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MFGWatch 2019 provides economists, manufacturing and
non-manufacturing professionals, and journalists with a
snapshot of the North American manufacturing ecosystem
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Providing unprecedented insight into the
state of manufacturing today, the 2019
MFGWatch Manufacturing Report collects
responses from the most recent MFGWatch
survey sent to both sourcing professionals
and custom manufacturers who have used
the MFG.com Global Custom Manufacturing
Marketplace to expand their supply chain
and win jobs online.
The

report

highlights

trends

and

key

issues that emerged in 2018 and forecasts
challenges facing the manufacturing industry
in 2019. The questions included in the survey,
as well as a detailed analysis of the responses
received, are provided in the report. Any
comparisons are in reference to our most
recent 2016 MFGWatch report. Over 300
companies participated in the survey.

A Bird’s-Eye View
The results from the MFGWatch 2019 survey are encouraging.
We see optimism regarding increased business and the
continuing need for a solid workforce. That said, there were
several key issues worth noting:
Business is growing. Suppliers plan to increase
staff in 2019 to keep up with demand, and to also
expand marketing efforts. While 34% of buyers will
focus more on technology infrastructure and not
the workforce (which they increased in 2018), an
almost equal number (33%) plans to increase both
this year.
Tariffs/trade are a major concern, as is a lack of
materials and a real gap in skilled workers even
though the market indicates a need to either
maintain or increase the workforce in 2019. All
of that, combined with the fact that business is
remaining steady if not increasing, indicate that
2019 could be a busy, stressful year.
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Increasing work with foreign markets isn’t a priority
for suppliers, but neither reshoring nor nearshoring
seem to be primary strategies employed by buyers
of custom manufactured parts in 2019. It appears
things in this regard are remaining status quo.
Overall, the survey results signify that 2019 will be a
strong year for manufacturing, though it may come
with a few headaches along the way. Sourcing
professionals are looking to work with quality
suppliers who can handle crises without missing a
beat, which gives suppliers an opportunity to prove
their commitment to customers and continue
winning business.
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U.S. Based Custom Manufacturers
Who Is Represented
Of those suppliers that participated in the survey, there was no great disparity among the industries
represented, with a fairly even mix. Consumer products and machinery tools & equipment were the
two largest portions of suppliers represented in the survey, each coming in at approximately 31%. The
government/defense industry was the smallest group, representing 17% of respondents.

For Which of the Following
Industries Does Your
Company Primarily
Manufacture Parts?
The vast majority of suppliers
that responded to the survey
would be considered small
businesses, employing between
two and 50 employees (44% of
total respondents employ 10
or less). Just under 6% of the
responding suppliers employ
more than 500 people.

Government/Defense

17%
20%

Medical
Aerospace/Aeronautics

22%

Automotive

24%

Other

24%

Consumer Products

31%

Machinery Tools & Equipment

31%

What Was the Result of Your
Business Growth in 2018?

In 2018, Did Your Shop’s Available Capacity
Increase, Decrease or Remain the Same?

Last year was very strong for the supplier
companies in our survey, with 65% of them saying
they received more work than in the previous year.
This is a big jump from our last survey and bodes
well for the current year.

More than 50% of custom parts suppliers said their
available capacity increased in 2018. On the flip
side, over 10% of suppliers indicated their available
capacity decreased in 2018, a slight uptick from
the numbers reported in the previous MFGWatch
report. Overall, more than one-third of suppliers
surveyed (37%) said their capacity stayed the same
year over year.

How Did Your Company Adjust Staff
in 2018?
Suppliers offered great news here. Eighty-seven
percent said they either maintained the same staff
year over year (42%) or actually increased staff
(45%). This is a huge change from our last survey
that revealed only 29% had increased their staff.
This, again, is a good sign for the year.
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In 2018, Did You See RFQs From Prospects
or Customers Increase, Decrease or Stay
the Same?

In 2018, Did You Receive RFPs/RFQs From
Potential or Current Customers Looking to
Reshore Work from Foreign Manufacturers?

The number of RFQs making their way to
Of those businesses manufacturing overseas, we
suppliers made a big jump in 2018 (hence, the
didn’t see a huge change in the market since the
need for increased staff). Sixty-one percent said
last MFGWatch in regard to customers looking to
they experienced an increase in RFQs in 2018.
reshore. Neither reshoring nor nearshoring seem to
This suggests that the trend continues for buyers
be primary strategies employed by buyers of custom
actively looking to source custom parts
manufactured parts in 2019 (as revealed in
through American suppliers. Only 12%
the “Buyers” section below).
of suppliers surveyed said they saw
a decrease in RFQs.
What Percentage of Revenue
Did You Receive
Did You Allocate to Marketing
RFPs/RFQs
What Marketing Methods
Your Business in 2018?
From Companies
Did You Use to Attract
While the marketing methods may
Looking to
New Leads in 2018?
be staying the same, suppliers
Reshore Work
While most custom manufacturers
seem to be allocating more
From Foreign
are leveraging the power of the
money to marketing than in the
Manufacturers?
Internet to find new leads and
recent past. Companies spending
business opportunities, the use of
web-based marketing didn’t make a
big jump since our last report, according
to suppliers. The direct sales approach is
still king with 59% of suppliers relying most heavily
on that method to secure leads. The use of search
engine optimization, email marketing and payper-click strategies stayed the same, with about
66% of suppliers also using all or one of those
methods. Surprisingly, 13% of surveyed custom
manufacturers are not marketing or advertising
their businesses at all.

10% of their revenue on marketing
their business doubled since our last
MFGWatch report (5% vs. 10%).
Additionally, 43% of suppliers surveyed said they
plan to increase their marketing spend again in
2019, while 40% will leave it the same as last year.
One can assume this correlates with the increase
in RFQs coming through the door.

With many suppliers still relying on more traditional marketing
and business acquisition methods, we have to ask the question:

Are Internet-based marketing strategies not
effective for this market, or are suppliers not
embracing the online communities/sites in
which their customers may be hanging out?
MFGWatch 2019 Manufacturing Report

3

Forty-five percent of suppliers said
they saw no indication of buyers
who currently manufacture overseas
planning to reshore.
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What ISO Certifications Do You Currently Hold?
Almost all surveyed custom manufacturers indicated they have at least one type of industry certification,
with ISO 9001:2015 being the most popular by far (42%). Just over 14% of respondents, the next biggest
group, have an AS9100 certification.

What Impact Do You Think ISO Certifications
Have on Your Ability to Win Business?
There’s quite a disparity in opinion when it comes to the
value of ISO certifications. Thirty percent of custom
manufacturers still believe that ISO certifications have
little bearing on their ability to secure business, while
almost half (46%) say that these certifications have a
positive effect on their bottom line. This disconnect
among industry insiders suggests we may see a slight
decline in certifications over the next few years. It
will be interesting to watch how and if this
has an effect on business.

22%

Don’t Know

30%
None

46%

Positive

2%

Negative

Did Competition in Your Industry Increase, Decrease or Stay the Same in 2018?
Competition seems to be maintaining a steady pace since our last survey. Around 83% of suppliers believe
that competition last year either remained static or increased. This has an obvious correlation to the
increase in hiring and in RFQs. While we hoped to see a bigger jump that might indicate industry growth in
the form of new players entering the space, the lack of decline in competition is a good indicator as to the
market’s solidness.
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Which of the Following
Factors Most Impacted Your
Business in 2018?

50%

Fifty percent of suppliers agree that the availability
of materials is an issue, with 44% citing tariffs as a
stumbling block. These two factors may be affecting
suppliers’ international strategies for the current
year. Natural disasters and currency exchange rate
fluctuations were the least concerning.

44%

25%

26%

Fuel/Oil
Prices

Trade Policy
Changes

33%

Availability of
Materials / Supplies

Tariffs

Logistics &
Shipping Costs

18%
Unstable
Labor Costs

16%
Product Quality
Compliance

Natural
Disasters

3%

Currency
Exchange Rates

5%

Describe Your Company’s 2019 International Strategy
Working with foreign markets is still lower on the priority list for U.S.-based custom manufacturers. The
concerns over material availability and tariffs are likely why. Forty-one percent of those surveyed said they
will NOT be working with foreign markets, while almost 30% indicated they will be maintaining their current
workload with foreign customers.
Conversely, nearly 27% either plan to execute an international strategy for the first time (6.42%) or increase
their work with foreign customers (20.32%).

Which of the Following Best Describes Your Company’s Intentions for Hiring and
Technology Investment in 2019?
Custom manufacturers see 2019 as a critical growth year, with more than 44% saying they will invest in
their workforce and acquire new technology. Twenty-two percent indicated they will focus investments on
technology, but not on growing their teams.
Noteworthy is that 21% are planning no 2019 investments despite the steady competition and increases in
both business growth and capacity.
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What Areas of the Manufacturing Industry Do You Think Will Grow The Most in 2019?
Survey respondents are very bullish about the aerospace industry, with that being the most popular segment
identified as a growth opportunity for 2019. Other areas of manufacturing identified as having advancement
potential this year include: robotics, electric vehicles/mass transit/transportation, energy/power, medical,
metal and mining.

What Are the Biggest Challenges Facing the Manufacturing Industry in 2019?
The challenge of finding and retaining skilled workers is definitely the number one issue that is keeping
manufacturers up at night. The skilled labor shortage and finding ways to entice newer generations to embrace
physical labor (instead of desk work) were concerns we heard often. Other issues cited include:

Material costs

International trade/tariffs

Material availability

Retaining skilled workers is a
major concern for manufacturers.
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Buyers are looking for suppliers
who can be agile and are capable of
adjusting to market changes.
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U.S. Based
Buyers & Sourcing
Professionals

Who Is Represented
Like those on the supply side, a majority
of buyers/manufacturers that participated
in the survey come from the consumer
products industry (30%). Machinery tools &
equipment came in third (24%) behind the
general “other” industry category (26%).
The vast majority (49%) of these companies
land on the small business side, employing
between two and 50 employees. Only about
14% of the buyers questioned employ more
than 500 people.

2% North Africa
5% South America
5% Other
6% Central Europe
8% Eastern Europe
8% Asia (Excluding China)
9% India

Almost 90% cited the United States as their
company’s primary sourcing destination for
manufacturing their product. Unsurprisingly,
China and Mexico come in second and
third, respectively.

17% Western Euope
19% Canada
23% Mexico
35% China
United States

88%

Did Your Company Adopt a Strategy to Establish Production of One or More of Your
Products Closer to Their Markets of Consumption in 2018?
Like reshoring, sourcing parts closer to consumption (sometimes referred to as nearshoring) was also not part
of many buyers’ sourcing strategies in 2018. Seventy-two percent made no effort in this regard (higher than
our last MFGWatch report).

How Did Your Company Adjust Staff in 2018?
Forty-three percent of sourcing professionals surveyed said they increased their workforce in 2018 (up from
32% in our previous report). A similar amount of companies (40%) held steady with their staff numbers year
over year. While those not hiring could be doing so due to a need to drive profits, it’s interesting that the
increase in hiring coincides with a major concern over lack of skilled workers.

In 2018, Did Your Company Sales Grow or Decline?
Overall, sourcing professionals indicated that their companies experienced growth throughout 2018 (57.6%).
It’s an exciting jump from 47% in our previous MFGWatch report. This is leading to an anticipated growth in
technology investment and in workforce numbers (see below).
MFGWatch 2019 Manufacturing Report
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What Were the Most Important Factors
Threatening Your Sourcing or Supply
Chain Strategies in 2018?
Tariffs (something that wasn’t even on our last
survey) and shipping costs were neck and neck
as key factors affecting last year’s supply chain
strategies (both coming in around 42%). We were
a bit disappointed to see “Availability of Competent
Suppliers” coming in third with 34% of respondents
citing that as an issue. Product Quality Compliance
was close behind with 32% of those surveyed
identifying it as a challenge last year.
Thought: Perhaps the marketing dollars suppliers plan
to spend in 2019 should be focused on highlighting
their competency, integrity and customer service.

Did Your Company Return Any Portion of
Production to or Closer to North America
From a Low-Cost Country for Your North
American Consumers in 2018?
While, as stated above, the majority of those
surveyed are producing products in the United
States, for those not doing so, reshoring to
manufacturers in the United States was not a priority
in 2018. Seventy-nine percent of respondents
made no change to bring production back to North
America last year. It appears that manufacturers
are still turning to the low-cost countries to produce
products quickly and economically.

How Did The Number of Suppliers in
Your Supply Base Change in 2018?
In our previous report, 34% of surveyed buyers
indicated that they had at least somewhat expanded
their supply base during the previous year. We are
pleased to report that 41% of buyers increased
their supplier base in 2018 while 38% kept the
same number of suppliers year over year. This is
growth in the right direction.

Did Your Company Experience a
Significant Supply Chain Disruption That
Caused You To Investigate or Select New
Suppliers in 2018?
The fact that a large number (42%) of buyer
respondents answered “yes” to this question may
explain the perception of a lack of competent
suppliers. When disaster strikes, manufacturers
need suppliers that can turn on a dime to help them
reset the business. The number answering “yes” is
up almost 10% from our last report, which was the
lowest percentage of buyers experiencing a supply
chain disruption in MFGWatch’s history.

Please Describe Your Export Strategies
for 2019?
Buyers are motivated to maintain their current
export strategies in 2019, even if that includes not
exporting at all. Twenty-three percent say they
plan to expand foreign exports in 2019.

A majority of buyers surveyed
are sourcing in the United States.
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Almost half of buyer respondents
said they plan to add suppliers to
their network this year.

In 2019, Will Your Company Be
Researching Bringing Any Portion of
Production Into or Closer to North
America From a Low-Cost Country?
For those currently sourcing overseas, 29% say
that their companies intend to reshore at least a
portion of their sourcing activities to North America
in 2019. However, with 20% of buyers unsure if they
will reshore in 2019, and 51% certain they will not, it
appears that low labor costs in foreign markets are
still carrying substantial favor.

Which of the Following Best Describes
Your Company’s Intentions For Hiring,
Investment and Business Expansion
in 2019?
Thirty-four percent of sourcing professionals plan
to invest in new technology but not increase staff
in 2019, a decision possibly fueled by pessimism
about the overall job market and quality of skilled
labor. On the upside, we see an increase in the
number of companies that plan to invest in both
technology and the workforce (33% vs. 28% in our
previous report). Twenty-one percent of buyers
surveyed said they do not have plans to invest in
new technology or hire new staff in 2019.

How Do You Expect the Number of
Suppliers in Your Supply Base to Change
in 2019?
The increase in sales is causing a need for
increased suppliers in 2019. Almost half (49%) of
buyer respondents said they plan to add suppliers
to their network this year. This supports the need
for suppliers to set themselves apart with strategic
marketing and trustworthy positioning.

Which of the Following Issue(s) Do You
Think Will Have the Largest Impact on
the Economic and Competitive Future of
Manufacturing in Your Region in 2019?
While our previous MFGWatch data indicated that
operating costs were the clear number one concern,
fast forward to MFGWatch 2019 and there are four
key issues which are now pretty much neck and
neck in the minds of sourcing professionals:

1. Operating costs
2. Shipping costs
3. Availability of qualified labor
4. Logistics
Trade policy reform under the current federal
administration is also a concern, coming in just
behind these four.
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MFGWATCH 2019 CONCLUSION

MFG.com will carefully watch which trends
and survey projections play out and what industry
events will impact and change the market.

Conclusion
Based on this data analysis, it is our belief that 2019 will be a promising year for manufacturing and that
business will continue to be strong along with the rest of the U.S. economy. This is signified by suppliers
growing in both business and capacity and manufacturing buyers increasing or maintaining their supplier
base, among other indicators. We also hope to see more suppliers investing in proper marketing
and positioning of their companies in order to build their reputations and relationships.
There are a few likely serious challenges, however, that may slow progress, including a scarcity of some
materials, tariffs/trade concerns and a real and growing gap in skilled workers. We don’t expect these
particular issues to go away anytime soon, but the industry as a whole needs to find ways to work
together to mitigate these complications.
MFG.com will carefully watch which trends and survey projections play out and what industry events will
impact and change the market.
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The World’s Largest Custom
Manufacturing Marketplace

Where sourcing professionals and
engineers can quickly, intelligently and
securely perform supplier discovery, post
RFQs and get competitive quotes
from expert manufacturers around the
world, all at no cost.
Source Custom Parts Manufacturers Today
CALL 1-844-325-4383
www.MFG.com
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