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IN 
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TOOL
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AND OTHER
GEAR INDUSTRY

BUSINESS
PRACTICES

OUTSOURCING

READER SURVEY
RESULTS

In November, Gear Technology conduct-
ed an anonymous survey of gear manufactur-
ers. Invitations were sent by e-mail to thousands 
of individuals around the world. More than 300  
individuals responded to the online survey, answering 
questions about their manufacturing operations and 
current challenges facing their businesses.

The respondents considered here all work at loca-
tions where gears, splines, sprockets, worms and simi-

lar products are manufactured. They work for gear 
manufacturing job shops (44 percent), and captive 
shops at OEMs (56 percent). 

The survey covers gear manufacturing around the 
world, with 60 percent of respondents working in the 
United States, and 40 percent outside the United States.

A full breakdown of respondents can be found at 
the end of this article.

How Do Respondents Describe 
their Manufacturing Operations and Technology?

24%
World-Class, 21st Century8%

Facilities and Equipment
Beginning to Show their Age

39%
Competitive with Most

in Our Industry

29%
Good, but Room 
for Improvement

88% of Gear Industry Respondents are Optimistic 
About their Ability to Compete over the Next Five Years

21%
Extremely Optimistic

6%
Undecided

2%
Slightly Pessimistic

2%
Fairly Pessimistic

51%
Fairly Optimistic

18%
Slightly 

Optimistic
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What Factors Are Presenting Significant Challenges To Your Business?
“Low price and poor qualities produced from Mainland 
China; Difficult to enter the wind turbine supply chains, as 
they are controlled by a few players.”
—Design engineer at an Asian gear reducer manufacturer  
 
“Barriers to foreign entry.”
—Sales manager at a U.S. gear manufacturing job shop
  
“Brand recognition.”
—Design engineer at U.S. manufacturer of control actuators 
 
“Chemical costs.”
—Worker at a U.S. public water utility
 
“Companies are starting to back-charge for the cost of their 
blanks when they are scrapped during our operations. Their 
blanks can be very complex and very expensive. The cost of 
scrapping a single part can exceed the value of our work.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. gear manufacturing job 
shop
 
“Currency change.”
—Quality engineer at an Asian manufacturer of automobile 
transmissions
 
“Delivery time from vendors (machine shops).”
—Design engineer at a U.S. design/engineering consultancy 
 
“Energy cost.”
—Purchasing manager at a South American gear manufac-
turing job shop 
 
“Energy efficiency, lead times, vendors not cooperating.”
—Corporate executive at an Asian manufacturer of plastic 
gears
 
“Environmental and government controls.”
—Purchasing manager at a U.S. manufacturer of pumps for 
gas and oilfield

 
“Finding qualified motor and gear manufacturers for aero-
space applications.”
—Design engineering manager at a U.S. manufacturer of 
aerospace actuators
 
“Finding reliable high quality suppliers.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. aerospace OEM 
 
“Gears with high accuracy.”
—Quality engineer at an Asian gear manufacturer
  
“Government change; More socialistic oriented.”
—Corporate executive at a European gear manufacturing job 
shop
  
“Government regulations.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. auto manufacturer
 
“Increasing cost of quality audits from suppliers despite 
years of successful audits and multiple 3rd party certifica-
tions.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. company providing services 
to gear manufacturers
 
“Low cost, Chinese products.”
—Design engineering manager at an Asian manufacturer of 
industrial air compressors
 
“Our company is known as a world leader, but competition 
is always a factor.”
—Quality manager at a U.S. manufacturer of printing equip-
ment 

“Outsourcing to China versus quality; Global selling and 
related service and pricing.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of winches
 
“Re-shoring efforts and cost to import is rising.”
—Sales manager at U.S. gear manufacturing job shop

Job Title/Function of Respondent

1%
Purchasing

26%
Corporate

Management

4%
Quality Control

25%
Design Engineering

16%
Manufacturing

Engineer

15%
Marketing 

& Sales

8%
Other

4%
Manufacturing 

Production

Primary Industry of Respondent

12%
Aerospace

5% Marine 25%
Automotive

8%
Construction/

Off-Road 
Equipment

5%
Motion 
Control/
Factory 

Automation

5%
Vehicles other than Auto

27%
Heavy Industry

12%
Other
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“Steel delivery; Cutting tool delivery.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. gear manufacturing job shop
 
“Technological changes in manual transmissions (dual 
clutch, CVT); the R&D activities are too costly.”
—Design engineer at a Mexican manufacturer of manual 
transmissions
 
“The lack of knowledge of gears in mid- to upper-level man-
agement.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of power 
transmission products
 
“The shortage of skilled workers.”
—Manufacturing engineer at an Asian gearbox manufacturer 

“The unknown about where the business taxes are going.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. aerospace components 
manufacturer

“Unfocused corporate initiatives.”
—Manufacturing engineering manager at a U.S. manufac-
turer of motors and gearheads
 
“Washington’s ever tightening grip on manufacturing regu-
lations that stifle growth; Useless green and carbon taxing 
legislation; No energy policies; Less government is what 
America needs to regain and become the great manufactur-
ing country that it once was.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of coating 
equipment

What Factors Are Presenting Significant Challenges To Your Business?

0 2 4 6

Auto Industry Woes

What are the Most Significant Challenges Facing Gear Industry Companies?

Energy Costs

Supply Chain Issues

Cost of Healthcare

Finding Skilled Labor

Foreign Competition

Material Costs

Overall Economy

Average 1-10 Ranking (with 10 being the most significant challenges)

Currency Fluctuations

Offshoring

8

continued

Annual Sales Volume of Company

21%
$10-$49.99 

million

8%
$5-$9.99
million

8%
$100,000-
$499,999 

8%
$50-$99 
million

4%
$500,000-
$999,999 

4%
$500-$999 

million

7%
$0-$99,999 

12%
$100-$499 

million

17%
$1 billion +

11%
$1-$4.99
million

Lean Manufacturing Implementation

4%
Planned

15%
Nonexistent

50%
In Place

31%
Partially 

Implemented
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What Are Your Company’s Greatest Manufacturing/Engineering Challenges for 2012?

“ Shortage of new engineers compared to the orders incom-
ing; Time efficiency for developing new products.”
—Design engineering manager at an Asian manufacturer of 
gear reducers

“Ability to rapidly scale up or down as dictated by projects.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. provider of services to gear 
manufacturers
  

“Accommodating rising demand for our products and ser-
vices.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of plastic 
gears
 
“Advances in electronic technology.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of controls and 
actuators

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
Spline Rolling Equipment

Broaching Machines
Bevel Gear Machines

Gear Shaving Machines

Deburring Equipment
Gear Shaping Machines

Heat Treat Equipment

Gear Grinding Machines

Machine Tool Purchase Plans 2012

Gear Tooth Honing Machines

Non-Gear Machine Tools
(Turning, Milling, etc.)

Gear Hobbing Machines

Gear Inspection Equipment

Of those planning to purchase capital equipment, the percentage planning to purchase in each category

42%
38%

32%

17%
20%

21%
11%

12%
6%

6%
5%

40%

33%

43%

60% of Gear Industry Respondents Work at Locations 
where Employment Increased in 2011
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41%

67% of Respondents Saw 
Production Volumes Increased in 2011
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continued

What Are Your Company’s Greatest Manufacturing/Engineering Challenges for 2012?

“Better quality.”
—Purchasing manager at a South American gear manufac-
turing job shop
  
“Building production, finding high quality suppliers.”
—Purchasing manager at a Canadian manufacturer of gear-
boxes 
 
“Company’s lean production.”
—Corporate executive at a European manufacturer of speed 
reducers
  
“Competent suppliers.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of diesel engine 
fuel systems
 
“Consistency in end results.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of recondi-
tioned assemblies
 
“Continuing to lower costs.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. automobile transmission 
manufacturer
 
“Continuous learning and implementation of Gleason’s sys-
tem.”
—Corporate executive at a European gear manufacturing job 
shop

 
“Cost and on-time delivery.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of aerospace 
actuators
 
“Cost of manufacturing.”
—Quality engineer at an Asian gear manufacturing job shop
  
“Cost reduction.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of automo-
tive components
 
“Developing new products to compete.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of mining equip-
ment
 
“Energy efficiency management.”
—Worker at a U.S. public water utility
 
“Fighting raw material cost increases and increases in pro-
ductivity to offset competition and wage increases.”
—Manufacturing engineering manager at an Asian automo-
tive gear manufacturer
 
“Finding new business in competitive plastics market.”
—Corporate executive at an Asian manufacturer of plastic 
gears

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=GT1111&dest=http://www.sicmat.com
http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=GT1111&dest=http://www.star-su.com/dynamic


        November/December  2011     www.geartechnology.com66 www.geartechnology.com     November/December  2011    www.geartechnology.com     November/December  2011    

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Inc
re

as
e  

mo
re

 th
an

 11
-2

0%
  

 
Inc

re
as

e  
mo

re
 th

an
 1-

10
%

  
 St
ay

 th
e s

am
e  

 
De

cre
as

e 1
-1

0%
 

 

De
cre

as
e  

mo
re

 th
an

 20
%

 
 

Inc
re

as
e  

mo
re

 th
an

 20
%

 

 

De
cre

as
e 1

1-
20

%
  

6%

17%

27%

5% 3%
7%

50% Expect Capital Spending at their
Locations to Increase in 2012
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12%
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4% 3% 4%

57% Work at Locations where Capital Spending
 Increased in 2011

33%

74% Expect Production Volume
to Increase in 2012
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72% Saw Sales Volume
Increase in 2011
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What Are Your Company’s Greatest Manufacturing/Engineering Challenges for 2012?
“Finding skilled CNC CAM programmers.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. gear manufacturing job shop  
 
“Gear cutting.”
—Corporate executive at a European manufacturer of winch-
es and gearboxes

“Getting enough space and capacity fast enough.”
—Corporate executive at a European gear manufacturing job 
shop

“Hiring skilled technicians and engineers.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of packaging 
machinery
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Most Gear Industry Respondents Expect
Little Change In Employment in 2012

continued

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=GT1111&dest=http://www.cincinnatigearingsystems.com
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What Are Your Company’s Greatest Manufacturing/Engineering Challenges for 2012?
 
“Increase capacity.”
—Purchasing manager at a U.S. manufacturer of pumps for 
gas and oilfield
 
“Keep abreast of the new equipment so as to make up for the 
loss of skilled labor.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of aerospace 
components
 
“Keeping up with new requirements and designing to meet 
these changes.”
—Quality engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of printing equip-
ment
 

“Lean and six sigma implementation; New technology; 
Continuous improvement.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. manufacturer of winches
 
“Manufacture components for a new customer.”
—Design engineer at a Mexican manufacturer of manual 
transmissions
 
“Manufacture of oil-free compressors, gear noise issues, 
high vibration levels.”
—Design engineer at an Asian manufacturer of industrial air 
compressors

“Meeting schedules.”
—Design engineer at a U.S. aerospace OEM
  
“Meeting the customer’s lead times and price points.”
—Sales manager at a U.S. manufacturer of plastic gears
  
“More parts at less cost with zero defects’ Long-term agree-
ments with cost control for ten years; Who can predict any 
costs for a ten-year contract?”
—Manufacturing engineering manager at a U.S. gear manu-
facturing job shop
 
“Process improvement. Cost reduction.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. gear manufacturing job shop 
 
“Reducing cost, meeting delivery.”
—Manufacturing engineer at U.S. manufacturer of agricul-
tural equipment 
 
“Rising energy and labor costs.”
—Manufacturing engineer at a Mexican manufacturer of 
industrial gearboxes

Capital Spending for 2011

28%
$1 million-

$4.99 million

17%
Less than
$100,000

7%
$5 million-

$9.99 million

12%
$500,000-
$999,999 

9%
$20 

million+

6%
$0-$99,999 

20%
$100,000-$499,999 

3% None

5%
$10 million-

$19.99 million
ISO 9000 Implementation

5%
Partially 

Implemented

6%
Planned

6%
Nonexistent

84%
In Place

2% None

Primary Method of Manufacture

26%
Forged

4%
Plastic

67%
Cut Metal

2%
Other

1%
Roll Formed



www.geartechnology.com     November/December  2011    www.geartechnology.com     November/December  2011    69

“Supply of input material constantly and consistently.”
—Design engineer at an Asian manufacturer of commercial 
vehicle gearboxes
 
“The age of our machinery and the enormous expense of 
new equipment.”
—Corporate executive at a U.S. gearbox repair facility 
 
“The shortage of skilled workers.”
—Manufacturing engineer at an Asian manufacturer of gear-
boxes

 “Serial production; micro assembly.”
—Corporate executive at a European manufacturer of actua-
tors
 
“Skilled engineering persons that understand plastic gear 
functions, inspections and manufacturing methods.”
—Quality engineer at a U.S. manufacturer of electrome-
chanical actuators
 
“Staffing experienced engineering.”
—Sales manager at a U.S. gear manufacturing job shop 
 
“Supply chain of castings.”
—Manufacturing engineer at U.S. manufacturer of hydraulic 
gear pumps

What Are Your Company’s Greatest Manufacturing/Engineering Challenges for 2012?

Six Sigma Implementation

22%
In Place

32%
Partially 

Implemented

40%
Nonexistent

7%
Planned

Statistical Process Control (SPC) Implementation

37%
In Place

30%
Partially 

Implemented

25%
Nonexistent

5%
Planned

Type of Operation

56%
OEM

44%
Job Shop

Green or Sustainable Manufacturing Implementation

29%
Partially Implemented

15%
Planned

32%
In Place

24%
Nonexistent




