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The Weekend That Disappeared
Factories once measured time in weekends. On Friday night, a 

plant shut down for a changeover. Crews stacked pallets, taped 

new instructions to machines, and waited through two lost days, 

hoping Monday morning wouldn’t bring a mountain of rejects.

Now the clock tells a different story. A model update drops at 

3 a.m. Robots rehearse in simulation while the night shift brews 

coffee. By first break, the new product is running with 99% first-

pass yield.

The weekend didn’t get longer. The factory got smarter. And 

this small change signals a far bigger shift: time, risk, energy, and 

distance are being repriced. The math that once sent work over-

seas is bending back.

When the Tide Turned Back
For years, globalization felt unstoppable. Factories closed, jobs 

flowed overseas, and entire towns braced for the next round of lay-

offs. The logic seemed permanent: chase the cheapest labor, ship the 

goods back, and let Wall Street celebrate.

Then came the cracks. In 2010, NCR brought 870  jobs back to 

Columbus, Georgia. In 2011, Master Lock reopened in Milwaukee, 

where a U.S. president toured the floor in safety goggles. These 
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weren’t outliers—they were tremors. Globalization wasn’t destiny. 

It could run in reverse.

By 2025, nearly four in five executives admitted they had under-

estimated the hidden costs of offshoring. What once looked like 

genius now read as fragility.

How Globalization Rose and Cracked
After World War II, the United States built the architecture of global 

trade—IMF, World Bank, GATT/WTO. The Marshall Plan rebuilt 

Europe. Japan rose as a manufacturing power. NAFTA bound North 

America. China’s 2001 WTO entry rewired global labor economics.

Glasbergen Cartoon Service
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The promise was prosperity: displaced workers would “upskill” into 

new careers, and everyone would enjoy cheaper goods. In reality, some 

hubs boomed while others hollowed out. By 2016, the U.S. median 

household income was still lower than in 2000, even as global GDP surged.

Globalization wasn’t destiny. It was a gamble.

The Fault Lines of Globalization
Beneath the boom years, cracks spread into fault lines that eventually 

split open.

Economic Displacement

When a factory closed, it wasn’t just workers who lost paychecks. 

Schools lost tax revenue and cut teachers. Hospitals closed wards. Small 

businesses shuttered as customers vanished. Retraining programs 

promised new careers but too often led to warehouse shifts at half the 

wage and with none of the pride. On corporate earnings calls, these 

closures looked like efficiency. On the ground, they looked like decay.

Geopolitical Vulnerability

Outsourcing redrew the map of power. As manufacturing consolidated 

in Asia—particularly in China—critical industries like semiconductors, 

medical supplies, and telecom infrastructure became geopolitical 

bargaining chips. A tariff, an earthquake, or a diplomatic rift could 

freeze entire industries. Decisions once made as cost calculations 

carried national security consequences.

Cultural Erosion

Factories shaped more than economies; they set the rhythm of daily 

life. A whistle marked lunch breaks. Union halls hosted holiday parties. 
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Friday night football was sponsored by the plant. When factories closed, 

the identity of towns dissolved. Addiction spiked. Schools declined. 

The disappearance of manufacturing wasn’t just about economics—it 

was about belonging.

Supply Chains Snapping

The seamless supply chain was globalization’s prized achievement, 

until shocks revealed its fragility. A tsunami in Japan halted global 

auto production. A ship lodged in the Suez Canal stalled billions in 

goods. During COVID, masks and chips evaporated from shelves. 

Leaders later admitted that just-in-time functioned only in a world 

where nothing went wrong.

Political Backlash

Communities left behind reshaped politics. Populist movements 

rose across the United States and Europe, fueled by disillusioned 

voters. Trade skepticism displaced consensus. Brexit, the 2016 U.S. 

election, and a wave of nationalist policies were the political 

aftershocks of deindustrialization. By the mid-2020s, executives 

pointed to political risk as a bigger reason to reshore than labor  

costs.

Sustainability and Resilience

Extended supply chains weren’t only fragile; they carried hidden 

carbon costs. Every disruption compounded waste. Investors and 

consumers began demanding accountability. Redundancy and local 

capacity—once scorned as inefficiency—were reframed as prudent 

insurance.
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The Myth of Inevitable Progress

For decades, leaders insisted globalization was “the tide of history.” 

Workers were told they could reskill, towns were told they could 

adapt, and politicians argued everyone would benefit. The tide didn’t 

lift all boats. Older workers rarely found equivalent jobs. Towns 

diverged—tech hubs soared, industrial communities withered. By 

2016, household incomes in much of the United States were still 

below 2000 levels. The myth blinded leaders to the fragility building 

beneath the surface.

Financialization and Short-Termism

In the 1990s and 2000s, CFOs and boards learned they could boost 

quarterly earnings simply by moving production abroad. Wall 

Street rewarded the “asset-light” model, but resilience eroded with 

every offshored job. Skills thinned, supplier bases narrowed, and 

corporations grew dependent on fragile webs. When crises hit, 

what had looked like financial discipline revealed itself as opera-

tional vulnerability.

When Towns Became Ghosts
In Michigan, a school secretary read the future in the morning car 

line. When shifts ended at the plant, kids vanished from classrooms, 

diners shut down, and the marching band lost its funding.

In North Carolina, a furniture worker carried a sanding block in his 

glove box like a relic. After the factory closed, retraining led to ware-

house work at half the pay. The job provided income, but not pride.

These weren’t market adjustments—they were ruptures in iden-

tity. That is why even modest reshoring announcements felt seismic. 

They told people the system could run in reverse.
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First Sparks of a Return
It started small.

NCR’s return of 870 jobs to Georgia in 2010 was a milestone. For 

Columbus, it meant parents didn’t have to leave town to find work. 

A year later, Master Lock reopened in Milwaukee. The presidential 

visit to the plant became a national symbol that American manufac-

turing still had a pulse.

By 2012, nearly half of mid-market manufacturers were experi-

menting with reshoring pilots. Electronics makers tested whether 

local plants could outpace overseas rivals. Auto suppliers added 

dual-sourcing to hedge against fragility. These weren’t tidal waves, 

but they were tremors.

Why the Old Math No Longer Works
The spreadsheet once told executives that low wages overseas out-

weighed the inconvenience of distance. That calculation has collapsed.

Time

Digital twins and AI compress changeovers from weekends to hours. 

A plant that can shift overnight outcompetes one waiting weeks for 

a container.

Risk

Disruptions have become constant. Boards now assign real costs to 

geopolitical shocks, pandemics, and tariff fights.

Compute

Factories are as much software as hardware. Quality is governed 

before the first part ships, not after rework piles up.
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Policy, Power, Proximity

Incentives, cleaner energy, and consumer demand for “made close to 

home” tilt the equation back.

A Day in the Factory of the Future
It’s a Tuesday in 2030. You badge in. Overnight, the digital twin ran 

scenarios and validated today’s product change. The line is ready 

before the first shift whistle.

At 2 a.m., a supplier flagged a yield issue. The system rerouted to 

a qualified backup source. Production never stopped.

Energy management is now an active dashboard. The system 

blends grid power with solar and storage to balance cost and 

carbon. A new apprentice is being trained not just in tools but in 

data literacy—learning to tend models as past generations tended  

lathes.

This isn’t fiction. It’s competence, redesigned.

Moves Every Leader Should Make
Reshoring is not a slogan; it’s a set of actions.

Plant leaders must start small—prove that hours can replace 

weekends. Supply chain chiefs must map vulnerabilities beyond 

the first tier. Builders need standardized templates for permits 

and utilities so projects move at the speed of demand. Financiers 

must insist on economics that work without subsidies. And job 

seekers should recognize that a new ladder exists: within months, 

skills in safety, quality, and data literacy can lead to meaningful  

roles.

The common thread is urgency. Fragility has a cost. Resilience 

creates value.
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The Metrics That Actually Matter
Press releases don’t rebuild industry. Measurement does.

Do lead times fall by a third or more? Can changeovers be done 

in hours? Are first-pass yields improving? Is OEE moving steadily 

upward? Are kilowatt-hours per unit falling as energy mixes change? 

Is supplier concentration declining? Are apprenticeships filling 

the pipeline?

These are the scoreboard. Without them, strategy is just 

narrative.

Three Futures for U.S. Manufacturing
Look ahead a decade and three paths emerge.

In the base case, 20–30% of U.S. manufacturing volume comes 

home. Brownfield retrofits lead because they can be built faster than 

new megafactories.

In the bull case, automation, incentives, and energy strategy 

align. Micro-factories spring up near demand centers. Supplier net-

works regain depth. Regions long written off see revival.

In the bear case, permits drag, grids falter, and talent pipelines 

run dry. A few high-profile failures sour investors, and a temporary 

lull in geopolitics tempts firms back offshore.

The path America takes will be shaped less by theory than by 

execution.

Mistakes You Can’t Afford
Subsidies can distort choices. If the numbers don’t work without 

them, they don’t work. Calling old automation “AI-native” won’t 

fool a balance sheet or a customer. Moving a choke point closer to 

home is not resilience; it’s fragility with shorter shipping lanes. 

Brown393732_c01.indd  14� Trim Size: 6 × 9 in.      20 Jan 2026  09:02:55 PM



15

The Great Repricing

And ignoring training pipelines is the surest way to turn a billion-

dollar line into a stranded asset.

How GREED Broke Globalization
The story of globalization can be told in one word: GREED.

Globalization was sold as destiny.

Reliance deepened on fragile chains.

Erosion of skills and capacity followed.

Exploitation of offshore labor–enriched investors.

Disparity widened at home.

By the time crises hit, the system was brittle. Reshoring is not 

about nostalgia—it’s about breaking this cycle and building resil-

ience, balance, and shared prosperity.

The Stage Is Set
The tremors were always there. We mistook efficiency for perma-

nence. The reopening of scattered factories proved the system 

could run in reverse. Communities scarred by loss found new 

hope. Policymakers rediscovered tools. Executives thought differ-

ently about risk.

Globalization’s unraveling is not just a story of what broke—it 

is the backdrop to today’s choices.

The fall of globalization sets the stage for the rise of resilience. 

And resilience now demands a new kind of factory—built not just 

with machines but with software, sensors, and skills that allow 

production to learn as fast as markets shift. That is where our story 

turns next.

The romance of revival doesn’t move a single pallet; choices do. 

Where we place the first dollars will decide which towns restart 
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their heartbeats and which stay quiet a little longer. The signals are 

already visible—in wage bands that no longer tell the whole story, 

in power corridors that will make or break a site, in pools of talent 

waiting for ladders that actually reach. What looks like a national 

mood is really a local spreadsheet of addresses, substations, and 

training pipelines. The task now is to translate appetite into a map: 

who is ready, what it will cost, and how quickly momentum can 

turn into output. 
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