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The society of man has evolved from agricultural to industrial centred and, presently, is living 

through a digital era. But even in this digital-communication centred world, products still need to 
be produced, to be manufactured. Indeed the service sector, without manufacturing, could not 
exist. Manufacturing evolution is articulated in various paradigms. A key trend of the latest years 
is certainly “mass customization”, a market paradigm where the consumer is placed once again at 
the core of the business (as it happened for craft production).  

 
Manufacturing has evolved through time in relation to product variety and volumes. 

Manufacturing started with an artisan making a single product for a single customer, and, as such, 
was recognized as craft production. Manufacturing continued to evolve in the late 1800s during 
the Industrial Revolution, pioneering mass production at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

Later the market demanded more and more variety, forcing manufacturing to move towards the 
paradigm of mass customization: as pointed out by many scholars, Mass-Customization can be 
defined as the capability to produce personalized goods, with near mass production costs and 
efficiency. It is recognized that the current and future manufacturing challenges are returning to 
those of the original craft production age, with the added advantages and complexities of today’s 
advanced manufacturing systems and technologies. Therefore, one view of mass customization 
could be as having the ideals of craft production expressed through modern industrial technology.  

Additionally, lately manufacturing is growing beyond the economic context into a social and 
ecological phenomenon, motivating companies to move towards sustainable manufacturing. 

Manufacturing is therefore now confronted with many new “business goals” that are not only 
related to pure profit but also to the life and aspirations for future generations.  

 
To adapt to global competitive pressures, modern industries must then develop methods and 
enabling technologies towards a personalized, customer oriented and sustainable manufacturing. 
This statement is well understood by many companies, shared by policy maker around the world. 
Manufacturers are demanded to merge the need to be reactive towards customer needs and wishes 
(customized products), with the requisite to be proactive towards ecological and social impact 
(sustainable products). 

This vision points out two key concepts whose impact on manufacturing is complex and 
interdepended: Customization and Sustainability.  

This is certainly true for any product but in particular for shoe production, as footwear 
manufacturing is increasingly confronted with a progressive reduction in the size of production 
batches. Since a noticeable demand for such products is becoming evident among shoe consumers, 
footwear companies will soon have to confront the technical challenges required to change the 
paradigm of Mass Production to Mass Customization. 

 
This short presentation is meant to provide the basic concepts to comprehend Mass-

Customization. Then we will analyse the two concepts of mass customization and sustainability 
side by side, to lay a meaningful context for their actual confrontation.  

Finally it will be shown how Mass Customization AND Sustainability are a way to avoid energy 
waste in consumer goods production. It will be also shown how the Circular Economy concept is 
not enough to avoid energy waste in Mass Production. 
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