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Thriving companies are different.
In the 2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution 
Monitor survey, 36 percent of participating executives 
described their business as thriving, a modest rebound 
from 2013 when 31 percent said they were in that 
category.  This increase is not unique—the percentage 
of thriving manufacturing and distribution companies 
in the United States is up from 2009, when only 9 
percent were bold enough to say in the middle of the 
recession that they were doing more than just holding 
steady.  There have been setbacks along the way and 
the proportion of thriving companies hit its high point 
of 45 percent in 2011 (Figure 1). But this relatively steady 
growth suggests that these companies have succeeded 
in spite of weak economic environments, low customer 
demand and rising commodity prices.

How are these companies thriving, when others are 
holding steady (60 percent) or declining (5 percent)?  
To be sure, “thriving” is a somewhat subjective term.  
For an executive to say a company is thriving, it could 
simply mean that revenue growth is outpacing inflation.  
Yet the thriving companies participating in the 2014 
Monitor survey have more in common than strong 
revenue growth or higher demand; these are simply the 
outcomes of the investments these companies make, 
the strategies they develop and the priorities they set.  
Profits before interest and tax are greater for thriving U.S. 
companies (an average of 10 percent) than they are for 
companies holding steady (6 percent) or declining (-3 
percent). 

This report takes a close look at how and why thriving 
companies are able to succeed.  As the following pages 
will show, thriving companies follow a number of 
similar patterns:

• Investments: Thriving companies lead others in a 
number of investment areas.  A greater percentage 
of them invest in equipment (and at a higher rate), 
as well as in technology infrastructure and software.  
They are also more likely to invest in acquisitions.

• Continuous improvement: Leadership and 
management development programs at these 
companies are expected to increase in the next 
12 months. Employee training on the shop floor 
will also increase among a greater percentage 
of thriving companies (80 percent) than those 
holding steady (70 percent) or declining (64 
percent). Thriving companies also lead in significant 
initiatives in operational and other improvements.

Introduction

Introduction

Figure 1. U.S. thriving companies year over year
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• Effective strategies: Notably, thriving companies 
use these strategies more effectively than others.  
Whether it’s addressing operational efficiencies, 
focusing on more profitable existing customers or 
leveraging technology, these companies are taking 
the time to make these strategies work for them.

• Managing relationships: Thriving companies are 
using information technology and other resources 
to share information with suppliers and internal 
personnel to understand and meet the needs of 
their customers.

• Managing external challenges: Thriving companies 
are better able to minimize the financial impact of 
government regulations and taxation.

Generally, executives are encouraged by sales growth 
over the past year, and they expect growth and 
hiring to continue.  However, stricter regulations, 
high corporate tax rates, increasingly aggressive 
state tax agencies and not knowing what the federal 
government may deliver have all contributed to 
a continued uncertainty and frustration among 
executives trying to plan for the future.  More than half 
of executives participating in the survey believe the 
U.S. government will limit or significantly limit their 
company’s growth in the next 12 months.

This suggests that many companies may be at an 
inflection point.  The choice can be relatively simple:

• Invest optimistically in the future now: Bet that 
healthier markets are here to stay, but risk their 
balance sheets and income statements if economic 
growth falters.

• Remain cautious and safe for another year: But 
take a chance that aggressive competitors will steal 
market share—and profits.

The 2014 Monitor report should empower executives 
to make informed strategic and tactical decisions based 
on detailed analysis of the industry in domestic and 
international markets and the best practices of thriving 
companies.

Please note: There were 920 U.S. participants in the 2014 
survey.  In addition, there were 227 participants based in 
countries outside the United States.  While the focus in this 
report is primarily on the U.S. participants, highlights of the 
global perspectives may be found throughout the report.

In addition, we spoke directly with several groups 
of executives from a number of middle-market 
manufacturing and distribution companies.  From Seattle, 
Washington to Washington, D.C., these executives shared 
their reactions to the survey results.  These discussions 
helped form much of this report. 

Finally, throughout this report, the percentage figures in 
some charts may not add up to 100 percent due to rounding.
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Strategies for growth

Thriving companies leverage strategic 
investments for greater growth and 
operational improvements.
From a strategic level, thriving companies are focusing 
on mergers and acquisitions. Additionally, they 
have enjoyed significant improvements in company 
performance, driven by investments in information 
technology, operations practices and capability, and 
customer service, among other areas. 

How are thriving companies making those decisions?

Mergers and acquisitions
With cash and credit more readily available, companies 
are looking with renewed interest at merger and 
acquisition (M&A) opportunities. Through Q1 2014, 
U.S. industrial and chemical M&A deal value was $28.6 
billion, up from $14.8 billion in Q1 2013. The U.S. 
technology sector also saw deal value rise—up to $38.1 
billion from $27.1 billion a year ago.1 

The deals will keep coming: 21 percent of U.S. 
executives plan to acquire a company in the same 
business, while 17 percent plan to acquire a company 
in a complementary business. In fact, thriving 
companies are making these acquisitions primarily to 
expand product lines to reach new customers, create 
cost synergies, improve margins and improve their 
market position (Figure 2). 

For example, Bimba Manufacturing Company, a leading 
provider of pneumatic, hydraulic and electric solutions 
based in Illinois, recently acquired Acro Associates, a 
California firm. Acro’s non-contact pinch valve product 
line provided Bimba with the ability to expand further 
into the medical industry, while also bringing new 
technologies to their existing industrial customers in 
food and beverage and other sectors. 

1 Mergermarket M&A Trend Report: Q1 2014, Mergermarket, 
April 2014.

Regardless of the reasons for buying or selling, the 
process may be new to some executives. Although 
experienced in other areas, these leaders may be 
unaccustomed to leveraging growth opportunities. 

Corporate governance and operational integration will 
be important areas of focus for companies growing 
through M&A. Creating a common culture within the 
newly combined entity will be critical for efficiency 
of integration and development of a consistent 
governance program. For example, one Philadelphia-
based distributor of glass bottles and related packaging 
grew by acquisition in order to bring the company 
expertise in specific domestic markets. However, they 
tended to operate in regional silos and, as a result, were 
unable to leverage that expertise across the country. In 
an effort to work more “as one company,” the company 
began moving to a single information technology 
platform in order to share data and leverage the 
knowledge they acquired throughout the organization. 

M&A activity may be all the more difficult due to a 
significant gap between potential buyers (30 percent) 
and potential sellers (8 percent) identified in the 
Monitor survey. This gap will likely drive M&A deal 
prices higher, and will mean that buyers need to plan 

Strategies for growth

Expand product lines to 
reach new customers

Create cost synergies 
and improve margins

Improve current  
market position

Expand distribution 
channels

Create stronger 
position with suppliers

0%            10%          20%           30%        40%

Figure 2. Reasons for U.S. recent and upcoming M&A 
activity by thriving companies

“This acquisition reflects 
Bimba’s commitment to 
providing more value and 
solutions to our customers.  
Adding Acro’s pinch valves 
and controls capabilities 
increases our strategic 
value in our key industries 
and reflects our long-term 
commitment to growth.”

 Patrick J. Ormsby 
President 

Bimba Manufacturing 
Company 
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transactions carefully, from identification of compatible 
candidates through due diligence to final integration. But 
strategic buyers are able to pay more as they can leverage 
their platform and remove expenses for the business.

Investment plans
Many companies plan to increase investments this 
year, despite the expiration of bonus depreciation and 
enhanced section 179 expensing at the end of 2013. 
A majority will boost spending for equipment and 
machinery, and information technology (Figure 3). 
Dramatic differences between the median and average 
statistics for investments indicate the extent to which 
some companies will increase their spending.2

In February 2014, the month the Monitor survey was 
launched, 70 percent of Standard & Poor’s companies 
that had announced 2014 spending plans exceeded 
Wall Street expectations, the highest level in five years. 
In addition, the average capital expenditure for the year 
is approximately $1.71 billion, a 2 percent increase from 
last year.3 Add in the fact that U.S. industry capacity 

2 Median of 0 percent indicates that half or more will not 
increase spending.

3 Caroline Valetkevitch, “U.S. companies ramp up capex as 
confidence grows,” Reuters, Feb. 20, 2014.

is approaching 80 percent4—a level considered full 
utilization—and the reasons behind plant expansions 
and investments in new equipment become obvious: 
Manufacturers and distributors are racing to keep up 
with rising demand after years of potential under-
investment.

Yet 50 percent or more of the respondents did not 
intend to increase investment spending in the next 
12 months, in areas such as physical facilities and 
warehouses, fleets and vehicles, and research and 
development. This may reflect their uncertainty 
regarding the stability of the overall economic recovery 
or their concern with their own growth prospects. 

Thriving companies, however, are leaders in investments 
for the future, with median spending increases of:

• 8 percent for equipment and machinery (compared 
to 5 percent at companies holding steady and 0 
percent at declining companies) 

• 2 percent for physical facilities (compared to  
0 percent at all other companies) 

• 2 percent for research and development (compared 
to 0 percent at all other companies) 

4 Industrial Production and Capacity Utilization, Federal 
Reserve, April 16, 2014.

Global perspective 

Mergers and acquisitions
U.S. businesses are more likely to be buyers 
than their global counterparts. Among non-
U.S. companies, 17 percent plan to acquire a 
company in the same business and 18 percent in 
a complementary business. Twenty-six percent 
of non-U.S. participants will sell in some manner 
(to a strategic acquirer or private-equity firm), 
compared to just 8 percent of U.S. companies.  
This may be due to an assessment by non-U.S. 
companies of the fund raising success in the 
United States. by private equity firms and those 
groups’ willingness to invest overseas.

Equipment and 
machinery

Information  
technology

Research and 
development

Physical facilities and 
warehouses 

0%               4%              8%             12%        16%

Figure 3. Investment increases in the next 12 months

n Median    n  Average

0%

0%
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Information technology investments
The differences are all the more stark for investment 
averages in information technology. Thriving companies 
are anticipating increases by an average of 17 percent, 
compared to 10 percent by companies that are holding 
steady and 7 percent by declining companies over the 
next 12 months. 

Many industrial firms have not undertaken major IT 
investments since Y2K. After delaying or 
canceling IT projects during and after 
the recession, more executives at these 
firms, now recognize the opportunities 
to streamline operations via IT—from 
sales, design and procurement through 
delivery and customer support. 
Having delayed IT improvements 
for so long, they are anxious to add 
new capabilities, such as business 
analytics. They may also see the investments that their 
competitors are making and recognize the high-paced 
change in business communications and operations has 
an impact on their company’s performance.

More than one-third of executives plan to purchase 
new, upgrade or reconfigure the following systems and 
applications in the next 12 months (Figure 4): 

These investments are not being made in a vacuum. 
Companies are integrating and aligning IT investments 
throughout the business, in areas such as customer 

relationship management, enterprise resource 
planning and business analytic solutions. Notably, most 
of the activity in these areas revolves around upgrading 
or reconfiguring the solution rather than purchasing 
new, which can be expensive. The high level of 
interest in mobility solutions and Web applications is 
not surprising; these technologies are relatively new, 
and some organizations may just be initiating the 
implementation stage.

In fact, thriving companies are more 
likely to invest in mobility solutions, with 
45 percent planning to purchase new, 
upgrade or reconfigure, compared to 40 
percent of holding steady and 32 percent 
of declining companies (Figure 5).

One Seattle-based manufacturer, for 
example, is rolling out a new Web-based 
application to allow its 1,400 customers 

to reach them online. The software enables customers 
and prospects to get quotes, view product drawings 
and submit orders. As companies invest in online 
applications that make doing business easier, however, 
they also need to keep data security and infrastructure 
stability in mind. 

Workforce investments
Since the recession, executives have been very cautious 
about making workforce investments. They worry about 
whether or not the economic recovery will hold and 
justify bringing on additional labor, and they try to 
anticipate the eventual impact of the Affordable Care Act. 

In the last few years, Monitor surveys have noted 
increases in productivity as demand rose following the 
end of the recession. But since 2010, these increases 

Strategies for growth
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Figure 4. IT system or applications to purchase new, 
upgrade or reconfigure in the next 12 months 
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Figure 5. Investment in mobility solutions  
(% by business condition)



2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution Monitor Report   n   7

have leveled off to historical (and, it might be said, more 
realistic) levels. Productivity gains were lower in 2014 (3 
percent average), for example, than in 2013 (5 percent). 

Although most executives are anticipating sales in the 
United States to increase by an average of 8 percent 
in the next 12 months, they are being cautious and 
anticipate only hiring by an average of 5 percent in the 
United States. But thriving companies, in anticipation 
of a domestic sales increase of 13 percent, are investing 
in their total workforce by an average of 9 percent. 
This is an increase over workforce hiring in 2013, 
when thriving companies anticipated expanding their 
workforces by an average of 7 percent, compared to 4 
percent overall. Thriving companies are continuing to 
stay ahead of the curve, confident that demand—and 
their businesses—will continue to grow. 

Yet even with these increases, hiring clearly is not 
keeping pace with demand—and the workforce 
pinch will only tighten if markets continue to improve. 
Monitor results show that the availability of skilled 
workforce personnel is expected to limit or significantly 
limit growth at 50 percent of companies. 

Companies looking outside for new workers must also pay 
attention to current employees, because the number of 
employees who are retiring or quitting jobs is rising5 and 
the skills of experienced workers are in higher demand.

Leveraging investments
The majority of the respondents are focused on 
investments in operations practices and capabilities as 
well as product and process innovation. Unfortunately, 
many of those investments in the past have not yielded 
improvements; still other companies don’t invest at all. 

Yet thriving companies invest differently—and 
earn outsized returns on their investments. Thriving 
companies are also far more likely to invest in operations 
practices and capabilities, lead generation and sales 
practices, and marketing strategy and execution. A 
greater percentage of thriving companies are seeing 
improvements compared to survey participants overall 
in a number of critical areas (Figure 6).

5 Bureau of Labor Statistics.

A Seattle-based manufacturer invests in continuous 
improvement initiatives on an annual basis to eliminate 
defects and improve performance. Their efforts have 
resulted in tripling productivity in one of the company’s 
steel lines with half the number of personnel. Through 
lean manufacturing processes and the application of 
technology, the workforce is able to work that much 
more efficiently. 

“The manufacturing sector 
has rebounded significantly 
since the end of the recession, 
and there is data showing 
high levels of anticipated 
activity across the board 
over the next 12 months.  
The sector has benefited 
from manufacturers seeking 
greater efficiencies in the 
production process. While 
these have slowed more 
recently, we could see further 
productivity gains in future 
years if we allow technology 
and innovation to push the 
envelope.”

Chad Moutray, Ph.D. 
Chief Economist 

National Association of 
Manufacturers

Global perspective 

Investments
Non-U.S. businesses are more likely to invest 
in research and development in the next 12 
months (a 5 percent median increase, compared 
to 0 percent in the United States). This holds 
true for thriving companies as well: investment 
in R&D by non-U.S. thriving companies is 
anticipated to increase by a median 5 percent, 
compared to 2 percent by those thriving in the 
United States.  This may be due in part to better 
tax incentives for R&D outside the United States.  

Operations and practice 
capability

Product and process 
innovation

Marketing strategy and 
execution

Leadership and 
management development

Lead generation and  
sales practices

Customer service

Product and material 
acquisition

Delivery and logistics

Corporate responsibility 
initiatives

Corporate governance 
improvements
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Figure 6: Investment in the past year and effect on 
company performance
% seeing some or significant improvement; by business condition

n Thriving       n Holding steady       n Declining  
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Thriving companies are finding 
effective strategies for improving 
profit margins and increasing 
innovation.
Although two-thirds of U.S. manufacturers and 
distributors expect increased profits over the next 
12 months, many will find it challenging to maintain 
margins, given the planned investments and increased 
costs that come with rising demand, a larger workforce 
and continuing competitor competition.

Profit plans
Plans to maintain or improve profit margins among U.S. 
manufacturers and distributors show that executives 
are actively trying to manage the front end of demand 
(such as focusing on more profitable customers) and 
demand fulfillment (lowering costs through operational 
efficiencies). The most effective way to manage 
margins is to continue to improve manufacturing and 
distribution processes to maintain lower costs.

Thriving companies are able to manage profit strategies 
more effectively than other organizations (Figure 7), 
particularly regarding the effectiveness of implementing 
technology. For example, 24 percent report that 
upgrading technology infrastructure was highly 
effective in managing profits, compared to 14 percent of 
holding steady and 7 percent of declining companies.

Figure 7: Effectiveness of profit strategies  
Percentages for “highly effective”

Thriving
Holding 
steady Declining

Lowering costs 
through operational 
efficiencies

47% 35% 36%

Focusing on more 
profitable existing 
customers

39 28 35

Investing in 
equipment

36 21 26

Upgrading 
technology 
infrastructure

23 13 7

Strategic changes in 
product mix

22 17 21

Upgrading 
technology software

24 14 7

Increasing prices 
to a majority of our 
customers

25 15 12

Thriving companies also avoid short-term profit strategies 
with negative long-term consequences, such as:

• Substituting lower priced inventory, materials  
and components

• Introducing or increasing surcharges

These initiatives are more common among declining 
businesses, yet they should be considered with caution.

Profit and sales growth plans

Profit and sales growth plans



2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution Monitor Report   n   9

Sales strategies
Strategies for growing sales resemble findings from 
previous Monitor surveys, but at lower levels of 
involvement. For example, 66 percent of executives rate 
penetration in existing markets as extremely important 
or important, compared to 77 percent in 2013 (Figure 
8). While the percentage remains relatively high, 
businesses may now simply be trying to keep up with 
demand rather than create more of it. Or they may be 
recognizing the need to find new or different ways to 
drive revenue growth. 

For example, a carpet manufacturer with headquarters 
in North Carolina notes that pent-up consumer 
demand for floor covering is driving growth. In another 
industry sector, a Baltimore-based food manufacturer 
and distributor is finding that changing demographics 
are driving growth in markets around the world. With 
greater numbers of the population in China moving 
to cities, the company has opened a new facility there 
to accommodate the growing demand for prepared 
foods; they are also saving money on transportation 
and import costs by sourcing materials locally. Greater 
numbers of consumers—from young professionals to 
new retirees—are spending an increasing amount of 
disposable income on food as well. 

Perhaps as a result, fewer companies are increasing 
penetration in existing markets, identifying new 
customer segments or developing new products. This 
may be due in part to a concentration on providing 
value-added, follow-up services to their current 
customers, an approach noted in the 2013 Monitor 
report. But it is also possible that these companies 
are seeing diminishing returns in these areas and are 
moving to different strategies with expected higher 
rates of return. Nevertheless, one Philadelphia-area 
lighting manufacturer, for example, finds its recent 

growth based primarily in new products. The company 
keeps in front of government regulations for LED bulbs 
and, as a result of their product innovations, they can 
sell their products based on a unique value proposition; 
consequently, they can command a higher price.

Innovation
Thomas Edison’s Menlo Park, California employees called 
it “midnight lunch,” the inventor’s practice of creating an 
environment of social engagement and collaboration 
that took place after hours in his lab.6 It served as the 
foundation for the work in all of Edison’s labs by bringing 
individuals from diverse disciplines together to ensure 
multiple perspectives and rapid problem-solving.

Innovation—in new products, line extensions, 
processes, sales channels, markets—is the engine of 
growth. But the problem for most companies is in 
finding what customers want—or what they want but 
don’t know it yet. As Henry Ford is alleged to have said, 
“If I had asked people what they wanted, they would 
have said faster horses.”

6 SM Caldicott, Midnight Lunch: The 4 Phases of Team Collab-
oration Success from Thomas Edison’s Lab, Wily, December 
10, 2012 

“Innovation is about creating 
new value. That means 
innovation can be applied to 
products, services, business 
models, or even how your 
company serves its customers. 
Leaders today don’t have 
to have all the answers. But 
they do need to ask probing 
questions that get people 
thinking in new ways. They 
need to ask ‘what’s next?’ in 
provocative ways.”

Sarah Miller Caldicott 
Chief Executive Officer 

Power Patterns of Innovation

Increased penetration 
in existing markets

New products and 
line extensions

New customer 
segments

New geographies 
within your country

0%          20%       40%        60%       80%    100%

Figure 8. Strategies to grow sales in next 12 months
% rating extremely important or important

n 2014    n  2013
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Only 11 percent of Monitor participants described their 
company’s operations as “innovation-focused.” Those 
companies are more likely to be thriving, with higher 
median U.S. sales growth and higher profit margins 
(median 9 percent before interest and taxes).

Product and process innovation is necessary for all 
companies because, in trying to understand and satisfy 
customers’ future interests, they experiment and uncover 
better ways of doing business, even if those ideas don’t 
initially yield returns as a new product or service. Even 
53 percent of declining companies report improved 
performance from product and process innovation. 

Unfortunately, many firms focus their innovation efforts 
solely on products—not on evolving customer needs. 
Only 12 percent of companies report that new services are 
important for sales growth in the next 12 months. Service 
is a key contributor to customer value and can yield 
revenues and profits as much as a new widget. Examples 
abound in various industries: IBM IT and business services, 
Rockwell Automation energy management services, Apple 
retail stores and its Genius Bars. 

One manufacturer of electric power monitoring 
equipment based in Washington state noted that 
having its research and development team members 
in disparate locations was not encouraging innovation 
and invention. The company began construction on 
a nearly 100,000-square-foot building that would, 
among its many features, include enough office space 
to put the company’s entire R&D team in one location 
as well as allow for a more creative and collaborative 
environment. 

Profit and sales growth plans

Global perspective 

Innovation
In 2013, one of the top sales strategies to drive 
growth was to provide new services.  At the 
time, 19 percent of U.S. executives found this 
approach important or extremely important. In 
2014, however, that percentage has dropped 
to 12.  Companies outside the United States, 
however, see it differently.  For 39 percent of 
survey participants in non-U.S. companies, this is 
an important strategy for sales growth.  
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Continuous improvement

Thriving companies regularly seek 
new ways to streamline processes, 
enhance workforce skills and leverage 
information technology.

Operations
It’s been three decades since James Womack 
brought the theories of lean to U.S. manufacturers, 
describing how Toyota and other Japanese companies 
had developed detailed systems for continuous 
improvement and were using them to take over the 
automotive industry. 

Today, the need for continuous improvement has 
not disappeared. Even though there often remains 
a strategic opportunity for pricing as a profitability 
lever, thriving U.S. companies today succeed in part 
because they continually establish higher benchmarks 
to force improvements: 28 percent of them cite process 
improvement initiatives as a top reason for their success. 

Thriving companies also report larger increases in 
productivity, driven by process improvements (80 
percent of thriving companies), improved labor 
utilization (55 percent) and improved equipment 
utilization (46 percent). 

For example, nearly 70 percent of thriving companies 
will increase their investments in equipment in the next 
12 months. The impact of this investment can have 
a ripple effect throughout a company: Buying a new 
piece of machinery increases output, of course, and it 
may ultimately reduce labor and overhead costs. 

Unlike decades ago, the principles behind these 
approaches are being applied throughout an 
organization—research and development, procurement, 
accounting, administration, and sales and marketing. 
Bison Gear and Engineering Corporation, a manufacturer 
of gear motors based in St. Charles, Illinois, converted 
its manufacturing facility to function as a lean 
manufacturing plant. The company has been able to 
achieve significant reductions in lead times throughout 
the operation by utilizing a number of lean techniques. 
Martin Swarbrick, president and chief executive officer 
of Bison, took the lean concepts used on the shop floor 
to other parts of the enterprise, implementing them in 
the back office, finance department and the engineering 
process of the business. 

The methodologies need to engage the minds of 
operations associates in addition to their muscles. 
Problem solving, working in teams, personal initiative, 
a solid work ethic: These are skills that companies now 
are finding difficult to locate when looking for talent 
and that rarely develop within existing employees 
without establishing a training regimen. 

Workforce 
The differentiator in today’s competitive landscape is 
people. Process and technology can be developed, 
monitored, and periodically upgraded, but people are 
key. Keeping people motivated, knowledgeable on 
industry changes and committed to corporate strategy 
is analogous to success.

Approximately 43 percent of companies with improved 
productivity report that workforce education and 
training is a critical factor. Not surprisingly, training is a 
continuing priority among thriving companies this year. 

“We have seen tremendous 
improvements to our ability 
to deliver a quality product 
on time.  Lean principles 
have permeated our entire 
organization.” 

Martin Swarbrick 
President and Chief  

Executive Officer 
Bison Gear and Engineering 

Corporation
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Training isn’t just for the shop floor: 37 percent of 
companies with improved productivity report that 
leadership and management development is a key 
training area. Talent management will be crucial in 
coming years, as baby boomers retire and companies 
look to replace their skills and knowledge. A study 
by the Institute of Executive Development and the 
Rock Institute for Corporate Governance at Stanford 
University found that 54 percent of companies are 
grooming a replacement for their CEO, and 60 percent 
have a talent-management program in place.7 

Among thriving companies in the Monitor survey, 
54 percent report that investments in leadership 
and management development improved company 
performance. Nearly three-quarters of these thriving 
companies plan to increase their employment levels 
in the next 12 months by an average of 9 percent. 
Although some of this hiring is driven by rising demand, 
there are other motivations as well that go to the heart 
of workforce improvement. As 
one focus group executive put it, 
there is a “graying” problem in the 
workforce, on the shop floor as 
well as in the executive suite. The 
recession forced many employees 
who would otherwise have retired 
earlier to stay on in order to 
make up for losses in their retirement plans. As a result, 
companies may have delayed or even ignored the need 
for succession planning. Yet even those who are keenly 
aware of the issue find that replacing retiring workers is 
not easy. 

Executives at thriving companies appreciate that a skilled 
workforce can have an impact on their growth. Although 
it varies across the country, the lack of skilled workers is 
limiting growth for 46 percent of these companies. 

7 David Larcker and Scott Saslow, 2014 Report on Senior 
Executive Succession Planning and Talent Development, 
Institute of Executive Development and the Rock Institute 
for Corporate Governance at Stanford University, 2014.

To address the need to attract and retain a skilled and 
younger workforce, many firms are collaborating with 
local colleges, trade schools and high schools on training 
programs. One school district in Tacoma, Washington has 
a dedicated education center with programs specifically 
designed to encourage trade careers. Some companies 
are finding skilled workers among those who have 
recently retired from the military. 

Still other companies are enhancing or expanding roles 
beyond their traditional responsibilities. For example, 
one distributor is having its retiring engineers train new 
hires to help them understand the technical elements 
of their product. At the same time, they are broadening 
the knowledge of these younger engineers to include 
sales and contract negotiation skills. This provides the 
employee with a greater skill set that can make the 
role more meaningful and attractive. It also allows the 
company to leverage the in-depth knowledge of the 
retiring engineer.

Looking ahead, companies will 
need to be mindful of succession 
planning when reviewing their 
workforce. Management needs to be 
prepared for the growing challenge of 
attracting skilled personnel. 

Information technology 
One reason for ongoing training is the pace at which 
companies implement new information technologies 
or upgrade software and applications. The increased 
availability of cloud computing, for example, makes it 
easier and more affordable to get the right applications 
for specific roles and functions. Many manufacturing 
and distribution jobs require a high level of technology 
skills for employees to operate effectively. 

The quality of existing IT systems—and their impact 
on the organization—helps explain why new systems 
are so desperately needed. Thriving companies are 
not only using IT to improve information sharing both 
within the company and with customers, but they are 
also far more effective in using IT to improve customer 
satisfaction and minimize corporate risks (Figure 9).

Investments in leadership 
and management 

development improved 
company performance at 
many thriving companies.
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Executives also are looking to improve systems 
to secure their company’s information and data. 
Unfortunately, security breaches are 
being reported regularly, with customer 
records or sensitive information 
ending up in the wrong hands. Of 
particular concern to manufacturers 
and distributors are the ramifications 
of joining their firms to the so-called 
“Internet of Things” (IoT), in which 
industrial controls, sensors, motors and 
other features communicate with corporate IT systems. 
The IoT provides executives with real-time information 
for decision making and equipment optimization. But 
here, too, there can be substantial enterprise data risk: 
Even a tiny sensor in a stamping machine or conveyor 
can provide a portal for a hacker to enter the plant and 
corporate network and IT systems.

A recent high-profile breach into a retailer’s customer 
financial data reportedly came in through a vendor-
managed system designed to support billing and 
vendor payments for heating and air conditioning 
services. Once the hackers had access to the system, 
they were able to bypass the company’s firewall and 
test the internal security network. Eventually, they 
found the credit card information they were seeking. 
Business-to-business systems may be similarly 
threatened, and companies need to be ready to 
mitigate risks of 

unauthorized access made by employees or external 
hackers seeking to exploit a system’s weaknesses. 
Sophisticated hackers can use the company’s Voice 
over Internet Protocol phone systems to gain access 
to an organization’s ERP and CRM systems and other 
proprietary information. 

Yet a majority of executives believe that their 
company’s information and data is reasonably safe.8 
More troubling are the reasons that make executives 
think their systems and data are secure. For example, 
many simply do not think that their companies are 
targets of hackers. This may be because executives 
view hackers’ targets to be limited to competitive 
information or intellectual property alone, and would 

be of limited use outside their firm or 
industry. Without large quantities of 
sensitive information to take, hackers 
will not be interested in breaching 
their systems—or so the thinking goes. 

This perspective, coupled with the 
more than one-fourth of executives 
who think systems are secure because 

“that’s what I am told” (Figure 10), however, is not 
without risk. It ignores the attraction to hackers of 
other types of information—such as Social Security 
numbers, banking and other financial data—that is 
attractive to a wide range of talented and well-funded 
criminals who can convert any sensitive data into cash. 
When even governments are breaching commercial 
company systems and hacking is an ever-growing 
threat, a greater level of understanding by C-level 
executives may be warranted. 

8 Rated 1 or 2 on a scale of 1-5 where 1 equals “not at risk.”
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Figure 9. Effectiveness of IT environment 
(infrastructure, applications and organization)* 
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* Rated 4 or 5 on a scale of 1-5 where 5 equals “extremely effective.”
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Only 41 percent of respondents regularly monitor and test 
for unauthorized access to their systems. Fortunately, it 
appears that executives are becoming aware of the risks. 
Monitor survey participants who feel their systems are not 
at risk appears to have dropped since 2013 (Figure 11).

9 10 

9 Rated 4 or 5 on a scale of 1-5 where 5 equals “extremely 
effective.”

10 Rated 1 or 2 on a scale of 1-5 where 1 equals “not at risk.”

Continuous improvement

Global perspective 

IT effectiveness and risks
Non-U.S. executives are more likely to report 
that their IT environment is effective9 for most 
tasks than their U.S. counterparts. For example, 
50 percent report IT is effective for improving 
customer satisfaction, compared to 27 percent 
of U.S. executives. Yet non-U.S. executives are 
less likely to believe their information and data 
is safe:10 45 percent compared to 59 percent of 
U.S. executives. They appear to be more aware 
of the risks of breaches than those inside the 
United States.  This may be due in part to privacy 
laws in the European Union that are more 
stringent than those in the United States.  The EU 
Data Protection Directive, for example, defines 
“personal data” very broadly and declares its 
protection is a basic human right.  For various 
political and cultural reasons, the United States 
has no single data protection law comparable to 
the EU directive and therefore may not have the 
incentive to protect data that EU businesses have.

My company is not a  
high priority target for  

data thieves

Company regularly 
monitors systems to find 

threats and attacks

We have an effective IT risk-
management process

That’s what I am told

We do periodic penetration 
testing analysis utilizing a 

third party service provider

We do periodic internal 
penetration testing analysis

0%              20%             40%             60%

Figure 10. How executives know systems and data  
are secure

n 1=Not at risk  n 2  n 3  n 4  n 5=Very much at risk

Figure 11. Information and data risk
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Thriving companies work with 
suppliers and software to understand 
and meet the needs of their 
customers.
From vendors to customers, executives need to keep 
a close eye on an often fluid environment known 
as the supply chain. As Stephen Covey might put it, 
supply chain management should “begin with the 
end in mind.” That is, it starts with understanding the 
customer. Every decision made along the supply chain 
continuum, including those regarding the products 
and services that companies provide, should be based 
on supporting the needs and values of the end user. 

Thriving companies know they need to maintain good 
relationships with their customers—and they act 
on this knowledge. A greater percentage of thriving 
companies make more effective use of their IT systems 
to improve customer satisfaction than other companies 
(33 percent and 27 percent, respectively). Leveraging 
customer relationship management systems to get an 
understanding of what customers want helps drive the 
supply chain strategies of manufacturers and distributors. 

One manufacturer of diapers, for example, is test 
marketing in Brazil a diaper that uses sensors to let 
parents know when their infant’s diaper needs changing. 
The sensor also triggers a distribution process to keep 
the family supply of diapers fully stocked. Understanding 
what the consumer needs and finding creative solutions 
to address those needs are the hallmarks of a company 
that manages its supply chain.

Working with suppliers
Supply-chain management is more important than 
ever, with cost increases for most inputs expected to 
outpace inflation (Figure 12). The key for executives 
in dealing with goods and services suppliers—as in 
dealing with customers—is to establish relationships in 
which value is created for both parties.

Vendor management is increasingly paramount to 
maintaining stable operations. The risks can extend 
beyond financial issues to include reputation, 
sustainability, legal, regulatory and other operational 
issues. Knowing your vendor and developing a risk 
assessment and monitoring program to examine 
outcomes leads to stronger vendor performance.

Thriving companies know the importance of the vendor 
relationship; nearly three-quarters of the thriving 
Monitor participants found that working with suppliers 
to improve processes and lower costs is an effective 
means to maintaining or improving profit margins. 

A first step taken by many executives developing 
improved supplier relationships is to precisely 
determine what they are spending with whom. In the 
lean manufacturing lexicon, this is called a “plan for 
every part,” where management clearly understands 
what and why they buy from each supplier. The aim is 

Supply-chain management  

Inventory, material 
and components

Transportation fuel 
(gasoline, diesel)

Utilities  
(including energy)

0%        1%        2%       3%       4%       5%       6% 

Figure 12. Average expected cost increases in next  
12 months
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to establish a “total delivered cost” perspective, rather 
than focusing solely on unit price. Consideration is 
typically given to factors such as inventory carrying 
costs, transportation charges, cost of potential delays, 
and staff and management labor and training. 

A rigorous supply assessment can drive executives to 
re-evaluate supplier relationships. In addition to per-
unit costs, there are a number of issues to consider—
cycle times, customer demand, product quality, 
among others—when proactively managing a supply 
chain. Approximately 16 percent of U.S. companies 
in the Monitor survey, for example, purchase half 
or more of their goods and services from non-U.S. 
suppliers. Alternatively, 36 percent of companies feel 
it is important to have their operations in physical 
proximity to their supply chains—and, in fact, have 
made it a competitive advantage. 

Many companies have brought (or are looking to bring 
back) operations to the United States (often called 
onshoring), but there is a balance between those 
companies that are onshoring and those offshoring 
(Figure 13). Each company’s supply chain is unique, and 
analysis of current spend, total-cost data, and emerging 
supplier opportunities contribute to onshore and 
offshore decisions, as do the efficiencies to be gained 
by having activities physically closer to the customer 
(Figure 14).

As the financial incentives for domestic production 
become more attractive, high-profile initiatives—
such as those advanced by retail giant Walmart—are 
encouraging suppliers and manufacturers to invest in 
domestic manufacturing projects. From televisions to 
light bulbs to bicycles, these onshoring investments are 
bringing much-needed jobs to communities, reducing 
assembly and delivery cycles, and boosting local 
economies.11

11 “Walmart, Suppliers and Government Officials Accelerate 
Job Growth and Production Opportunities at U.S. Manufac-
turing Summit,” Aug. 22, 2013, Walmart press release.

A food manufacturer and distributor based in 
Baltimore, for example, noted that food safety concerns 
in general, and the Food Safety Modernization Act 
in particular, are driving the responsibility for U.S. 
distributors to ensure the safety of their food sources. 
As a result, the company is considering making 
investments to source and manufacture certain 
products domestically rather than try to control quality 
and safety coming from a source offshore.

Supply-chain management 
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Figure 13. Offshoring and onshoring trends 
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Figure 14. Importance of operations in physical 
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“New reshoring—some 
call it onshoring—is now 
balancing new offshoring 
by about 40,000 jobs a 
year, resulting in the first 
neutral year of jobs loss/
gain in 20 years.”

Harry C. Moser 
President 

Reshoring Initiative

The top circumstances most likely to trigger when to 
bring operations back home:

• To be closer to customers and markets with better 
lead times: 27 percent of companies

• To improve logistics costs: 25 percent
• Seeking a less costly and burdensome regulatory 

environment: 17 percent
• To reduce inventory carrying costs: 16 percent
• To decrease supply-chain cycle times: 15 percent
• To improve product and process quality: 15 percent

Approximately 44 percent of respondents indicate 
they would not move significant operations under any 
circumstances. Among them, those companies that 
have an operations presence or joint venture offshore 
understand it can be cost prohibitive to leave a country. 
In China, for example, it can be difficult just to get 
physical materials and equipment out of the country—
and the severance costs can be quite high. 

Also contributing to sourcing decisions 
are customers’ perceptions of supplier 
locations: 75 percent of executives 
report that it is important to their 
brand that their products are made 
domestically, and 34 percent believe 
that domestic demand increased 
because products were made 
domestically. Notably, some focus group 
participants pointed out that products made in the 
United States enjoy a reputation for quality around 
the world. Depending on the market, the value that 
customers place on these products can translate into 
premium prices and profits.

The value proposition for customers
Manufacturers and distributors are continually 
challenged to boost revenues as they face significant 
pricing pressures from customers. This presents them 
with some options: generate more revenue from 
current customers by increasing volume or introducing 
new products, or sell to new customers—or both.

Some 32 percent of executives report that increased 
penetration in existing markets is extremely important 
for sales growth. More sales from the same customers 
requires a fulfillment approach that focuses customer 
attention on value and incorporates strategies to make 
consumer customers more satisfied and business 
customers more profitable. This is not a buy-and-sell 
relationship, but recognition of the supply-chain 
value proposition in which customers are presented 
a package of solutions. Many customers expect more 
options (goods and services), even if they don’t tell 
suppliers that—often because they don’t know what 
they want or what is available. 

Customers will also accept higher prices for this broader 
package, provided they perceive new value, such as: 

• Improved service 
• Reduced total cost of the supplier-customer 

relationship 
• Access to information, knowledge and expertise 

An aerospace company, for example, 
has added assembly options for its 
customers—producing a “kit” from 
multiple parts that is then shipped 
to buyers—as a way to make value-
added services a distinctive element of 
its brand. 

Changing the relationship from price 
to value also requires a deeper understanding of what 
customers really value. To do so requires analyzing their 
needs, identifying trends, understanding customer 
preferences, establishing price points and the like. 
This customer-centric approach is supported by 39 
percent of companies participating in the Monitor 
survey, which plan to purchase new or reconfigure 
their customer relationship management (CRM) 
systems in the coming year. Gartner reports that end-
user investment in digital marketing and customer-
experience initiatives drove CRM revenue over $20 
billion in 2013, making CRM the top software revenue 
growth market for all enterprise software markets.12 But 

12 Market Share Analysis: Customer Relationship Management 
Software, Worldwide, 2013, Gartner, April 16, 2014.

Three-quarters of 
executives say it is 
important to their 

brand that their 
products are made 

domestically.
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CRM implementation is not without risk, and the 
software alone does not create customer loyalty or 
increased profits—it is a foundational tool upon which to 
identify needs and build customized value for customers. 

Another way to grow sales is to identify new customer 
segments. Approximately 15 percent of executives 
report that a strategy for finding new customer 
segments is extremely important to sales growth. 
One way to do that is to look beyond U.S. borders: on 
average, 87 percent of participants’ sales are derived 
from domestic customers, and more than one-quarter 
of respondents have no non-U.S. sales. This presents a 
wealth of opportunities, particularly to manufacturers. 

Thriving companies are more likely to have a successful 
strategy to sell products outside of the United States. 
Sales outside the United States increased for just over 
half of thriving companies in the past 12 months, with 
nearly 60 percent expecting increases in the coming year. 

The McKinsey Global Institute reports that by 2025, 
annual consumption in emerging markets will rise to 
$30 trillion, up from $12 trillion in 2010, accounting for 
nearly 50 percent of the world’s total consumption.13 
Companies that invest in non-U.S. growth are already 
reaping the benefits: profit before interest and taxes at 
companies with non-U.S. sales were 7 percent (median), 
compared to 5 percent for U.S.-sales-only companies. 

13 Yuval Atsmon, Peter Child, Richard Dobbs, and Laxman 
Narasimhan, “Winning the $30 trillion decathlon,” McKinsey 
Quarterly, August 2012.

Not surprisingly, this group was far more likely to think 
that finding new regions or geographies outside of the 
United States was important or extremely important to 
sales growth (25 percent of companies), compared to 
just 1 percent on U.S. companies with all domestic sales.

So why are executives hesitant to put more effort 
abroad? Most midmarket companies need help because 
they lack the expertise and experiences of selling 
outside the country. As noted in previous Monitor 
reports,14 there are a number of government and 
private company resources—as well as readily available 
best practices guidelines—available to help meet the 
challenges of exporting and operating offshore.

14 See the 2013 Monitor report as well as Monitor reports from 
the fall and winter of 2011.

Supply-chain management 

Global perspective 

Customers
Approximately 83 percent of non-U.S. 
companies have sales outside their own country 
(compared to 72 percent of U.S. companies). 
The international sales percentage for non-U.S. 
companies is median 40 percent (compared to 5 
percent for U.S. participants).
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Thriving companies view external 
challenges as the price of doing 
business.
Dealing with internal strategic and operational issues 
is a 24/7 role for manufacturing and distribution 
executives. Yet external challenges also loom, and 
even the best-laid internal plans can be washed away 
by factors beyond executive control. It was only a 
few years ago that the nuclear disaster in Japan had 
repercussions felt in distribution channels around the 
world. More recently, the extended cold weather and a 
“polar vortex” contributed to lower volumes, profits—
and more disruptions in distribution.

As noted in previous Monitor surveys, external 
challenges such as government regulations and 
taxation are beyond the control of companies. Yet 
thriving companies are less likely to be concerned 
than others. Even competition is viewed as a growth 
inhibitor by a lower percentage of thriving companies 
(50 percent) than by those that are holding steady (70 
percent) or declining (80 percent). These elements 
are part of the business environment, and thriving 
companies are moving ahead with their strategies.

External challenges most likely to limit growth this 
year are government regulations (66 percent of all 
executives); competition from other companies (63 
percent); and taxation (61 percent). 

The tax environment in Washington, D.C., and across 
the country is especially vexing to manufacturers and 
distributors, and can be summed up in one word: 
uncertainty. In this environment, companies cannot 
plan what they need to do to improve their business, or 
where and how they want to invest. At the federal level, 
for example, executives find it problematic to wait on 
tax credit extensions such as those for R&D that may or 
may not come. At the same time, many state 

tax agencies have become increasingly aggressive 
in levying and collecting taxes, such as those for 
unclaimed property, or asserting that a nexus has been 
established within the state’s jurisdiction. 

U.S. tax law has driven some companies to purchase 
overseas entities located in lower-tax countries, 
allowing them to shift their corporate addresses 
(and accompanying tax burdens). This practice—
inversion—has acquiring companies paying higher 
purchase prices (premiums up to 50 percent) in order 
to reduce their tax rates by as much as 10 percentage 
points.15 The widening gap between the corporate tax 
rate in the United States and in other major trading 
partner countries has given companies an incentive to 
reincorporate abroad in order to realize a substantial 
reduction in their U.S. effective tax rate. This expensive 
practice may only be possible for larger companies 
with substantial capital available. 

Several high-profile transactions have attracted the 
attention of Congress, with various members offering 
proposals to shut down the technique. Companies need 
to carefully map out and manage their international 
business strategy in a way that takes into account this 
enhanced global focus on business taxation. 

Yet thriving companies are clearly less affected by 
external factors (Figure 15). Thriving companies are 
better able to manage some external pressures (e.g., 
supplier availability, material pricing) and less likely 
to encounter others (availability of financing). And for 
the big two—regulation and taxation—an in-depth 
understanding of their business fundamentals and 
financials allows them to be nimble in their responses 
to changing regulatory and tax landscapes. Even 
when unpredicted changes occur, executives and 
their accounting teams find opportunities to minimize 
financial fallout on their organizations. 

15 Dana Mattioli, “Tax advantages raise premiums in cross-
border deals,” The Wall Street Journal, May 11, 2014.

Managing external challenges

“Businesses face a number 
of challenges, many of 
which are of our own 
doing. The good news, 
however, is that we can 
improve the nation’s 
business environment — 
for example, reforming the 
tax code or adding balance 
and transparency to our 
regulatory system. This 
report is yet another call to 
policymakers that it is time 
to get serious about the 
nation’s competitiveness”

Jay Timmons 
President and Chief 

Executive Officer 
National Association of 

Manufacturers
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However, not every company views government 
regulations in a negative way, like one focus group 
executive, whose Philadelphia-based company 
provides cleaning chemicals to restaurants and plants. 
The regulations for his customers require them to buy 
his company’s products. But many do view taxation and 
regulations as the price of doing business. 

Specifically, government regulations are likely to 
limit growth this year include implementation of the 
Affordable Care Act (69 percent of executives), state 
regulations (52 percent), and Environmental Protection 
Agency or environmental regulations (50 percent). Tax 
issues include federal business taxes (61 percent of 
executives), state business taxes (60 percent), federal 
individual income tax rates (50 percent), and uncertainty 
over extension of bonus depreciation (47 percent).

Of these, the Affordable Care Act has captured the most 
attention. The centerpiece of political infighting and 
government shutdowns, the act moves onward, with 
manufacturers generally falling in line: Three-quarters 
of companies will offer fully compliant coverage to 
employees as required by the act (Figure 16). 

Many companies are already compliant with the act—
or at least, that is their intention. Because the act’s 
regulations are still being revised, many companies 
may not have a complete understanding of what 
being in compliance means for them. For now, they are 
focusing their attention on how to lower the premiums 
that they and their workforces will pay. About half of 
the companies are implementing incentive programs 
to promote healthier lifestyles or are adopting wellness 
programs (Figure 17). 

At the root is a desire to get employees to be proactively 
responsible for their own health. For example, rather 
than watch employees rush to emergency rooms 
with lingering health issues, some companies are 
reimbursing individuals for scheduling checkups with 
their doctors. Some innovative companies have even 
incorporated clinics at their facilities that employees 
can use at no cost, resulting in savings as outpatient 
or emergency room charges are avoided; the cost to 
the company is essentially space and salary for nurse 
practitioners or other health care resources.

Taxation

Government regulations

Competition from  
other companies

Material and  
components pricing

Availability of skilled 
workforce
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Figure 15: External factors and thriving companies
% limit or significantly limit growth
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Figure 16. Likely response to Affordable Care Act’s 
employer mandate 
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Figure 17. Scenarios resulting from Affordable Care Act

Note: multiple responses allowed

Managing external challenges
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Summary

What are thriving companies doing?
• They are growing through strategic acquisitions 

that reach new markets and customers or achieve 
cost savings. Additional investments are made in 
information technology, equipment, workforce 
personnel development, marketing and other areas 
to lay the groundwork for their future growth.

• They are prioritizing their strategic plans, and 
managing them more effectively than other 
companies. And they are looking for new ways to 
generate revenue by maintaining an innovation-
focused environment. 

• They are utilizing continuous improvement 
techniques to streamline processes, train personnel, 
minimize corporate risk and improve customer 
satisfaction.

• They are working with suppliers to address 
anticipated cost increases and reduce cycle times 
while still maintaining product quality. They 
are enhancing their value proposition for both 
domestic and offshore customers. 

• Finally, they are managing external challenges, 
looking for opportunities to minimize the financial 
impact of government regulations and taxation. 
And they are embracing the challenges with 
incentives and programs designed to make the best 
of a regulatory environment through lower costs 
and healthier employees. 

How are these companies able to implement these 
strategies so effectively? Clearly, executives at thriving 
companies understand that success requires that they 
leverage a few process improvement best practices:

• Involve employees in the improvement process, 
who in turn become the company’s greatest 
champions and are much more likely to internalize 
and integrate the process improvement results.

• Provide just enough process to support the change, 
and avoid sharing too much detail that can make 
the change overwhelming. 

• Established clear and concise measures of where 
the company is starting and what measures will 
accurately tell them how well it’s doing. 

As the economy continues to gain momentum, it 
is encouraging to examine the reasons behind the 
success of thriving companies in the manufacturing 
and distribution industry. We will continue our in-depth 
analysis of the issues, challenges and concerns discussed 
in this report and look forward to sharing our insights. 
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Core customers

Customer type
% of 

respondents
Manufacturers 52%

Distributors 33

Government 14

Retailers 14

Health care 11

Service industries 10

Transportation 10

Institutional 9

Consumers 7

Other 16

Note: multiple responses possible

U.S. profile
Business activity

Business activity
% of 

respondents
Manufacturing 50%

Mostly manufacturing, some distribution 16

Distribution 33

Revenue size

Annual gross revenue
% of 

respondents
Less than $10 million 16%

$10 million - $99.9 million 55

$100 million - $499.9 million 24

$500 million - $999.9 million 3

$1 billion or more 3

U.S. region 

Census region
% of 

respondents
Northeast 15%

Midwest 52

South 21

West 12

Profile of participants

WEST MIDWEST NORTHEAST

SOUTH

Annual gross revenue 

Revenue
Average $305,228,647

Median $45,000,000

The following charts provide a profile of participants in the 2014 Monitor report: 

Global profile
Participants by country

Global location of respondents
United States 80%

Other countries 20

* includes Brazil, Canada, France, Germany, Mexico and the  
United Kingdom

Company operations

Type of operations
% of 

respondents
Equipment-intensive 23%

Labor-intensive 22

Warehousing 15

Job shop 15

Innovation-focused 11

Processing- or time-intensive 9

Other 5

Note: multiple responses possible
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Manufacturers—products primarily manufactured 

Products
% of 

respondents
Industrial and commercial machinery 23%

Metal fabrication 22

Automotive (OEM and aftermarket) 17

Food and beverage 11

Transportation equipment  
(other than aerospace or automotive)

11

Aerospace 9

Biotech, life sciences, medical equipment 
and supplies

9

Building materials 9

Chemicals, petroleum and plastic 9

Computers, electronics and electrical 
components and appliances 

9

Furniture and fixtures 7

Energy and cleantech 6

Household goods and products 5

Wood, paper products and printing 5

Textiles, apparel and accessories 4

Personal care products 2

Other 23

Note: multiple responses possible

Type of company

Corporate entity
% of 

respondents
Private or closely held business 77%

Private-equity owned business 14

Publicly traded corporation—U.S. stock 
exchange

3

Division of a larger public company 3

Division of a larger private company 2

Publicly traded corporation—non-U.S. 
stock exchange

1

Title of respondent 

Title of respondent
% of 

respondents
Chief executive officer, president, 
managing director, owner

43%

Chief financial officer, senior finance 
executive

35

Chief operating officer 4

Principal, managing partner, partner 3

Chairman 2

Chief marketing or sales officer 1

Other title 12
Primary customer market

Primary customer market
% of 

respondents
Industrial or commercial 69%

Retail or consumer 20

Construction 9

Government 3

Full-time employees 

Total In U.S. Outside U.S.
Median 125 115 0

Average 812 459 363

Distributors—products company distributes 

Products
% of 

respondents
Building materials 21%

Industrial and commercial parts and 
machinery

19

Hardware, plumbing, heating equipment 
and supplies

15

Food and beverage 11

Chemicals, petroleum and plastics 9

Computers, electronics, electrical and 
appliances

9

Household goods and products 7

Motor vehicles and parts 5

Medical equipment and supplies 5

Wood, paper and office products 3

Furniture and fixtures 3

Personal care products 3

Pharmaceuticals 3

Textiles, apparel and accessories 3

Metal service centers 2

Energy and cleantech 0

Other 28

Note: multiple responses possible
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Methodology
The 2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution 
Monitor survey was conducted using an online 
questionnaire, promoted by McGladrey and various 
organizations to manufacturing and distribution 
companies. There were 1,147 total valid respondents 
to the 2014 Monitor survey, with completed 
questionnaires received in February and March 
2014. Responses were received by The MPI Group, an 
independent research firm, and then entered into a 
database, edited and cleansed where necessary to 
ensure answers were plausible. All respondent answers 
to the 2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution 
Monitor survey are confidential. As an incentive to 
complete the study, participants are being provided a 
customized benchmark report.
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Operating Officer, Larsen MacColl Partners
• Michael Dean, Chief Financial Officer, TIC Gums
• Frederick Ericson, Chief Financial Officer, Pharr Yarns
• Andy Faville, President and Chief Executive Officer, 

Falex Corporation
• Adam Gable, Chief Financial Officer, Spartan Surfaces 
• Glen E. Hartenbaum, Chief Financial Officer, Saxco 

International LLC
• Jeff Hohman, President, Northwest Door, Inc.
• Michael Hokwinski, President, ACE Industries
• Mark Holzman, Chief Financial Officer, Saval 

Foodservice
• Tom  McLaughlin, Executive Director, Center for 

Advanced Manufacturing Puget Sound
• Kevin Monaco, President, Turf Equipment and Supply 

Company

• Chad Moutray, Ph.D., Chief Economist, National 
Association of Manufacturers 

• Cindy Ng, Executive Vice President of Finance, Gemini 
Bakery Equipment Company

• Patrick J. Ormsby, President, Bimba Manufacturing 
Company

• Steve Paige, Chief Financial Officer, AeroGo Inc.
• Henry Peck, President, Geiger Pump and Equipment 

Company
• Don Powers, Corporate Controller, Lutron Electronics
• Sean Tilley, Manager, Tilley Chemical Co. Inc.
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Manufacturing Inc.
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• WIRE-Net

Acknowledgements



2014 McGladrey Manufacturing & Distribution Monitor Report   n   25

Additional resources
More than 2,000 manufacturing and distribution professionals participated in the McGladrey Manufacturing & 
Distribution Executive Summits held throughout the country in the fall of 2013. Contact your local McGladrey 
office or go to www.mcgladrey.com/industrialproducts for details on the 2014 Summits and to learn about our 
other industry events, resources and services. 

Industry and subject matter specialists
Robert Bell, Director, Technology Consulting robert.bell@mcgladrey.com 856.722.6224

Dale Billet, Director, Performance Improvement Consulting dale.billet@mcgladrey.com 574.522.0410

John Brackett, Partner, Risk Advisory Services john.brackett@mcgladrey.com 704.442.3820 

Ramon Camacho, Principal and International Tax Technical Lead,
Washington National Tax

ramon.camacho@mcgladrey.com 202.370.8243

Corbin Del Carlo, Director and Regional Leader, Security and 
Privacy Services

corbin.delcarlo@mcgladrey.com 847.413.6319

Gary Horsfall, Consulting Supervisor, Technology Strategy and 
Advisory

gary.horsfall@mcgladrey.com 206.676.1115

Bob Jensen, Partner and Great Lakes Region Practice Leader,  
Private Equity Services

bob.jensen@mcgladrey.com 312.634.4300

Bob Jirsa, Partner, Assurance Services bob.jirsa@mcgladrey.com 410.246.9119

Karen L. Kurek, Partner, National Industrial Products Practice Leader karen.kurek@mcgladrey.com 312.634.3920 

Steven A. Menaker, Partner, Assurance Services steve.menaker@mcgladrey.com 704.442.3851

Wendy Sancewich, Director, Industrial Products wendy.sancewich@mcgladrey.com 206.676.1196

William D. Spizman, Partner, Transaction Advisory Services william.spizman@mcgladrey.com 312.634.4422

Murat Tasel, Principal, Tax Services murat.tasel@mcgladrey.com 410.246.9126

Patti Walker, Principal, Technology Consulting Services patti.walker@mcgladrey.com 213.330.4613

McGladrey contributors
McGladrey affiliates
Many thanks to McGladrey affiliates RSM ACAL Consultoria e Auditoria S/S, RSM Bogarín and the McGladrey 
Alliance for their collaboration in the survey and reports.

Monitor marketing and research team
• Terri Andrews
• Paul Burnett
• Leigh Celones
• Sandra Clark
• Stacey Doherty
• Ken Foster
• Cliff Hart
• Jenna Huntley 

• Cheryl Kiesel
• Matt Krumrie
• Andre Lerman
• Tracie Lopes
• Frank McGee 
• Shannon Pedersen
• Melissa Toledo
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