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Abstract

Global value chains (GVCs) are undergoing significant reconfiguration in a context of
slower trade growth, rising geopolitical tensions and repeated supply chain disruptions.
This article examines how these pressures have shaped the sourcing geography of Spanish
apparel imports between 1999 and 2023. Drawing on a panel of the 25 main supplier coun-
tries (625 country-year observations), it analyses the changing structure of sourcing
through three restructuring dynamics widely discussed in the recent literature: nearshor-
ing, diversification and friendshoring. The results show that diversification, rather than
regionalization, has been the main response to recent disruptions. While Spain’s apparel
sourcing has become less concentrated, this shift has not led to a sustained shortening of
supply chains or to a clear reduction in dependence on Asia. Geopolitical alignment has
limited explanatory power at the aggregate level, although it becomes more relevant
among semi-proximity suppliers competing on the basis of speed, flexibility and political
reliability. Overall, the findings suggest that post-pandemic restructuring in Spanish ap-
parel is better understood as a selective form of risk management within an existing
buyer-driven GVC than as a broad move toward nearshoring.

Keywords: global value chain; fashion industry; risk diversification; slowbalization;
economic geography; apparel; Low-Cost Country Sourcing (LCCS); supply chain

1. Introduction

Following the Second World War, international trade experienced a period of sus-
tained growth, although the scope of this growth was mostly limited to advanced econo-
mies [1]. Protectionism, the collapse of the Bretton Woods monetary system in 1971 and
the oil crises of 1973 and 1979 exposed the weaknesses of the post-war globalization model
[2], accelerating the transition toward a more interconnected system dependent on glob-
ally fragmented supply chains [3].

It was in this context that Global Value Chains (hereinafter GVCs) emerged and soon
became a key element in the transformation of trade, reflecting a growing international
division of labour in the production, distribution and commercialization of goods and
services [4]. While advanced economies specialized in higher value-added stages—such
as design and marketing—more labour-intensive activities requiring low-skilled work-
ers—such as manufacturing and assembly —were offshored, or delocalized, to developing
countries, mainly in Asia, in order to reduce costs [5-8].

During the 1990s, the increasing flows of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from de-
veloped to emerging economies, advancing technology and improvements in

World 2026, 7, 109

https://doi.org/10.3390/world7070109



World 2026, 7, 109

2 of 30

transportation facilitated the expansion of the different links of GVCs, consolidating them
as one of the main forms of cross-border economic organization [9,10] and one of the most
visible “trademarks” of globalization [11] (p. 131). Similarly, the gradual liberalization of
trade—promoted by international agreements and the creation of the World Trade Or-
ganization in 1995 —favoured the integration of many countries in the GVCs in an attempt
to strengthen their position within global production networks [12,13].

As aresult, a global labour market emerged with heightened specialization, compet-
itiveness and productivity [14]. Globalization thus evolved into hyperglobalization [1,15]
or rapid globalization [16], a new era characterized by significantly higher growth rates in
international trade and greater levels of interdependence than those recorded during
post-war globalization [5,17].

However, with the 2008 financial crisis, merchandise trade began to lose its dyna-
mism, slowing the expansion of GVCs [18,19]. In the political-institutional sphere, the hy-
perglobalization growth model also began to be questioned due to (1) the growing de-
pendence of the West on Asia [20], (2) its low degree of social and environmental sustain-
ability [21,22], and (3) the reproduction of asymmetric power relations [23] and structural
economic inequalities [24,25]. Over the past decade, rising geopolitical tensions among
major powers and supply chain collapses following the pandemic have intensified the risk
of fragmentation in global trade [26,27]. Faced with this scenario of uncertainty and insta-
bility, many firms began restructuring their GVCs to heighten their resilience and antici-
pate potential new disruptions [28,29]. Together, these factors gave rise to a new era, slow-
balization [30], characterized by decelerating global integration and merchandise trade
[5,31], albeit with nuances [32,33].

To analyse the particularities of each phase, this paper focuses on the fashion sector,
one of the few industries with a truly global value chain [34]. The establishment of the Multi-
Fibre Arrangement (hereinafter MFA) in the 1970s spurred the international expansion of
textile production [35,36], while its elimination in 2005 triggered an exponential increase in
Asian competition [14]. From that moment on, the industry became highly dynamic in terms
of location [37,38], consolidating the model of overproduction and hyper consumption
known as fast fashion [39] and posing ever greater challenges in terms of social and envi-
ronmental sustainability [21,40-45]. The case of Spain is particularly illustrative due to the
presence of the textile giant Inditex, a pioneer in the consolidation of the fast fashion model
and a global point of reference in integrated supply chain management.

The foregoing leads to the following research question: how has the sourcing geogra-
phy of the Spanish fashion industry been reconfigured during the eras of hyperglobalization
and slowbalization, and what role have nearshoring, diversification and geopolitical align-
ment played in that process? To address this question, the article examines the structure of
apparel sourcing in Spain through these three dimensions of GVC reorganization. Using a
quantitative approach, it analyses Spain’s clothing import flows from its 25 main trading
partners over the period 1999-2023, drawing on disaggregated Eurostat data [46,47].

This article contributes to the literature in three related ways. First, it provides longi-
tudinal evidence on the evolution of Spain’s apparel sourcing structure across hyperglob-
alization and slowbalization. Second, it develops an interdisciplinary interpretation of
sourcing reconfiguration by relating changes in trade geography to patterns of depend-
ence, vulnerability and uneven exposure to risk within a buyer-driven industry. Third, it
offers an empirically grounded framework for understanding how resilience-oriented
sourcing adjustments have unfolded in a key sector of the Spanish economy.

The paper is structured as follows: after the Introduction Section, the second section
provides the theoretical context for the evolution of the globalization process and the de-
velopment of GVCs during the eras of hyperglobalization and slowbalization; the third
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section presents the methodology; the fourth reports the results; the fifth discusses the
main findings; and the sixth sets out the main conclusions.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Hyperglobalization and the Rise in GVCs

Hyperglobalization can be defined as an era of unprecedented global interdepend-
ence resulting from (1) the expansion of trade flows and also of financial and FDI flows,
(2) the reduction in logistical costs and tariff barriers, and (3) the technological advances
of the information society in the period between 1990 and 2008 [1]. Its main traits include
strong trade integration through GVCs, the growing relevance of services (dematerializa-
tion) and the emergence of China as a mega-trader [15,17], especially after its accession to
the WTO in 2001.

According to the global system theory put forward by Sklair [48], the fundamental
rationale behind GVCs is the constant increase in production and global trade, with the
aim of maximizing profits at the lowest possible cost within a political environment that
guarantees uninterrupted consumption. Leading companies weigh the risks of delocali-
zation or subcontracting production across several countries, and decisions are reassessed
based on technological changes, consumer preferences, geographic shifts in demand and
location-specific risks [49].

A firm is embedded in a GVC if it imports intermediate goods or services, exports
them, or both. However, not all GVCs share the same structural characteristics. Gary Ger-
effi (1994, as cited in Benages et al. [50]) distinguished between two main models:

1. Producer-driven chains: power lies in the hands of final product manufacturers.
These chains are typical of capital, technology, or skill-intensive sectors, such as the
automotive industry. They are usually led by multinational firms that transfer part
of their capabilities to actors in emerging economies.

2. Buyer-driven chains: led by major retailers and brands that subcontract production
to a wide network of suppliers located in developing countries; these distributors can
be considered “manufacturers without factories” ([50] p. 58). The textile sector is a
classic example of a buyer driven GVC. However, exceptions exist, such as Inditex,
where the boundary is more diffuse because the producer is also the distributor (see
Table Al in the Appendix A).

In both models, leading firms exert significant power over their suppliers with no
need to own the production facilities, largely due to the industrial relocation dynamics
promoted in recent decades [42]. Although the first cases of offshoring of production date
back to the 1960s [13], it was during hyperglobalization that this practice gained strength
and truly became an industrial organization strategy at the global level [3].

The relocation process unfolded in two main phases, each with distinct patterns of
production integration. During the first phase (1990s and early 2000s), the production link
of GVCs shifted mainly to Asia—primarily China and India—and, to a lesser extent, to
North African and Eastern European countries such as Morocco and Turkey [51,52]. It
also extended to other regions of the Americas, such as Mexico, which holds significant
geostrategic interest for the United States and Canada due to its proximity and its position
at the boundary between the Global North and South [7,53]. The high demand for labour
resulting from offshoring strategies increased productivity and competitiveness in these
countries, especially China, where domestic industry soon developed and labour costs
began to rise [13,36].

As wages in China progressively increased, developed economies—and also new
emerging powers—rushed to find new locations with lower labour costs [35]. Thus, during
the first decade of the 21st century, new production hubs appeared in Pakistan, Bangladesh
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and several ASEAN countries [54], as well as in regions of Central America that offered
lower wages than the Mexican maquiladoras [55]. This process expanded the productive
links of GVCs and began to consolidate the second phase of relocation, which was charac-
terized by greater geographic and strategic dispersion of labour-intensive activities [56].

In the specific case of the textile sector, the elimination of import and export quotas
on clothing items as of 1 January 2005—when the MFA came to an end —marked the true
beginning of the second relocation phase. From that moment on, Asian countries made
this industry a central pillar of their export-led growth strategies, taking advantage of
virtually unrestricted access to US and EU consumer markets [57]. Thanks to advanced
infrastructure, economies of scale and more efficient supply chains than those of other
developing countries, Asian economies were able to rapidly integrate into GVCs [14].

While these offshoring strategies created significant opportunities for improvement
at the economic level, they also reproduced the structural logics of inequality inherent to
the capitalist system [22,58]. Transnational corporations have benefited from the regula-
tory laxity of emerging countries, where labour and environmental regulations are rarely
enforced [59]. This has led, on the one hand, to a deterioration of labour rights and work-
ing conditions [21,45,60] and, on the other, to an unprecedented environmental impact in
the form of water pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and the overuse of natural and
energy resources [41,43,61].

From the perspective of dependency theory, this phenomenon can be interpreted as
the result of increased contact between developed (core) and emerging (peripheral) econ-
omies, which has intensified the exploitative nature of capitalism and fostered the “devel-
opment of underdevelopment” in peripheral countries (Frank, 1967, as cited in Ponte et
al. [62] p. 4).

In response to these disparities, scholars critical of globalization began warning about
the risks that transnational processes posed to local socioeconomic, political and cultural
systems [24,63]. Alter-globalization movements called for “deglobalization” [64], a debate
that gained renewed relevance after the 2008 financial crisis, often viewed as a turning
point in the organization of the world economy [65]. From then on, the adverse effects of
hyperglobalization also became more visible in Global North countries, particularly
through the loss of low-skilled employment linked to industrial offshoring [55]. Some au-
thors argued that globalization had reached its peak [66,67] or even that it had come to an
end as previously conceived [68].

2.2. Slowbalization: Toward a Reorganization of GVCs

While deglobalization—understood to mean a reversal of globalization—has not ma-
terialized in practice [69,70], global trade has shown clear signs of deceleration since the
2008 financial crisis [18,19,27,31,71], as reflected in the share of global GDP represented by
imports and exports of goods [72]. This slowdown, later described by The Economist as
“slowbalization” [30], became more visible after the US-China trade war, Brexit, the
COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia—Ukraine War, which exposed the fragility of frag-
mented production networks and the risks associated with excessive dependence on dis-
tant suppliers [55,73-75].

Taken together, these disruptions mark the transition from hyperglobalization, un-
derstood as a phase of cost-driven expansion and fragmentation of GVCs, to slowbaliza-
tion, in which firms seek to preserve the advantages of global sourcing while reducing
their exposure to uncertainty and disruption [76,77]. In this context, the specialized liter-
ature highlights four main strategies: relocation (reshoring or backshoring), regionaliza-
tion or nearshoring, diversification and friendshoring [22,34,78-86]. Since reshoring tends
to be implemented in strategic, high-tech sectors—such as medical equipment,
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semiconductors, or electronics —but is practically absent in low-skill, labour-intensive sec-
tors such as textiles [34,87,88], the analysis focuses on the remaining three strategies:

(a) Regionalization, or nearshoring, involves a geographic reconfiguration of GVCs,
giving way to Regional Value Chains (hereinafter RVCs), where the different links are not
as distant from one another [82]. RVCs replicate the classic model of fragmented and ver-
tically specialized GVCs but at a regional or local scale. This dynamic may result from
GVC disintegration, the growth of international production at the regional level [22], or
they may be a consequence of climate change and oil depletion [66]. According to Baldwin
[3], rising transportation costs favour the nearshoring of geographically dispersed pro-
duction links, generating supply chains that are less global and more regional.

After the pandemic, regionalization gained traction as a strategy for restructuring
global production geography, particularly as firms and policy institutions sought to reduce
exposure to long-distance disruption and excessive dependence on Asian sourcing [87,89].
In the US, this reinforced interest in traditional regional partners such as Mexico [7], while
in the European context, nearshoring was associated with the promotion of shorter and
more integrated GVCs extending into Eastern Europe and North Africa¢ [80,87,88]. These
strategies may create alternatives to Asian sourcing, generate greater added value closer to
consumer markets and reduce transport-related CO:z emissions [41,90].

(b) Diversification leverages GVCs (rather than dismantling them) to increase the re-
silience of their different links [22]. As supply security has been a central issue in the de-
bate on GVCs since the pandemic, firms may consider production diversification more
effective than reshoring or nearshoring in avoiding the risks associated with excessive ge-
ographic concentration in supply chains [91-94]. The diversification of global suppliers
reduces losses during crises or supply disruptions by lowering dependence on a small
number of trading partners [95], but it may also entail giving up some economies of scale
by incorporating more locations and suppliers into the GVC [22]. Recent studies have
shown that European countries can reduce their vulnerability to GVC disruptions by di-
versifying value-added functions, particularly those most exposed to disruptions, which
tend to be located in the early stages of the supply chain and subject to greater rigidities
[28,96]. In addition, machine-learning-based studies on textile and other industrial supply
chains suggest that resilience increasingly depends on anticipatory disruption manage-
ment and data-driven risk detection, complementing diversification-based approaches to
supply chain risk mitigation [97,98].

(c) Finally, friendshoring, or an increase in trade relations with geopolitically closer
partners or those sharing common values, has gained importance as a GVC reconfiguration
strategy as geopolitical conflicts have intensified worldwide [78,79]. Recent research con-
firms that an increase in geopolitical distance correlates with a significant and economically
substantial reduction in backward participation in GVCs [99]. In fact, the average geopolit-
ical distance of trade decreased by 7% between 2017 and 2024; that is, economies at opposite
ends of the geopolitical spectrum have been trading less with each other—particularly
China and the US (due to the trade tensions that began in 2018) and Germany and Russia
after the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 [83,84]. This restructuring of trade toward geopoliti-
cally closer partners would increase the security of input supply but also the economic cost
of exchanges [100]. Nevertheless, it should be noted that not all economies are adjusting
their trade based on geopolitical criteria; in middle-alignment countries—such as ASEAN
economies, Brazil and India—geopolitical distance remained stable or even increased [84].

Although the literature on GVC reconfiguration and resilience is highly insightful, it
often explains sourcing shifts mainly as firms’ strategic responses to external shocks, un-
certainty and geopolitical fragmentation [69,101-103]. From a sociological perspective,
however, sourcing is not simply a technical allocation of production across space, but a
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socially embedded process shaped by governance structures, unequal bargaining power,
labour regimes and historically constituted regional hierarchies [23,104].

This perspective is especially relevant in the garment sector, where buyer-driven co-
ordination depends not only on cost and speed, but also on flexible and weakly protected
forms of labour incorporation, often structured through gendered divisions of labour and
unequal social norms [21,105,106]. Accordingly, post-2008 sourcing adjustments should
not be read as a simple reversal of globalization, but as a selective and uneven reconfigu-
ration of GVCs in which resilience concerns are filtered through pre-existing production
geographies, supplier capabilities and lead firms’ priorities [87,107,108]. In this sense,
sourcing reorganization should be interpreted not only in terms of efficiency or proximity,
but also in terms of how dependence, risk and adjustment pressures are redistributed
across supplier regions [109-111].

Using the theoretical framework outlined above, this article examines how the sourc-
ing structure of the Spanish fashion industry was reconfigured between 1999 and 2023
across the periods of hyperglobalization and slowbalization. To do so, it pursues three
specific objectives: (1) to describe the evolution of Spanish fashion’s sourcing geography,
distinguishing between proximity, semi-proximity and long-distance suppliers in relation
to key turning points in GVC restructuring; (2) to analyse the annual variation in the ag-
gregate indicators of nearshoring, diversification and friendshoring in order to identify
the main structural dynamics shaping sourcing change over time; and (3) to examine the
relationship between suppliers” geopolitical alignment and their participation in Spanish
apparel imports, paying particular attention to regional differences in this association.

Rather than testing ex ante hypotheses, the article adopts an analytically guided em-
pirical approach. The aim is to assess how these three dimensions of reconfiguration un-
fold in the Spanish fashion industry and whether they do so uniformly or unevenly across
supplier groups.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data

To analyse the impact of the strategies employed to restructure the GVC of Spanish
fashion, this study uses data on Spain’s apparel imports at the global level, considering a
time span and number of suppliers broad enough to capture the sector’s structural trans-
formations during the periods of hyperglobalization and slowbalization.

The time series covers a total of 25 years, from 1999 to 2023, the most recent year with
complete records in Eurostat. At the time this article was prepared, Eurostat’s SITC data
(Standard International Trade Classification, rev.3, two-digit level, code 84: “articles of
apparel and clothing accessories”) were available in a single view covering the continuous
period 1999-2023 [47]. Following a subsequent restructuring of the COMEXT database
views, data access is now split across two locations: data for 2002-2023 are available via
the COMEXT interface [47], while data for 1999-2001 must be accessed through the his-
torical COMEXT files provided via Eurostat’s bulk download service [46].

All suppliers from which Spain imported articles of apparel worth more than one
billion euros during this period were selected, resulting in a total of 25 suppliers. These 25
countries account, on average, for 96.5% of Spain’s total imports in the period examined,
with shares ranging from 89.6% in 1999 to 98.1% in 2018. This underscores the strong rep-
resentativeness of the selected suppliers. These are, in descending order of export value:
China, Bangladesh, Turkey, Morocco, Italy, France, Portugal, Germany, India, Nether-
lands, Belgium (incl. Luxembourg), Pakistan, Cambodia, Vietnam, United Kingdom, My-
anmar, Denmark, Tunisia, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Egypt, Hong Kong, Poland and
Romania (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Top 25 clothing supplier countries to Spain. Note: Import values are displayed as percen-
tile ranks to improve visual discrimination while preserving the relative ordering of suppliers and
preventing extreme values from dominating the colour scale. Source: Author’s elaboration based on

import data.

For analytical purposes, suppliers are classified into three sourcing geographies:
proximity, semi-proximity and long-distance suppliers. Proximity suppliers are European
countries located within Spain’s immediate or extended European sourcing space. Long-
distance suppliers are Asian countries, whose participation reflects Spain’s continued re-
liance on geographically distant apparel production networks. Semi-proximity suppliers
refer to extra-EU sourcing locations —Turkey, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt—that are geo-
graphically closer to Spain than Asian suppliers and are functionally relevant for shorter
lead times, flexibility and rapid-response sourcing, but are not part of the European sup-
plier group. Their intermediate position is not only geographical, but also institutional,
since these suppliers operate outside the EU regulatory framework and may be more ex-
posed to variation in governance, macroeconomic stability and political predictability.

The database is structured as a panel, where each observation corresponds to a coun-
try in a given year. The final sample consists of 625 observations, corresponding to data
from Spain’s 25 main trading partners over the past 25 years. The selection of these 25
suppliers is intended to capture the structural core of Spain’s apparel sourcing geography
over the entire period under analysis. The threshold also avoids giving disproportionate
analytical weight to very small suppliers whose import shares are low, irregular or limited
to only a few years, which could introduce volatility into the longitudinal comparison. At
the same time, this criterion prioritizes suppliers with sustained economic relevance and
may therefore underrepresent smaller or recently emerging sourcing locations.

3.2. Variables and Indicators

The dependent variable (DV) is the share of each supplier in Spain’s total apparel
imports in a given year. It is therefore defined at the supplier-year level and calculated as
a proportion (0-1), although it can also be expressed as a percentage. The indicators were
constructed as follows:

—  Nearshoring

The nearshoring indicator is calculated as the inverse of the trade-weighted average
distance, following the methodology proposed by Nicita [38] and UNCTAD [85], among
others:
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where d; represents the geographical distance (in kilometres) between Spain and sup-

NS,

plier i, and w;, is the share of country i in Spain’s total imports in year t. An increase in
NS, indicates a trend towards greater geographical proximity (regionalization) of the sup-
ply chain.

—  Diversification

To examine the degree of diversification of Spanish imports, the Herfindahl-Hirsch-
man Index (hereinafter HHI) was applied. The HHI is frequently used as a measure of
market concentration in international trade studies [85,96,112,113]. The HHI is defined as:

N
HHI = Z s?
i=1
where s; represents the import share of country i in total imports. The HHI ranges from
0 to 1, with higher values indicating greater concentration and therefore greater depend-
ence on a small number of dominant suppliers.

To provide a more intuitive visualization of diversification, the inverse of the index
(1/HHI) was also calculated [114]. Higher values indicate greater diversification in Spain’s
fashion imports, insofar as a larger effective number of supplying countries is present.
This methodological approach is backed by major international organizations [115-117].

—  Friendshoring

The friendshoring indicator measures trade-weighted geopolitical alignment between
countries [85]. It is based on the proposal by Bailey et al. [118], which looks at voting patterns
in the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) [119]. It maps observed voting behaviour
between countries in terms of bilateral geopolitical distance, reflecting the average annual
disagreement between any two countries in the UNGA [79]. This study uses “Agreement
Scores All” [119]. The code assigned to Spain is 230 (COW Country Codes). The equation is:

N
FS, = Z (A X wyr)
i=1
where A;; reflects the geopolitical alignment between Spain and country i standardized
on a [0-1] scale, and wj;, is the percentage share of partner i in year t. Higher FS, val-
ues denote greater trade with geopolitically aligned partners.

This indicator should be interpreted as a proxy for broad geopolitical affinity rather
than as a direct measure of short-term geopolitical shocks. UNGA voting patterns are use-
ful for capturing relatively stable diplomatic alignments between countries, but they may
not fully reflect abrupt changes in geopolitical risk, trade frictions, or firm-level sourcing
decisions. This is particularly relevant in the apparel sector, where sourcing adjustments
are often gradual and constrained by existing supplier relationships, production capacity,
compliance requirements, logistics, prices and lead-time considerations [20,57,103]. For
this reason, the friendshoring indicator is used here to assess whether Spanish apparel
imports have tended to shift toward more geopolitically aligned partners over time, rather
than to identify immediate responses to specific diplomatic events.

—  Backward participation (FVA)

Finally, to offer a broader view, the study also incorporates an indicator on the added
value generated in non-EU economies (Foreign Value Added, FVA) through Spain’s im-
ports of inputs used to produce textiles for export [120]. This indicator represents backward
participation in the textile sector’s GVC. An increase in FVA reflects a greater contribution
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of economies outside the EU-27 to the final value of textiles exported by Spain. Since this
indicator covers not only apparel but also the textile sector as a whole (NACE Rev. 2) and is
available only for 2010-2022, it is used for orientation rather than as an explanatory variable.
The same indicator is also reported for the EU-27 from 2020 onward.

3.3. Analytical Strategy

The analytical strategy consists of five complementary phases. First, descriptive statis-
tics are presented for the main variables and for the aggregate indicators of nearshoring,
concentration/diversification and friendshoring. Second, the evolution of supplier partici-
pation is examined according to sourcing geography (proximity, semi-proximity and long-
distance suppliers), highlighting the most significant shifts in the sourcing structure of Span-
ish fashion during hyperglobalization and slowbalization. The comparison between the two
phases follows the periodization developed in the theoretical framework, with 2008 treated
as the main turning point and the internal subperiods defined according to sector-specific
and systemic events, including the end of the MFA and the COVID-19 pandemic shock.

Third, the annual variation in the three aggregate indicators —nearshoring, diversifi-
cation and friendshoring—is analysed, together with their joint year-on-year dynamics,
following previous studies [85]. Fourth, the relationship between geopolitical alignment
and supplier participation is explored through bivariate correlation analysis. Both varia-
bles are continuous and expressed as proportions within the [0-1] interval. To calculate
Pearson’s correlation coefficient, the dependent variable was transformed using a logit
function (logit(p) = In(p/(1 - p))), which helps reduce heteroscedasticity and non-normality
issues in proportional variables. However, since the data may exhibit non normal distri-
butions and non-linear relationships, the non-parametric Spearman’s Rho coefficient was
also calculated using the original dependent variable.

Fifth, this descriptive evidence is complemented with an econometric analysis based
on a fractional response model with logit link, in which suppliers” import shares are mod-
elled as a function of geopolitical alignment, supplier region and the interaction between
both variables, while controlling for year effects. This specification is appropriate because
the dependent variable is a proportion bounded between 0 and 1, and fractional logit mod-
els are specifically designed for this type of outcome without requiring linear-model as-
sumptions or ad hoc transformations for estimation. Papke and Wooldridge originally de-
veloped this approach for fractional dependent variables and later extended it to panel set-
tings, showing its suitability when the outcome is bounded and repeatedly observed over
time [121]. In addition, the panel literature on correlated random effects and pooled time-
series cross-section data provides the broader methodological basis for modelling repeated
observations while accounting for unobserved heterogeneity and common temporal shocks
[122]. In the present case, the interaction term allows the analysis to assess whether the as-
sociation between geopolitical alignment and supplier participation differs across sourcing
geographies, while year controls absorb common shocks affecting all suppliers. Standard
errors are clustered at the supplier level to account for repeated observations within coun-
tries over time. In this way, the econometric model does not replace the correlation analysis,
but subjects the descriptive pattern identified there to a more demanding test.

4. Results
4.1. General Structure of Spanish Fashion Sourcing

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the variables analysed by supplying
country and year; Table 2 shows the aggregate data, both for regional trade shares and for
the three indicators being studied.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (Country—Year Level Variables).

Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Share in Spain’s imports 625 0.0382 0.046 0.0003 0.2379

Logit (Share in Spain’s imports) 625 —4.05 1.51 —-8.11 -1.16

European suppliers’ share 250 0.0383  0.035 0.0003 0.1515

Asian suppliers’ share 275 0.0355 0.054 0.0003 0.2379

Semi-proximity suppliers’ share 100 0.0454 0.044 0.0004 0.1383

Geographic distance 625 5187 4139 501 12,188

(kilometres) (unweighted)

Geopolitical alignment 25 0.798 0146 0.549 1

(unweighted)

Note: N = number of observations; SD = standard deviation; Min = minimum; Max = maximum.
Values are rounded for readability. Turkey is included with the three North African countries (semi-

proximity suppliers). Source: Author’s calculations.

First, the mean share of Spain’s garment suppliers is relatively low (M = 0.0382;
3.82%), suggesting a fragmented and competitive sourcing market. However, the high
standard deviation (SD = 0.046) indicates that some partners hold a very prominent posi-
tion (Max = 23.79%), while others have only a marginal role (Min = 0.03%).

Similarly, the high dispersion in geographic distance between Spain and its suppliers
(SD = 4139) reflects the global spread of its supply chain and the coexistence of sourcing
strategies based on proximity, semi-proximity and long distance. Regarding geopolitical
alignment, the mean value (M = 0.798) reveals strong affinity between Spain and its sup-
pliers—mainly European partners with whom it shares common foreign policy values
within the EU regulatory framework. The minimum value (Min = 0.549) further suggests
that Spain has not been significantly non-aligned with any of its non-EU trading partners
during the period 1999-2023.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics (Aggregate Indicators).

Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Total participation of European
suppliers

Total participation of Asian suppliers 25 03904 0.075 02757 0.4767

Total participation of semi-proximity

25 0.3826  0.087 02705 0.5272

25 0.1815 0.042 0.0875 0.2466

suppliers
HHI (Concentration Index) 25 0.088 0.008 0.074 0.1
1/HHI (Diversification Index) 25 11.44 1.135 10 13.5

Trade-weighted geographic

) 25 42144 6859 31345 5041.3
distance (km)

1/trade-weighted geographic distance

25 0.00024 0.00004 0.0002 0.00032
(Nearshoring Index)

Trade-weighted geopolitical alignment
(Friendshoring Index)
Foreign Value Added (Spain) (%) 13 40.7 2.76 34 44.54
Foreign Value Added (EU-27 countries
from 2020) (%)

25 0.771 0.02 0.72 0.807

13 43.63 1.9 39.33 46.43

Note: Values represent annual aggregate indicators (N = 25). Values are rounded for readability.

Source: Author’s calculations.

Secondly, Table 2 shows that although the record in participation corresponds to the
group of European suppliers (Max = 52.72%), the mean participation of Asian countries
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over the analysed period has been higher (M = 39.04%). Likewise, a gradual increase is
observed in the share of semi-proximity partners, rising from 8.75% in 1999 to 24.66% in
2021. Section 4.2 provides a more detailed analysis of the evolution of sourcing geography,
breaking down the largest increases and decreases in trade participation.

Interestingly, the HHI shows a mean value of 0.088 (SD = 0.074). According to the
thresholds established by the US Federal Trade Commission [123], Spanish clothing im-
ports are weakly concentrated (<0.1). Meanwhile, the trade-weighted average distance
stands at around 4215 km, indicating that although the number of suppliers in proximity
or semi-proximity is larger, the effective structure of sourcing has relied primarily on
Asian partners located far from Spain.

Regarding trade-weighted geopolitical alignment, the mean value (M = 0.771) sug-
gests that Spanish fashion has historically sourced from suppliers with whom it maintains
good trade relations and relatively high geopolitical affinity. The influence of geopolitical
alignment is examined in detail in Section 4.4.

Finally, Spain shows lower backward participation in the textile GVC (M = 40.7%)
than the EU-27 as a whole (M = 43.63%). In other words, in the case of Spain, a smaller
proportion of the Foreign Value Added (FVA) incorporated into textile exports originates
from non-EU-27 countries.

4.2. Geographic Sourcing Dynamics

During hyperglobalization, the decline in the participation of European suppliers
was absorbed by Asian countries and, to a lesser extent, by extra-EU partners in semi-
proximity (Figure 2). In response to the rapid increase in textile exports from China fol-
lowing the end of the MFA in 2005, the EU approved the EU-China Textile Agreement
(2005-2008) to prevent market distortions by limiting imports from the Asian giant [124].
This explains the slight rebound in EU suppliers between 2006 and 2008.
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Figure 2. Percentage share of Spanish apparel suppliers, by region. Note: Purple line: Asian suppli-
ers; green line: European suppliers; blue line: semi-proximity suppliers. The black dashed line
marks the end of the Multi-Fibre Arrangement in 2005. The background colours distinguish the
main analytical phases: hyperglobalization (green shading), pre-pandemic slowbalization (light red
shading), and pandemic and post-pandemic slowbalization (dark red shading). Source: Author’s

calculations based on data from Eurostat [46,47].
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However, after the agreement ended, China’s share rose rapidly in 2009, marking the
beginning of the dominance of Asian suppliers over European ones in Spain’s clothing
sourcing. In the following years, the gap between the two blocs continued to widen, reach-
ing nearly 20 percentage points in 2018. Since then, the total share of long-distance sourc-
ing has stabilized at around 46% of total imports. The peak recorded by Asian suppliers
in 2020 (47.67%) contrasts with their decline in 2021, which was largely absorbed by extra-
EU semi-proximity partners, whose share reached its highest level in the entire period
(24.66%). This temporary increase can be interpreted as a response to the exceptional dis-
ruption of 2020: the collapse of Asian global supply chains, the particular difficulties af-
fecting China and the need for shorter lead times encouraged nearshoring-oriented ad-
justments toward geographically closer suppliers [20,103,125]. Similarly, the sharp drop
in semi-proximity partners in 2022 and 2023 was absorbed mainly by European countries,
which increased their share to 34.16% in 2023 —their highest level since 2012, although
still below the historical mean (M = 38.26%). This suggests that the 20212023 reversal was
not a sustained structural shift away from Asia, but rather a temporary rebalancing within
Spain’s apparel sourcing structure after COVID-19.

Figure 3 provides a more detailed view of the evolution of Spanish fashion’s sourcing
geography. The hyperglobalization era is subdivided into two stages: the first, from 1999
until the end of the MFA (1 January 2005); and the second, from 2005 to 2008, the year in
which the Global Financial Crisis brought this phase to a close. During the first period, the
rise in South Asia—particularly Bangladesh—and of semi-proximity countries, led by
Turkey, was especially notable. In contrast, Europe and the ASEAN region (Thailand, In-
donesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Vietnam and Cambodia) recorded mean annual declines of
around 2.3%.

Largest declines Largest increases
Portugal Myanmar ~ Bangladesh Turkey
N_____ 4

—16 China: —4.9 +60.4

Turkey

Belgium: —14  Viet Nam: +16.2

Cambodia Turkey
Portugal 7 hina: +8,9 +28

1999-2004 Netheﬂandsﬁm_

-10%

-5% 0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

HChina EASEAN uSouthern Asia EEurope & Turkey and North Africa

Figure 3. Evolution of the sourcing geography of the Spanish fashion industry. Note: The unit of meas-
urement corresponds to the arithmetic mean of the year-on-year percentage change in suppliers’
shares of total imports. Countries are grouped into geographical blocs according to their location, with
the exception of China, whose export dominance justifies its individual presentation (Hong Kong is
excluded from the analysis). The temporal phases are defined by the key systemic events highlighted

in the theoretical framework. Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Eurostat [46,47].

In the second stage, Asian producers grew significantly following the elimination of
the quota system, in line with existing literature, e.g., [13]. China consolidated its position
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as Spain’s main supplier of clothing items, rising from 15.1% in 2004 to 19.71% in 2005—
an annual increase in more than 30% (see Supplementary Data, Sheet S3). The EU-China
Textile Agreement moderated its import volume until 2008, which simultaneously helped
put a brake on the decline of European suppliers. At the same time, the ASEAN region
began an upward trajectory that would continue throughout the entire series.

This pattern intensified during slowbalization, particularly in the first stage, from
2009 until the end of the Economic Crisis in Spain in 2014. The decline in the participation
of European partners is the most pronounced in the entire series, with an average annual
variation of -5.3%, representing a cumulative reduction in more than ten percentage
points. Conversely, South Asian countries recorded the most significant growth (+11.3%
on average), once again with Bangladesh as the main expanding production hub.

From this point on, a trend can be seen in which sourcing shifts away from traditional
long-distance partners and toward new emerging suppliers, consistent with the second
phase of the relocation process. On the one hand, the loss of China’s share—after reaching
its peak in 2010 (23.79%)—was absorbed mainly by Vietnam (+16.2%) and Cambodia
(+15.2%), respectively. On the other hand, India, which reached its highest share in 2009
(4.77%), lost its dominance in South Asia to Bangladesh, which in 2013 became Spain’s
third-largest fashion supplier (9.29%), surpassing Morocco (8.77%).

This transition in the geography of sourcing continued to intensify during the second
stage of slowbalization, in the period preceding the pandemic. Between 2015 and 2019,
China’s share recorded for the first time a negative average variation close to -5%, falling
from 21.1% to 16.3% of Spain’s total imports. At the same time, Bangladesh (11.15%) over-
took Turkey (10.38%) as Spain’s second-largest fashion supplier in 2015. Within the
ASEAN region, Myanmar consolidated itself as the second production hub after Cambo-
dia, benefiting from the decline of Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand.

At the European level, the sharp reduction in Portugal’s share during this period is
noteworthy (-16% average annual variation), falling from 6.86% to 2.86%, a drop of four
percentage points. As a result, in 2018 the participation of EU suppliers fell to the lowest
level in the entire series (27.05%), representing just over one-quarter of Spain’s fashion
imports.

In the most recent stage (2020-2023), the pandemic accelerated changes in geographic
sourcing patterns, increasing the participation of most European countries—except the
United Kingdom, which fell by —26.76% as a consequence of Brexit. The extraordinary rise
in Poland (+49% on average) was accompanied by growth in the Netherlands (+13%), Bel-
gium (+10%), Germany (+8.6%) and Denmark (+7.3%). In the last year, Italy stood out in
particular (+20%), increasing its share from 6.59% in 2022 to 7.96% in 2023 —its highest level
since 2012. Portugal also experienced a slight post-pandemic recovery (+10.5%), although its
2023 share (3.56%) represented barely one-third of its historical peak in 2003 (10.86%).

However, as Figures 2 and 3 show, the increase in EU participation during this stage
was not due to a reduction in Asian sourcing, but rather to the contraction of semi-prox-
imity suppliers, who saw the largest decline in the entire series (average annual variation
of =7.7%). The sharpest drop was observed in Turkey (—9.5% on average), whose share fell
to 8% in 2023 —its lowest value in the slowbalization phase. Meanwhile, the nearly three-
percentage-point decline of Morocco between 2021 (9.74%) and 2023 (7.02%)—its worst
level since 2000 —allowed Italy to overtake it as the fourth-largest supplier.

Among long-distance suppliers, the largest increases after COVID-19 were recorded
by Vietnam (+11.3%) and Cambodia (+6.25%). In South Asia, Pakistan surpassed India for
the first time in 2021, while Bangladesh reduced its gap with China to less than one per-
centage point in 2023 (14.9% and 15.6%, respectively), following the slight decline of the
Asian giant in the post-pandemic context.
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4.3. Strategic Reconfiguration of Spanish Fashion Sourcing

To assess whether the sourcing geography has been shaped by diversification/con-
centration strategies, geographic proximity (nearshoring), or geopolitical affinity (friend-
shoring), changes in the corresponding aggregated indicators must be analysed.

First of all, the HHI shows an inverted U-shaped trend: it reached its minimum value
in 2002 (Min = 0.074), increased rapidly between 2005 and 2010 (Max = 0.10)—coinciding
with China’s record share—and, in subsequent years, gradually declined, indicating
greater supplier diversification, especially during the post-pandemic phase of slowbaliza-
tion. The year 2023 saw the lowest concentration value of the post-MFA era (0.081) (Figure
4a), largely due to the sharp decline of major semi-proximity suppliers (Figure 4b).
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Figure 4. Concentration Index (HHI), global (a) and regional (b). Note: Purple line: Asian suppliers;
green line: European suppliers; blue line: semi-proximity suppliers. Black dashed line: end of MFA

era. Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Eurostat [46,47].

During hyperglobalization, the trajectories of European, Asian and semi-proximity
suppliers mirrored their respective import shares (see Figures 2 and 4b). However, in the
slowbalization phase, the Asian bloc experienced a structural shift: while its overall par-
ticipation increased (Figure 2), its degree of concentration progressively decreased (Figure
4b). This pattern reveals a territorial redistribution of long-distance sourcing, with China
losing dominance in favour of the expanding South Asia and ASEAN regions.

European exporters, for their part, are the only group to show reconcentration since
2018, due to the rise in the EU partners mentioned above who, in addition to absorbing
much of the share lost by semi-proximity suppliers, also benefited from the decline of the
United Kingdom following Brexit.

Unlike the HHI, the aggregated indicator of trade-weighted geographic distance shows
a markedly upward trend. The greatest proximity to suppliers was recorded in 2001 (Min =
3134 km), whereas in 2020—amid the sourcing difficulties caused by the pandemic—the
Spanish fashion industry imported more garments than ever from long-distance Asian part-
ners (47.67% of the total), at an average distance of 5041 kilometres (Figure 5). After the drop
in 2021, the trend has remained relatively stable: in 2023 it stood at 4881 km, a value practi-
cally identical to that of 2017 (4880 km) and above the historical average (M = 4214 km).
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Figure 5. Trade-weighted geographic distance (km). Source: Author’s calculations based on data
from Eurostat [46,47] and Mayer & Zignago [126].

Finally, trade-weighted geopolitical alignment reached its maximum in 2007 (0.807),
when most of Spain’s fashion sourcing came from European countries (Figure 6). During
slowbalization, the trend fluctuates moderately downward, with a first drop below 0.75
in 2015 (0.744), coinciding with Bangladesh’s consolidation as the second-largest exporter.
After the pandemic, the indicator reached its historical minimum in 2023 (0.72), suggest-
ing that friendshoring has been losing relevance as a key strategy in the overall restruc-
turing of Spanish fashion sourcing. However, since the value of this indicator is condi-
tioned by the weight of suppliers with the largest market shares, these two variables are
examined separately and by region in Section 4.4.

Hyperglobalization Slowbalisation

1999

2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021 2023

Figure 6. Trade-weighted geopolitical alignment. Note: The unit of measurement is trade-weighted
geopolitical alignment, expressed on a [0-1] scale. Source: Author’s calculations based on data from
Eurostat [46,47] and Bailey et al. [118].

To visualize and compare them overall, Figure 7 analyses the variation in the near-
shoring, diversification and friendshoring indicators, following the practice of previous
studies, e.g., [83]. This approach is more sensitive to significant changes that may have
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occurred in the sector, allowing structural dynamics and turning points in the Spanish

fashion industry to be observed longitudinally.
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Figure 7. Global strategies in the reconfiguration of the apparel GVC. Note: Values expressed as
year-on-year percentage variation. Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Eurostat
[46,47,120], Mayer & Zignago [126] and Bailey et al. [118].

The first striking finding is the sharp simultaneous decline in both trade diversifica-
tion and nearshoring in 2005 following the end of the MFA, due to increased competition
from Asian suppliers in the sector, in line with existing literature [14]. This resulted in an
increase in both the concentration of imports from these countries and the geographic
distance of trade, reflecting the synergies between both indicators.

Likewise, a clear paradigm shift can be seen between the phases of hyperglobaliza-
tion and slowbalization, particularly regarding the diversification of garment imports.
While during the first decade of the 21st century the gradual elimination of the quota sys-
tem by the WTO post-MFA and also the 2008 economic recession accelerated the move
toward more streamlined supply chains—where lead firms worked with fewer, larger and
more capable suppliers strategically located around the world [56] —in the second and
third decades the strategies changed. They appeared increasingly oriented toward ex-
panding the number of suppliers to reduce the risks associated with geographic concen-
tration of sourcing [4,91]. Whereas the 2008 crisis had a primarily economic impact on
GVCs, the 2020 pandemic had a more logistical impact, exposing the fragility and poor
resilience of supply chains due to excessive dependence on a small number of dominant
producers [37]. These results align with recent GVC studies warning of the risks associ-
ated with limited geographic diversification in input sourcing [28,93].

A significant transition is also evident between the pre- and post-pandemic stages of
slowbalization. Until 2020, the nearshoring indicator showed a consistently negative var-
iation—except in 2016 due to the decline in China’s share —indicating the increasing av-
erage geographic distance between Spain and its suppliers, in line with global trends over
recent decades [84].

However, rising transportation costs and supply chain collapses in Asia after
COVID-19 exposed the fragility associated with excessive distance between production
and consumption sites. These factors prompted a surge in nearshoring in 2021, which for
the first time during slowbalization showed a positive variation greater than that of
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diversification. Nevertheless, this trend toward reconcentrating sourcing in proximity and
semi-proximity dissipated in subsequent years, consolidating diversification as the pre-
ferred strategy to mitigate sourcing risk in the fashion industry.

The friendshoring indicator, meanwhile, is sensitive to abrupt changes in trade par-
ticipation, as geopolitical alignhment does not typically exhibit large year-to-year varia-
tions. Therefore, it tends to fluctuate at key moments such as the quota elimination in 2005
or the pandemic in 2020. The increase observed in 2007 was due to the decline of Asian
suppliers following the EU-China Textile Agreement (2005-2008) and the rise in the partic-
ipation of European partners. As a result, nearshoring also increased in 2007 but fell again
in 2009 after China’s rebound once the agreement ended.

These results show that the sourcing structure of the Spanish fashion industry con-
tinued to expand during slowbalization, but not in a way consistent with full regionaliza-
tion. Although garment sourcing became progressively more diversified during this
phase, this did not translate into a greater overall share for European suppliers. On the
contrary, the decline is especially clear when comparing their average participation dur-
ing hyperglobalization (47.9%) with that recorded during slowbalization (31.8%) (Supple-
mentary Data, Sheet S3).

In this sense, the evidence suggests that the Spanish fashion GVC was not regionalized
following the loss of momentum in global trade after the 2008 financial crisis [18,19,27,31,71].
Nor was dependence on Asian supply substantially reduced, despite the weakening of some
of the advantages associated with China’s rapid integration into the global manufacturing
system during the 1990s and 2000s [27]. By contrast, the post-pandemic phase of slowbali-
zation does reveal a progressive regionalization of value added, reflected in the sharp de-
cline in backward participation from non-EU-27 countries in Spain’s textile GVC.

4.4. The Geopolitical Dimension

At the aggregate level (n = 625), geopolitical alignment appears as a relevant but lim-
ited factor in the reconfiguration of the Spanish fashion GVC, since import flows are
shaped not only by geopolitical affinity itself, but also by trade agreements, pre-existing
supply chains, labour costs and other structural factors. Pearson and Spearman bivariate
correlations show a positive and statistically significant association between supplier par-
ticipation and unweighted geopolitical alignment, although the strength of that associa-
tion remains weak (Table 3). This result should therefore be read with some caution, since
geopolitical alignment captures broad diplomatic proximity rather than immediate sourc-
ing responses to short-term political shocks.

Table 3. Pearson and Spearman Bivariate Correlations between the Share in Spain’s Imports by

Country Group and Geopolitical Alignment.

Country Group N Pearson Coefficient (r) Spearman Coefficient (o)
Total 625 0.139 ** 0.133 **
Asian countries 275 -0.095 -0.151 *
European countries 250 -0.060 -0.004
Semi-proximity countries 100 0.548 ** 0.566 **

*p<0.05 (two-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed). Note: Correlations reflect the relationship between the
share of each country in Spain’s imports and geopolitical alignment (0 = total geopolitical distance;
1 = total geopolitical alignment). For Pearson correlations, the share variable was logit-transformed
to meet normality assumptions, whereas for Spearman correlations, the original DV was used.

Source: Author’s calculations.

Once suppliers are grouped by sourcing geography, however, a more differentiated
pattern emerges. Semi-proximity suppliers show a clearly positive and statistically
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significant association between geopolitical alignment and import share in both the Pear-
son and Spearman coefficients, whereas European suppliers do not display any significant
relationship. Asian suppliers, by contrast, show a weak and negative association, which
is statistically significant only in the rank-based specification. These descriptive results
suggest that the geopolitical dimension does not operate uniformly across supplier groups
and that its association with Spanish apparel sourcing is more visible in semi-proximity
locations than in the Asian bloc.

To assess whether this descriptive pattern holds under a more demanding specifica-
tion, the analysis incorporates a fractional response model in which suppliers” import
shares are modelled as a function of geopolitical alignment, supplier region and the inter-
action between both variables, while controlling for year effects and clustering standard
errors at the supplier level. This second step is important because correlation analysis
identifies broad associations but does not establish whether these remain visible once re-
gional differences are examined within a common multivariate framework.

The econometric results indicate that the association between geopolitical alignment
and supplier participation is regionally differentiated rather than uniform across the
sourcing structure (Table 4). With Asia as the reference category, the interaction between
geopolitical alignment and semi-proximity suppliers is positive and statistically signifi-
cant, whereas the corresponding interaction for Europe is not. In substantive terms, this
means that the relationship between geopolitical alignment and import share is more pos-
itive in semi-proximity suppliers than in Asian suppliers, while no clear difference can be
established between Europe and Asia at the coefficient level.

Table 4. Fractional logit model of the association between geopolitical alignment and import share,

by region.
Predictor B SE
Geopolitical alignment -3.470 2.909
Europe -3.079 7.974
Semi-proximity -5.437* 3.197
Geopolitical alignment x Europe 4.333 8.565
Geopolitical alignment x Semi-proximity 7912 % 3.950
Year controls Yes
Supplier-clustered standard errors Yes
N 625

tp <0.10. * p <0.05. Note: The dependent variable is supplier import share. Estimates are obtained
from a fractional logit model with Asia as the reference category. Year controls are included but not

displayed. Standard errors are clustered at the supplier level. Source: Author’s calculations.

Average marginal effects provide a clearer interpretation of this regional heteroge-
neity (Figure 8). Among semi-proximity suppliers, the marginal effect of geopolitical
alignment on import share is positive and statistically significant (AME = 0.190, 95% CI
[0.085, 0.295]). In Asia, by contrast, the estimated marginal effect is negative but not sta-
tistically distinguishable from zero (AME =-0.119, 95% CI [-0.340, 0.102]). In Europe, the
estimated effect is small and positive, but also highly imprecise (AME = 0.032, 95% CI
[-0.546, 0.609]), indicating substantial uncertainty and precluding any strong inference.
Taken together, these results suggest that the geopolitical dimension is not absent from
Spanish apparel sourcing, but neither does it operate as a generalized friendshoring mech-
anism. Rather, its clearest positive association appears among semi-proximity suppliers,
particularly in comparison with the Asian bloc.
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Figure 8. Average marginal effects of geopolitical alignment on import share by region. Source: Au-

thor’s calculations.

This pattern can be better understood by considering recent developments in semi-
proximity sourcing locations. Turkey is a clear example: although its proximity to Europe
became an advantage during the pandemic, when fashion firms sought shorter lead times
and lower exposure to freight disruption, this advantage weakened as shipping costs nor-
malized and domestic inflation, rising production costs and exchange-rate pressures re-
duced the competitiveness of the Turkish textile and apparel sector [127]. The 2023 earth-
quakes added further pressure, affecting key textile-producing regions and disrupting
suppliers’ operations and labour conditions [128]. In the Western Mediterranean, the 2021
diplomatic crisis between Spain and Morocco also showed that nearshoring strategies in
the Maghreb depend not only on geographic proximity, but also on stable bilateral rela-
tions and institutional predictability [129].

These cases do not imply a direct causal relationship between each event and annual
changes in Spanish import shares. Rather, they help explain why geopolitical alignment
appears more relevant among semi-proximity suppliers, where proximity-based ad-
vantages depend strongly on reliability, political stability and macroeconomic conditions.
By contrast, major Asian suppliers are embedded in larger and more consolidated pro-
duction networks, which may partly buffer the effect of geopolitical alignment on their
aggregate participation in Spanish apparel imports [56,103].

In this regard, the decline in the aggregate friendshoring index during the latest stage
of slowbalization, as shown in Figure 6, does not necessarily imply a reversal of the trend
toward greater trade with geostrategically aligned partners. Rather, it may reflect changes
in the weight of specific suppliers with which geopolitical distancing has occurred.

5. Discussion: Towards a Sustainable Balance Between Efficiency,
Proximity and Resilience

The results reveal that Spain’s garment sourcing has been diversifying during the
slowbalization phase, in line with previous studies which, although confirming an in-
crease in the average distance of trade, also point to a trend toward greater regional inte-
gration of GVCs from 2018 onwards, following the US-China trade war
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[58,84,93,94,125,130]. In fact, despite the higher wage levels in European countries com-
pared to emerging economies, more than a third of Spain’s clothing imports came from
within the region in 2023.

Contrary to what might be expected, this process of regionalization of Spanish fash-
ion has not been driven by nearshoring dynamics away from Asian producers—who con-
tinue to dominate as the main textile sourcing market despite the deconcentration of Chi-
nese supply activity —but rather by selective friendshoring strategies, without evidence
of a generalized geopolitical realignment. According to recent studies, the growing re-
gionalization of production brought by intra-EU nearshoring strategies has not entailed a
rejection of globalized production in favour of intraregional production, but it has inten-
sified state interventions with geopolitical motivations, which appear to have influenced
the strategic investment decisions of EU firms [69].

In this respect, the results suggest that the geopolitical dimension of Spanish apparel
sourcing is most clearly expressed among semi-proximity suppliers. This pattern may be
linked to the growing fragility of sourcing relations in nearby production hubs under con-
ditions of geopolitical uncertainty and macroeconomic instability [131], particularly in an
industry such as apparel, where sourcing strategies depend heavily on flexibility, speed
and coordination across fragmented value chains [20,56,132].

Taken together, these three dimensions point to the emergence of a third phase in the
relocation process of the Spanish fashion industry after the pandemic, in which sourcing
decisions appear to be moving from a logic predominantly centred on cost minimisation
toward a more complex balance between cost, reliability and exposure to risk. Although
Spanish fashion firms still face the challenge of preserving the cost advantages and econ-
omies of scale associated with Asian production [4,22,95], this new phase also involves
the need to reduce excessive dependence on large extra-EU suppliers and to secure part
of the sourcing structure through more reliable or geopolitically aligned partners [100].
Following the disruptions caused by COVID-19, efforts to quantify the balance between
resilience and efficiency suggest that import diversification would improve supply chain
performance when the likelihood of a trade disruption is high [96].

This shift—characterized by the pursuit of what we call “flexi-security” —has been
shaped by a combination of factors: (1) the narrowing of production cost gaps between
developing and developed countries [18,19]; (2) technological advances, which could fa-
vour the relocation of production processes closer to consumers by reducing the demand
for labour-intensive activities [76,133,134]; (3) rising raw material and transportation costs
[86]; and (4) pressures related to sustainability [135,136].

Regarding this last point, European regulations and the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) exert increasing pressure on the fashion industry, considered one of the
most polluting in the world [42]. There is mounting demand for companies to implement
stricter environmental and social criteria throughout the entire GVC, especially in relation
to traceability, corporate sustainability due diligence, textile waste management and cir-
cularity [44,135]. In this context, specific instruments already present in the EU policy
agenda—such as the Digital Product Passport and extended producer responsibility
schemes —could help align supplier diversification with labour, environmental and circu-
larity objectives [136,137].

Despite this regulatory momentum, on a large scale, the transformational shift in
Spain’s textile GVC toward greater sustainability during slowbalization has not material-
ized with the expected intensity, particularly regarding the relocation of production (near-
shoring). Evidence of this can be found in the annual reports of Inditex, Spain’s leading
fashion company, which, despite touting proximity as a key criterion of its supply chain
and stating that “a very significant part of the factories (...) are located in Spain or nearby
countries such as Portugal, Morocco or Turkey” [138] (p. 341), has in fact reduced its near-
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production share by 6 percentage points in recent years (from 54% in 2019 to 48% in 2023)
[138,139].

Although the sharp decline in Foreign Value Added (FVA) generated by non-EU
partners in Spain’s textile GVC—which, according to Bontadini et al. [140], would be
equivalent to intra-EU nearshoring —may suggest progress toward reinforcing the strate-
gic autonomy of the European industry [80,88,141], the productive segment of the apparel
GVC remains structurally dependent on Asian sourcing. The sustainability consequences
of this continued dependence are clear: environmentally, the lengthening of GVCs in-
creases greenhouse gas emissions during international transport [40,41]; socially, high
production levels in emerging Asian economies reproduce vulnerabilities and hidden la-
bour exploitation [21]. For this reason, the EU policy measures mentioned above should
also be accompanied by support for supplier upgrading, so that diversification reduces
excessive dependence on a limited number of sourcing countries without transferring la-
bour and environmental risks to less visible production locations [20,21,28,43,115].

At the same time, from a sociological perspective, it is undeniable that the faster the
pace of consumption and production, the lower the sustainability [45]. However, blaming
solely companies for this unsustainable model would be only a partial explanation [44].
Whether due to economic factors—such as lack of resources to purchase high-quality, du-
rable garments—or social factors—such as the constant desire for distinction and status
through clothing [142,143] —part of the problem clearly lies with consumers, who repro-
duce a compulsive consumption model in the Global North [144] that perpetuates the hy-
per-consumption society [39].

Despite the fact that regulatory requirements have led to a slight shift in consumer
behaviour and purchasing patterns—increasing interest in products made in Spain and in
sustainable and recycled items [145] —most of society continues to reinforce fast-fashion
consumption over more ethical alternatives such as slow fashion [146].

6. Conclusions

This paper has examined the GVC of clothing in Spain during the hyperglobalization
and slowbalization eras, in a context in which the logic of international fragmentation in
production has undergone considerable change, due to geopolitical frictions, global trade
protectionism and sustainability pressures. The transition to slowbalization has not
brought with it a transformational change in the sourcing structure of Spanish fashion,
which continues to be highly dependent on long-distance supply.

Consequently, the results indicate that the geographic diversification of sourcing did
not translate into a broader regionalization of the Spanish fashion GVC. Rather than short-
ening, the chain continued to lengthen during the slowbalization phase, despite a partial
shift toward greater intra-European trade following the onset of the 2018 trade war. At the
same time, the findings show that geopolitical alignment is not extraneous to Spanish ap-
parel sourcing. Its association with supplier participation is uneven across regions and be-
comes particularly visible once differences in sourcing geography are taken into account.

The results also show that strategies to diversify traditional extra-EU suppliers have
not led to a large-scale withdrawal from Asian countries—particularly China, which re-
mains Spain’s main textile supplier. However, since the 2008 Financial Crisis, and especially
after COVID-19, the cost-minimisation logic that previously drove industrial offshoring ap-
pears to have been increasingly complemented by concerns over supply security, uncer-
tainty and risk management. This is the basis for what the article conceptualizes as supply
“flexi-security”: not a replacement of efficiency, but a rebalancing of sourcing priorities in
which resilience and predictability gain importance alongside costs [22,27,81,94].

From this perspective, the study contributes to the literature on GVC reconfiguration
by offering a longitudinal and sociologically informed analysis of a key sector of the
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Spanish economy, in a context where the fashion industry has had to adapt rapidly to
trade tensions arising from the systemic crises of the past two decades. It also contributes
to the debate on the slowdown of activity in a truly global value chain [34], suggesting
that, despite the partial recovery of European garment sourcing after the pandemic, both
the value of imports from Asian countries and these countries” overall participation con-
tinued to increase during slowbalization. Therefore, the findings do not point to a sus-
tained shortening of GVCs, nor do they support the claim that the expansion of Spanish
fashion sourcing reached its peak in this period.

One of the main limitations of this study is that it does not capture the full production
structure of Spanish fashion or its GVC, due to its focus on the flows of clothing imports.
As a result, other dimensions such as domestic production, distribution, or consumption
fall outside the scope of analysis. An additional limitation is that the nature of the data
does not make it possible to determine the proportion of garments imported from Euro-
pean countries that were actually manufactured in emerging economies and subsequently
re-exported to Spain. In a similar vein, the focus on the 25 main suppliers may exclude
smaller or emerging sourcing locations that do not yet account for a large share of total
imports but may become relevant in future diversification strategies.

Similarly, as this is a macroeconomic country-level study, it has not been possible to
identify the specific strategies implemented at the firm level, even though the sourcing
structure revealed in this research is directly conditioned by the strategic decisions of In-
ditex, Spain’s leading textile group and one of the largest fashion distributors in the world.

These limitations should be taken into account when designing future research ave-
nues, to expand the analysis toward intra-European supply chains, export and re-export
flows and other links of the garment GVC, with the aim of identifying new geographic
patterns, external production dependencies and more complex global strategies that can-
not be captured solely through import data. All of this must be framed within a global
context in which US tariffs will continue to reshape the trade landscape, forcing brands
and suppliers to adapt quickly to the current scenario of globalization in crisis, rising pro-
tectionism and geopolitical tensions.

Additionally, it would be highly valuable to implement microeconomic analyses at
the firm level to better understand the heterogeneity of the sector in Spain, as trade statis-
tics do not reflect the low performance of local producers. In many cases, these producers
simultaneously act as suppliers to major fashion distributors, who account for the bulk of
imports [14].

Finally, an emerging and highly relevant line of research stems from the sustainabil-
ity and circular-economy challenges facing the industry [44,137]. This would involve map-
ping the sourcing geography of recycled textile inputs, as well as the final link in the gar-
ment GVC: international flows of used clothing. Indeed, the growing popularity of recy-
cled materials could expand the regionalization of the EU’s textile and apparel GVC and
increase intraregional trade in inputs [44,147].
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Appendix A

Table A1. Actors in apparel distribution.

Degree of Production

Type of Company Control

Description Examples

The distributor licences the brand or devel-

Mass consumption distri- . . .
P The distributor owns or buys the ops its own brands, which are only sold in

Carrefour, El Corte Inglés,

buti Cortefiel, Wal t
uhon licence of the brand of the final its stores ortetie aimar
duct but d t h Hé&M, Benett
. N procuct but does 1.10 AVEOWI The distributor develops own brand, which Gap, H&M, Benetton,
Specialized distribution production . Mango, Adolfo
is usually the name of the stores , . a
Dominguez, Springfield
Manufacturers without factories. The brand Nike, Adidas, Polo Ralph
Major brands The producer is the owner of the controls the production process, which is Lauren, Desigual, Loewe,
. . totally outsourced Tous
brand which is distributed in a
. . The company owns the brand and
variety of sales points roduction. Typically combines in-house
Brand manufacturer (own and external) P B yp . y . Inditex, Fruit of the Loom
manufacturing with a variety of offshore
subcontractors in emerging countries
Source: Author’s elaboration based on Gereffi and Frederick [56], adapted by Benages et al. [50], p.
178).
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