; Wiesmann
et al., 2017; Barbieri et al., 2018) but also more discussed by policy makers
(De Backer et al., 2016; Guenther, 2012, Livesey, 2012). More precisely,
the interest of the scientific community in back-shoring manufacturing
has been growing since 2007, the year of publication of the article by
Kinkel et al. focused on the phenomenon of back-sourcing in Germany
(for a more detailed analysis, see the following paragraph). In the
following years, attention to the subject has steadily increased; in 2018,
over 20 publications have addressed it. Analyzing the contents of the
publications issued so far on the back-shoring manufacturing, it emerges
that the academic community have been used different terms to identify
the phenomenon of relocation at the home country, including: reshoring,
re-shoring, back-shoring, backshoring, etc. (Wiesmann et al., 2016). Such
relocation decisions have been implemented by both, large enterprises and
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), operating in a differentiated set of
manufacturing industries (Stentoft et al., 2016a). Scholars pointed out the
back-shoring decision is complex and can be influenced simultaneously
by numerous elements (Wiesmann et al., 2016); while the drivers of the
phenomenon have been extensively analyzed over the years, the analysis
of the barriers has received less attention (Engström et al., 2018 a, b). As
far as drivers are concerned, Stentoft et al. (2016a) identify seven different
categories: (i) costs, (ii) quality, (iii) time and flexibility, (iv) access to skills
and knowledge, (v) risks, (vi) market and (vii) other factors. Fratocchi et
al. (2016) suggest back-shoring motivations may be classified according
the environment they belong to (internal vs external) and the company
strategic aims (value creations vs cost reduction). Finally, Barbieri et
al., (2018) point out back-shoring decision making is one of the less
investigated issues and suggest future research should specifically address

such an issue. At the same time, the growth of interest in the back-shoring
issue has led to the publication so far of three literature reviews between
2016 and 2018 (namely, Wiesmann et al. (2016), Stentoft et al. (2016a) and
Barbieri et al. (2018)). However such documents have a “generalist” nature
and are not specifically focused on the sustainability issue. Furthermore,
the most recent of these literature reviews (Barbieri et al., 2018) analyses
articles published up to September 2017, thus excluding a relevant number
of more “recent” publications. Consequently, in this paper authors develop
a structured literature review of the back-shoring literature focusing
attention on the possible roles of environmental and social sustainability
pillars. More specifically, such pillars may influence all the three elements
of the decision-making process:
a) motivation/driver: by this term we refer to the possibility that
environmental and social sustainability may generate the back-shoring
decision;
b) result/outcome: under this perspective we want verify whether the
choice to repatriate productive activities - regardless of the reasons
that generated it - has a (plausibly positive) effect on the firm’s
environmental and social sustainability;
c) barrier/enabling factor: in this sense, the research aim aims to
understand whether environmental and social sustainability can
represent an obstacle or, on the contrary, may support the decision to
relocate production activities at the home country.
Based on this conceptualization, the article aims to answer the
following research questions (RQ):
RQ1) Has the back-shoring literature analyzed whether and how
environmental and social sustainability can be a motivation/driver for
strategies of relocation of productive activities in the home countries?
RQ2) Has the back-shoring literature analyzed whether and how
environmental and social sustainability can represent an outcome of the
strategies of relocation of productive activities in the home countries?
RQ3) Has the back-shoring literature analyzed whether and how
environmental and social sustainability can represent a barrier/enabling
factor for the relocation strategies of productive activities in the home
countries?
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3. Research methodology
In order to answer the three research questions earlier described, an
exploratory approach was adopted based on a structured literature review.
As known, such a research methodology represents “a systematic, explicit,
and reproducible design for identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the
existing body of recorded documents” (Fink, 2005, p. 6). The review was
carried out considering scientific articles indexed on Elsevier Scopus and
published up to December 2018. To select, analyze and classify the extant
literature, the analytical framework proposed by Seuring and Gold (2012)
has been implemented. It has already been adopted in other literature
reviews on the back-shoring phenomenon (Stentoft et al., 2016a; Barbieri
et al., 2018)
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The first phase of the structured literature review conducted according
to the Seuring and Gold (2012) scheme is defined as “material collection”.
Authors implemented it by focusing on scientific articles indexed on
Elsevier Scopus, since it has been recognized as one of the most important
databases for scientific literature in the managerial field (Greenwood,
2011). More specifically, the analysis was focused on the documents,
published up to December 31st 2018, which met the following research
criteria:
a) peer-reviewed articles, because this makes it possible to increase the
quality of the literature review (Wiesmann et al., 2017);
b) written in English language;
c) published in academic journals;
d) belonging to the following Scopus categories: 1) Business Management
and Accounting; 2) Decision Science; 3) Economics, Econometrics
and Finance; 4) Engineering (only Industrial and Manufacturing); 5)
Social Science; and 6) Arts and Humanities.
Articles have been selected through the following keywords in the title,
in the abstract or in the keywords (in brackets the number of documents
extracted): “reshor*” (83 articles), “reshoring” (89), “re-shor*” (15), “reshoring” (14), “backshor*” (137), “backshoring” (29), back-shor*” (18),
“back-shoring” (6), “backsour*” (21), “backsourcing” (17), “back-sour*”
(5) e “back-sourcing” (1).
A total number of 96 documents were found After carefully reading
the entire text of the selected documents, authors selected the ones
specifically addressing the social and environmental sustainability issue.
A total number of 33 documents were then selected (see Appendix I).
The second phase of the analytical framework proposed by Seuring
and Gold (2012) concerns the descriptive analysis, that is, the evaluation
of the formal characteristics of the sampled documents. Collected data
clearly show that the interest of back-shoring scholars in sustainability
issues is quite recent and not homogeneously distributed over the years
(Figure 1).
Fig. 1: Bibliography on back-shoring: subdivision by year of document publication
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While the first article on relocation of manufacturing activities at the home
country was published in 2007, the theme of sustainability appeared in
the in back-shoring literature only in 2013. In 2016 the sustainability issue
acquired the greater relevance in the academic debate, since 15 of the 23
23 articles published in that year addressed the topic. More in general, the
trend of publications regarding back-shoring and sustainability is certainly
growing.
The 33 sampled documents primarily belongs to the Operation
Management and Supply Chain Management area, while the International
Business and Business Strategy ones are much less represented (Table 1).
This finding confirms previous research conducted on the back-shoring
phenomenon as a whole (Barbieri et al., 2018).
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Tab. 1: Back-shoring publications: breakdown by scientific journal
(for articles only)
Scientific journal

Area of interest

Number
of documents

Operations Management Research

OM/SCM

6

Journal of Global Operations and Strategic Sourcing

OM/SCM

2

Journal of Manufacturing Technology Management

OM

2

Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics Management

SCM

2

Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management

SCM

2

Journal of Supply Chain Management

SCM

2

World Review of Intermodal Transportation Research

SCM

2

Supply Chain Forum: An International Journal

SCM

2

The International Journal of Logistics Management

SCM

2

Management/IB

1

Operations

1

Management/IB

1

International Journal of Production Research

Operations

1

Journal of Engineering Manufacturing

Operations

1

Journal of Operations Management

Operations

1

Management/OM

1

Marketing

1

Journal of the Textile Institute

Management

1

Strategic Direction

Management

1

Strategy and Leadership

Management

Business Horizons
CIRP Annals - Manufacturing Technology
European Business Review

Journal of Textile and Apparel Technology and Management
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science

Total

		
Source: own elaboration

1
33

When considering theoretical framework adopted in the sampled
literature, it emerges-many articles (20 out of 33) lack a specific theoretical
anchorage. This is consistent with previous findings by Barbieri et al.,
(2018) for back-shoring literature and Mugurusi and de Boer (2013) for
the offshoring one. However, it is worth nothing some of the selected
documents are based on a plurality of doctrinal references, which are
largely attributable to the most well-known organizational and managerial
theories, as well as to those of international business (Table 2).
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Author(s)
Abbasi
Ashby
Barbieri et al.

Year
2016
2016
2018

4

Bals et al.

2016

5
6
7
8
9
10

Denning
Di Mauro et al.
Ellram et al.
Engström et al.
Engström et al.
Fel and Griette

2013
2018
2013
2018a
2018b
2017

11

Foerstl et al.

2016

12

Fratocchi et al.

2016

13
14

Fratocchi
Grappi et al.

2018
2015

15

Gray et al.

2013

16

Gray et al.

2017

17
18
19
20
21
22
23

Heikkilä et al.
Moore et al.
Moradlou and Backhouse
Pal et al.
Presley et al.
Robinson and Hsieh
Sirilertsuwan et al.

2018
2018
2016
2018
2016
2016
2018

24

Srai and Ané

2016

25
26
27
28
29
30
31

Stentoft et al.
Stentoft et al.
Stentoft et al.
Sutherland et al.
Tate
Tate et al.
Uluskan et al.

2015
2016a
2016b
2016
2014
2014
2017

32

Wiesmann et al.

2017

33

Zhai et al.

2016

Source: own elaboration
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Model(s)/theory(ies) of reference
Vernon’s life cycle model
Social Network Theory
n/a
Transaction cost economics
Research Based Theory
Dynamic capabilities
Organizational learning
Organizational buying behavior
Contingency theory
Critical Incident technics
Resource dependence theory
Relational view
Absortive capacity
n/a
n/a
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
n/a
n/a
n/a
Transaction cost economics
Organizational buying behavior
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
Transaction Cost Economics
Resource Based Theory
Internalization Theory
n/a
Consumer behavior
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
Internalization Theory
Hymer’s approach
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
Resource Based Theory
Uppsala model
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
Other supply chain theories
n/a
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
Transaction Cost Economics
Internalization Theory
Strategic management theories
Other supply chain theories
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
Dunning’s Oils Paradigm
Transaction Cost Economics
Internalization Theory
Dynamic capabilities
n/a

The third phase of the process is the category selection one, that is,
the identification of analytical categories to classify the contents of the
documents taken into consideration. Given the research objectives of this
contribution, the two sustainability pillars (environmental and social) and
the three research questions (sustainability as motivation, outcome and/or
enabling/barrier factor) were chosen as reference categories. Consequently,
each document has been classified in relation to these two sets of variables.
Collected data (Table 3) clearly show that while the documents refer in
a homogeneous way to the two pillars of sustainability, less attention is
devoted to sustainability as an enabler/barrier factor.
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Tab. 3: Publications on back-shoring: subdivision by category selection criteria
Research question
1 Motivation / Driver
2 Outcome
3 Barrier / Enabling factor
		
Source: own elaboration

Environmental sustainability
26
8
8

Social sustainability
20
6
8

The final phase of the model proposed by Seuring and Gold (2012)
is the material evaluation step which consists in reading, analyzing and
coding all the documents according to the two selection criteria (type of
sustainability and impact on the back-shoring decision-making process).
In implementing this methodological step, authors compared their
evaluation (researcher triangulation) in order to increase the process
correctness. Results will be presented and discussed in Section 4.
4. Results of the literature review
As already mentioned, the analysis of the selected references was
carried out according to two criteria: the specific type of sustainability
(environmental or social) and the research questions to which the document
responds (drivers, outcome, barriers/enabling factors of the back-shoring
decision making process). As far as the first criterion (type of sustainability)
concerns, sampled articles gave equal attention to the two pillars. More
specifically, 28 out of 33 collected documents refer to environmental
sustainability, 25 to social sustainability and while 22 consider both). On
the contrary, when considering how the documents support the three
research questions, the results are quite differentiated. More specifically,
the documents that consider sustainability as a motivation are 26 out of 33,
while only 10 consider the barrier/enabling factor perspective and nine the
outcome one. These findings confirm the idea that back-shoring literature
mainly addressed the analysis of the motivations behind this phenomenon
(Barbieri et al., 2018; Stentoft et al., 2016a; Wiesman et al., 2017).
Focusing attention on the first research question (sustainability as
motivation/driver) (Tables 4 & 5), it emerges that 15 of the 33 documents
refer to both environmental and social sustainability. At the same time,
while seven articles specifically consider environmental sustainability,
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only four are focused on social sustainability. On the basis of these
findings, it can be concluded that scholars have usually conceptualized
sustainability as a motivation, considering it in a general way, while less
attention has been paid to more specific elements such as the adoption of
carbon footprint certifications or the role of consumers and suppliers in
production sustainability.
Even if the documents relating to these detailed aspects are inferior,
interesting results emerge from sampled documents. In order to develop a
more detailed analysis, it is possible to divide them into groups based on
the following criteria:
a) documents that refer to sustainability as a business strategy;
b) documents that assess the role of actors outside the company (e.g.,
suppliers, consumers, trade unions);
c) documents that refer to the legislation in the country of origin.
As far as the first group concerns (sustainability as a strategy), six out
of the 33 sampled documents specifically refers to the implementation of
environmental standards (such as the carbon footprint) and to the strategic
aim of not taking advantage of the mildest environmental legislation in
off-shoring countries. While considering the social pillar, similar issues
(e.g. the decision to pay more attention to workers’ rights and occupational
safety) are investigated in only four documents.
When considering the actors who are outside the company, it merges four
documents refer to the role of suppliers and consumers for environmental
sustainability. With reference to the role of suppliers, it is interesting to
mention Ashby (2016) who highlights the critical issue - for the positive
implementation of a back-shoring strategy - of “socially complex, long
range term relationships” with these actors. More specifically, the author
analyzes the case of a British company that has implemented a ten-year
project to create a “100% UK” supply chain, including in the project the
reintroduction of a native sheep species to produce a specific type of
merino wool. During the decade in question, the company implemented
several relocations according to a “progressive reshoring” approach, both
in terms of procurement of materials (e.g. polyester and Merino wool)
and in relation to production activities. Other two documents specifically
highlight the role played by consumers in terms of both environmental
and social sustainability. Finally, a single document specifically refers to the
role of the legislation in the off-shoring country regarding the reduction
of pollution and the working conditions of employees, clearly showing the
limited influence of this driver, which seems to have less importance for
companies, in contrast to the adoption of specific environmental (e.g. the
analysis of the carbon footprint).
Four articles belonging to the social pillar, analyze the relationship
between the firms and external; among them, a special note deserve the
issue of unemployment reduction in the home country. On the contrary,
no document makes explicit reference to social certifications, such as
OHSAS (Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series).To sum
up, the attention of back-shoring scholars to social and environmental
sustainability as a motivation/driver in its infancy, since half of the analyzed
documents generically refer to the two pillars of sustainability.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
Tot.

Publication
(number in
Appendix)

12

X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

Sustainability
(without
further
specifications)

1

X

4

X

X

X

X

1

X

X
X
X
6

X

X

X

1

X

1

X

3

X

X

X

Business
Implementation
objectives in
Environmental
of
EcoEnvironmental
Carbon Carbon
terms of
and social
environmental
sustainability
problems
labeling footprint
environmental
sustainability
and ethical
and social
standards
sustainability

Motivation/ Driver

1

X

Need to stop
taking advantage
of the permissive
foreign
environmental
regulations

1

X

1

X

2

X

X

Adoption of CSR
Cleaner
strategies
Increase
production
that lead to
customers’
processes
selecting suppliers
performed by awareness of
that are more
the suppliers of environmental
environmentally
the host
problems
friendly and socially
countries
responsible

Tab. 4: Publications on environmental sustainability as a back-shoring motivation
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1
2
3
4
5
6
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8
9
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Publ i cation
(number i n
Appendi x)

1

X

4

X

X

X

X

1

X

1

X
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1
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1

X

1

X

1
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2
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Tab. 5: Publications on social sustainability as a back-shoring motivation
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The few articles investigating more specific issues (for example, the
adoption of standard environments and certifications and the role of
external actors), clearly show that corporate sustainability strategies need
to be developed according to a systematic approach that also includes
stakeholders (in particular suppliers and consumers).
As far as the back-shoring literature, it is necessary to highlight that
the few scientific articles adopting the outcome perspective (Heikkilä et
al., 2018b, Johanson et al., 2018; Stentoft et al., 2018), sustainability is
never recognized as a stand-alone result of the relocation. The outcomes
highlighted in the literature are mainly represented by performance in terms
of cost (e.g. unit costs, production costs and logistics costs) and relating
to the operating cycle (e.g. product quality, certainty and delivery time,
product quality and process). This can be partially explained, considering
that the authors evaluate the benefits derived from the implementation
of back-shoring from the companies’ point of view and do not take into
consideration the point of view of the other external environmental actors
(e.g. the communities where the companies are located). In any case, a
careful analysis of the documents shows that only nine of the sampled
documents take the outcome issue into consideration (Table 6).
In this respect, the two of the most analyzed outcomes concern the
possibility for a company to leverage the interdependencies between
“made in” effect and sustainability. In this regard, Engström et al. (2018a)
have pointed out that after having brought production back, Swedish
companies also benefited from the “made in Sweden” effect, since this label
is intrinsically related to the idea of eco-friendly products. Similarly, two
of the documents analyzed showed that consumers view products made
at the home country as having a lower environmental impact than those
manufactured abroad. For instance, Moore et al. (2018) reported a study
by Cotton Incorporated, an American non-profit company that provides
resources and develops research to help companies develop and market
innovative, high quality and profitable cotton products (https://www.
cottoninc.com/). According to this study, American consumers believe
that trendy products made overseas have a greater negative environmental
impact than those produced in America. At the same time, Abassi (2016)
suggests that American companies relocating their production activities
in US have the opportunity to implement a strategy based on garment
recycling, due to the availability of an efficient infrastructure for waste
collection. This suggestion becomes quite relevant when considering the
growing diffusion of “throwaway approaches” in the fashion sector (Ashby,
2016).
Finally, other environmental benefits found in the sampled refer to the
reduction of carbon emissions due to the lower amount of transports and
the use of clean energy sources (Sirilertsuwan et al., 2018).
When considering the social sustainability pillar, the most cited
outcome regards the impact of back-shoring strategies on employment
levels. In this regard, it is necessary to investigate such an issue for both the
countries, the home and the host ones (Heikkilä et al., 2018a). This issue
assumes a specific relevance for both practitioners and policy makers.
More specifically, scholars observed that back-shoring decisions do not
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always create new jobs at the home country; however they may avoid
further redundancies originated by previous processes of delocalization
and de-industrialization (Engström et al., 2018a, b).
Tab. 6: Publications on sustainability as a back-shoring benefit/result
Pillar

Outcome/Benefit

Publication (Numbering in the appendix)
1

2

5

Interdependencies between sustainability
and the “made in” effect (for example
“made in Sweden” is synonymous with
sustainable product

8

9

X

Perception of a lower environmental
impact by consumers for products made
in the country of origin

Environmental

X

X

3

X
X

X

Lower gas emissions thanks to the use
of filtering technologies and the use of
ecological fuels, sources of clean energy

X

4

Opportunity to implement a strategy
based on recycling garments given
the availability of waste collection X
infrastructures and low energy costs in
the USA

1

X

1

Increase / maintenance of employment
levels in the country of origin

X X

Creation of new jobs and maintenance of
employment levels
Opportunity to contribute to the local
economy
Social

X

2

X
X

1

Perception by consumers of greater
corporate social responsibility for
production carried out in the country of
origin
Use of skills present in the country of
origin

3

X

Economic growth and greater prosperity
in the region
Greater work ethic

2

X

Lower gas emissions, in particular due
to shorter distances and more efficient
production

Greater control of environmental impact
of production process

Tot.

23 24

X

Lower CO2 emissions
Less environmental impact due to shorter
transports

17 18 19

X
X

1
1

Source: own elaboration

In particular, such authors found the impact on employment levels is
minimal when back-shoring is associated with the adoption of automated
production systems (see also: Ancarani and Di Mauro, 2018; Arlbjørn and
Mikkelsen, 2014). On the opposite, back-shoring strategies increase the
visibility of working practices and ethical behavior of companies (Ashby,
2016). In this sense, it is worth nothing European countries are economic
contexts that are characterized by better working conditions and higher
workers’ rights. In disagreement with these statements, Hammer and
Plugor argue that by analyzing the clothing sector in the United Kingdom,
and more specifically, the fast-fashion supply chain, there are numerous
cases of undeclared work and informal employment (2016) due to the need
to respond effectively to competition from Eastern Europe, parts of the
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Middle East and North Africa. Therefore, the authors suggest evaluating
the sustainability of back-shoring decisions implemented by English fastfashion companies within a regulatory and institutional context that is
operating at regional and national levels (2016).
Finally, two documents highlight the positive impact of back-shoring
decisions on the growth and well-being of the home country (Ashby, 2016;
Sirilertsuwan et al., 2018). Based on earlier discussed findings, it may
be recognized the relocation of manufacturing activities in the country
of origin can produce various advantages for the company and for the
local context of reference. Among these, a particular relevance is seen
in the reduction of polluting emissions and the maintenance or growth
of employment levels. However, none of the analyzed offer quantitative
evidence. As far as the third research question concerns (barrier vs enabling
factor), the most cited element for both, the social and environmental
pillars, is the legislation in both the home and the host country (Table7).
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Tab. 7: Publications sustainability as a back-shoring barrier/enabling factor
Pillar

Publication (Numbering in the appendix)

Outcome/Benefit

4

Legislation of the country of origin on
environmental and social issues

6

8

9

11

15 20 23

X

Environmental laws and regulations
in the country of origin included
government support for good practices
and environmental standards
Environmental

Environmental regulations
country of origin
Increased consumer
environmental issues

in

awareness

the

Tot.

24 27

5

X
X

X

of

X
X

Host country’s legislation of the on
environmental issues relating to the
closure of plants

X

X

2
1

Labor market and relative regulation in
X
the country of origin
Environmental and social legislation in
the country of origin

X

Flexicurity (combination of flexibility,
social security and labor market
programs) in the country of origin

X

X

Government support in the country of
origin in terms of working conditions
Social

5

X

Social capital available in the country of
X
origin

1

Entrepreneur’s
desire
to
avoid
redundancies in the off-shoring country

X

Increased consumer awareness of social
issues

1
X

X

2

Legislation of the host country (fees to be
paid to close a plant)

X

1

Effects of the back-shoring decision
on off-shoring workers (possibility of
sabotage)

X

1

Source: own elaboration

For instance, Engström et al. (2018a) found that the environmental
and fiscal legislation of an off-shoring country represented a huge backshoring barrier for a Swedish company, since such rules impeded the
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closure of the foreign country plant. The authors also point out companies
wishing to back-shore must carefully evaluate the effects on foreign
workers, since they could also decide to carry out sabotage actions. At
the same time, attention should be given to flexicurity, a combination
of flexibility, social security and labor market support programs that are
widespread in some Nordic countries (Engström et al., 2018b; Stentoft et
al., 2016b). Finally, Engström et al., (2018b) noted that a Swedish furniture
manufacturer postponed several times the back-shoring decisions due to
the entrepreneur’s sense of social responsibility, which did not allowed
him to dismiss German employees. The sample literature also focused on
the role played by consumers highlighting their increasing attention to
the environmental and social issues. For instance, Gray et al. (2013) and
Ellram et al. (2013) state this element represents a continuously growing
factor, which - according to Pal et al. (2018) - will encourage manufacturing
companies to consider back-shoring.
Based on the results discussed, it can be stated that back-shoring
decisions are more easier to be kept and implemented when the
entrepreneur is attentive to sustainability issues (Ashby, 2016; Engström
et al., 2018b). At the same time, a relevant role is played by legislations at
both, the home and the host country.
5. Hypothesis for future research
This article aimed to summarize the extant literature on the backshoring phenomenon by focusing attention on the role of environmental
and social sustainability pillars within the back-shoring decision-making
process. More specifically, the such a processes has been conceptualized
according three levels: a) motivation/driver, b) benefit/outcome, c) barrier/
enabling factor.
The analysis earlier conducted clearly showed scholars mainly focused
their attention on the driver issue , even though more recent studies
consider also the role of environmental and social sustainability as a barrier
and/or an enabling factor. Therefore, we suggest future research should be
conducted having as a reference the framework summarized in Figure 2.
Fig. 2: Theoretical framework of reference for future research
Barrier
Environm. Sust.

Social sustain.

Motivazione/Driver
Environm.
Sust.

Social
sustain.

Benefit/Outcome
Manufacturing back-shoring decision

Environm. Sust.

Social sustain.

Enabling factor
Source: own elaboration
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Environm.
Sust.

Social
sustain.

Based on the proposed framework, it is possible to develop specific
future research avenues. In this respect, we suggest to separately investigate
the two sustainability pillars (environmental and social ones) (given the
different - and sometimes contrasting - impact back-shoring decisions
may have on them. For instance, a relocation strategy may have a positive
environmental impact at the home country level- due to the reduction
of transport and the consequent reduction in CO2 emissions, but also a
negative environmental effect at the host country level, due to the reduction
of employment levels.
As far as social sustainability, a further distinction should be
implemented - in the case of captive offshoring - between relocations
including the closure of the firm’s offshore manufacturing facility and the
ones when such a plant is still active (usually for the local market demand).
A first research avenue concerns the impact (if any) of the adoption of
international standards (e.g. carbon footprint and/or OHSAS certifications)
on the back-shoring strategies. As already pointed out, this issue has not
been investigated in the sampled literature.
A second interesting research topic regards the (re)construction
of local supply chains at the home country (see, in this regard, the case
investigated by Ashby (2016)). At the same time, the role of consumers and
their increased interest in sustainability issues deserves further attention.
Moreover the possible role of home and host country regulations
deserves further in-depth study. In effect, regulations relating to
environmental and social issues may become both a barrier and an enabling
factor for back-shoring decisions. In this respect, findings from Stentoft et
al., (2016b) and Engström et al., (2018a, b), suggest a specific attention
deserve the labor market legislation. At the same time, further attention
should be reserved to the entrepreneur’s perception of sustainability issues,
and how it affects their choices (Ashby, 2016; Engström et al., 2018a, b).
While implementing the earlier proposed future research avenues,
scholars should differentiate the analysis taking into account the company
size and industry, as suggested by Bals et al., (2016).
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6. Additional implications and limitations
In addition to the contribution provided to the academic community
through the identification of possible future research themes, this paper
offers implications for practitioners and policy makers as well.
Managers should evaluate sustainability strategies as a useful element to
improve the financial performance of the company, even if the underlying
view of these decisions is usually oriented to the medium and long term
(Ashby, 2016). In this sense, the conceptualization of back-shoring as a
“progressive” (Ashby, 2016) or “selective” strategy (Baraldi et al., 2018) is
extremely important since it makes it possible to “spread” the investments
related to production repatriation over several years with a less significant
impact on short-term economic and financial performance.
As earlier noted policy makers may play a fundamental role in defining
legislation aimed at greater sustainability which, in turn, may influence
- and support - firms’ back-shoring decisions. Political initiatives aimed
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at raising awareness of sustainability issues may be useful especially for
SMEs, which generally apply economic and social sustainability strategies
only in a limited way (Hörisch et al., 2015). Furthermore, policy makers
should pay more attention to the definition of labor market legislation and
carefully verify back-shoring decisions are not implemented by resorting
to illegal employment and illegal work practices (Hammer and Plugor,
2016, p. 402).
Limitations
The main limitation of the article is related to its exploratory nature
which limits its generalizability. This characteristic, however, is consistent
with the intention of defining “the state of the art” in order to identify
future research avenues. In this respect, it is worth nothing sustainability
issues have been suggested as an absolute priority within the scholar debate
on manufacturing back-shoring. (Orzes and Sarkis, 2019).
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