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We’re pleased to publish this seminal
report on manufacturing trends
compiled from over 850 CompanyWeek
interviews conducted September 2013
through December 2017.

The Report confirms a narrative we’re familiar with, that

Today, as we re-discover our passion for making things, we’re also

workforce is manufacturing’s most prevalent challenge across the

paying more attention to economic indicators that demonstrate

various industries that comprise this far-reaching sector. In this

manufacturing’s value. Michael Hansen and Brian Lewandowski

respect, manufacturing shares a burden with other higher-profile

of the University of Colorado’s Leeds School of Business, recently

sectors like service and technology, as companies of all stripes

reminded us how manufacturing lifts the entire economy:

struggle to find talent in the West’s low-unemployment, highgrowth economies.

“According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 2016 nominal
GDP of Colorado’s manufacturing industry was $22.6 billion, with

But read more closely, and you’ll discover the attributes that have

160,000 jobs, making up approximately 7% of the state’s total pro-

always distinguished manufacturing. Companies again cite ‘man-

duction and 4.4% of total jobs...With the multiplier effect, direct

aging growth’ as a primary challenge in dynamic industries like

industry activity supports a total of 441,000 jobs in the state, and

food, brewing and distilling, and consumer and lifestyle manufac-

contributes approximately $47 billion to state GDP.”

turing. And numerous executives point to opportunities to launch
new products and increase market share, developments that
signal that manufacturing is again an engine of economic growth
and innovation.

Multiplier, indeed.
We hope this Report inspires further interest in manufacturing,
and compels stakeholders in our business communities to redou-

Was it ever not? Given our rush to embrace the digital global economy, and offshore our means of production and manufacturing
jobs, it certainly feels like a comeback.

ble efforts to develop America’s maker industries. And stay tuned
for more Special Reports from CompanyWeek and Manufacturers
Edge.

Bart Taylor

Tom Bugnitz

Founder & Publisher
CompanyWeek

President & CEO
Manufacturers Edge
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Introduction
The manufacturing sector — including the industry subsets that comprise it — plays a signifi-

Total data set = 1030

cant role in the economies of the Rocky Mountain

(In some cases, companies profiled fit into
more than one industry subset, increasing
our total number of data sources to 1,030)

region and Western U.S.
In Colorado alone, manufacturing is a $23 billion
industry. According to the Colorado Business
Economic Outlook 2018 Report, published by
the Business Research Division of the University
of Colorado Boulder Leeds School of Business,
manufacturing represented about 7 percent of the
state’s nominal GDP in 2016. In 2017, more than
5,700 manufacturing establishments employed

electronics and aerospace (21 percent) industry subsets. The need

144,000 Colorado workers, representing 5.4 percent of total em-

for additional labor and new employees was most-often cited

ployment in the state.

among the contract manufacturing (49 percent), electronics and

From mid-2013 through the end of 2017, CompanyWeek took
an in-depth look at more than 850 of the region’s manufacturing

aerospace (49 percent), and industrial and equipment (45 percent)
industry subsets.

entities. The companies profiled each represented one or more

According to the Colorado Business Economic Outlook 2018 Re-

industry subsets including bioscience and medical, brewing and

port, while the unemployment rate in Colorado averaged 8.7 per-

distilling, built environment, cannabis, consumer and lifestyle,

cent in 2010, it had fallen to 2.5 percent by September 2017. The

contract manufacturing, electronics and aerospace, energy and

demand for workers among Colorado employers in all industries

environment, food and beverage, industrial and equipment, and

has been steadily increasing as well. Leeds School of Business

supply chain manufacturers.

data shows that employment within the state increased by 57,300

We’ve analyzed the data gleaned from the companies we’ve profiled to create this snapshot of the region’s manufacturing industry

jobs in 2016, 56,300 jobs in 2017, and is forecast to increase by
another 47,100 this year.

over the last four years. In the process, we uncovered a num-

But workforce needs alone aren’t the only stressors within the

ber of interesting trends around the most common challenges,

manufacturing industry. Managing growth and government regu-

opportunities, and needs reported by manufacturers within each

lations challenges were found to play a role along with finance /

industry subset.

funding and real estate /space needs. In contrast, the companies

Workforce demands, in particular, were a common source of business stress for many of the manufacturers we covered. It was the
second-most reported challenge among our data group as a whole

we profiled were most optimistic about opportunities to expand
into new markets, grow their current market, and introduce new
products.

as well as the first-most reported need. This is not surprising, giv-

We’ll take a closer look at the manufacturing industry in the region

en the steady decline in unemployment over the past five years.

as a whole and at the individual subsets we examined in the

Workforce challenges were felt particularly strongly in the built en-

report sections that follow.

vironment (26 percent), contract manufacturing (25 percent), and

Table of Contents
Manufacturing as a Whole . . . . . .  4

Cannabis. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12

Energy and Environment . . . . . . .  20

Bioscience and Medical. . . . . . . . .  6

Consumer and Lifestyle . . . . . . . .  14

Food and Beverage. . . . . . . . . . . .  22

Brewing and Distilling . . . . . . . . .  8

Contract Manufacturing . . . . . . . .  16

Industrial and Equipment . . . . . .  24

Built Environment. . . . . . . . . . . . .  10

Electronics and Aerospace . . . . . .  18

Supply Chain. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  26

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time

Special Report: Four Years of Manufacturing Trends in the Rocky Mountain Region

Manufacturing as a Whole
The 851 companies profiled by CompanyWeek from mid-2013 to the end of 2017 ranged in size from one employee to more than
10,000. While they were primarily privately-owned organizations, our data group also included several dozen publicly-owned companies.
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OPPORTUNITIES!
all!

4Most Commonly Reported Business OPPORTUNITIES
While stressors where significant, however, the manufacturing
companies we profiled also recognized substantial opportunities
to grow their businesses and improve their bottom lines. The
most commonly cited opportunities among our data group as
a whole were new markets (38 percent), growing market (18
percent), and new products (17 percent).
The industry subsets most optimistic about opening up new
markets were built environment (48 percent), cannabis (47
percent), and energy and environment (46 percent). A growing
market was a source of optimism for the cannabis (47 percent),
bioscience and medical (37 percent), and supply chain subsets
(27 percent).
The companies most enthusiastic about developing and releasing new products were within the brewing and distilling (26 percent), food and beverage (22 percent), supply chain (19 percent),
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and consumer and lifestyle (18 percent) industry subsets.

When we took a look at challenges, needs, and opportunities by year, we noticed a few interesting changes in the
opportunities companies were reporting.

22%

12%

From 2016 to 2017, the number of companies citing a growing

11%

market as an opportunity fell from 22 percent to 11 percent,
while the number of companies reporting managing growth as
an opportunity fell from 12 percent to 6 percent.

2016

6%

2017

Opportunity:
Growing Market

2016

Opportunity:
Managing Growth

41%

17%
34%

Conversely, from 2016 to 2017, the number of manufacturing
companies reporting new channels as an opportunity increased

2017

from 7 percent to 17 percent, while the number citing new mar-

7%

kets as an opportunity increased from 34 percent to 41 percent.

2016

2017

Opportunity:
New Channels
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2016

2017

Opportunity:
New Markets
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Bioscience & Medical
The 38 companies within the bioscience and medical industry subset profiled by CompanyWeek ranged in size from three employees to more than 3,000 and had been in business for four to 65 years. Primarily located in Colorado (30) and Utah (6), this subset
also included one company from California along with one headquartered in Arizona. The products produced by the companies included
biological insecticides, diagnostic testing kits, lasers, medical devices, and 3D printers among others.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
When asked about their biggest business challenges, the
bioscience and medical companies profiled cited government
regulations (55 percent), managing growth (18 percent), and
new technology (11 percent) as the top three. It’s interesting to
note that the percentage of companies in this industry subset
reporting government regulations challenges was significantly
higher than in any other subset including cannabis (47 percent).

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
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Nearly 40 percent of the bioscience and medical companies
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11
11
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37
37
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Comments:
“We’ve got distributors who will take our product to cus-

“We have a bunch of different projects going at different

tomers, do battle, and win because our products really are

stages of development. As we get more activity in different

the best in the world.”

product areas such as our qMRI phantoms, we have to
increase our capability to manufacture them, refine our

Lee Fuller

systems to allow us to do them cost effectively and under

Fuller Labs

appropriate controls, and be able to track our results.”

“What we need to do right now is make more money. What
we’re focused on right now is our shareholders getting a

Bill Hollander
High Precision Devices

return on our investments.”
“The cornerstone of the business is our reputation. We get

Fred Lampropoulos
Merit Medical Systems

“Our biggest challenge is staying ahead of changes in regulations within the FDA. It’s a very fluid environment. We

a lot of repeat business from our current customer base
but want to find new customers where we can.”
Gary Heath
Evergreen Research

may have to rethink some of our manufacturing processes.”

“We’re going to be growing to go into these new markets.
We’ll need more good laser people. Eventually we’ll need

Steven Burdorf
CEA Medical Manufacturing

“Any business like ours requires talented employees. We
need access to the best, the most talented people. That is

more funding. Ramping up will probably require a second
round of investment.”
Henry Kapteyn
KMLabs

the most important thing.”
Mark Capone
Myriad Genetics

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Brewing & Distilling
The 154 companies in the brewing and distilling manufacturing industry subset profiled by CompanyWeek ranged in size from
one employee to more than 600 and had been in business for less than one year to more than 140 years. Primarily located in Colorado (119) and Utah (13), this subset also included manufacturers in New Mexico (5), California (40), OregonCHALLENGES!
(3), Wyoming (3), Idaho (2),
Brewing
andand
Distilling!
Nebraska (2), Kansas (1), Missouri (1), and Montana (1). The products they produce included beer, hard cider, spirits,
brewing- and

!
!
!
Managing Growth
!
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! Government Regulations
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!
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!
Supply32
Chain
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Location
!1112
Product Cycle
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Managing Quality
8
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8
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7 !
Maintaining Culture
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Market Perception
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5

distilling-related systems, equipment, and supplies.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
The most commonly reported challenges among the brewing
and distilling companies in our data group were managing
growth (32 percent), real estate / space (12 percent), and government regulation (11 percent). The percentage of companies
citing managing growth and real estate / space as a challenge
was higher than in any other industry subset.
Though only 8 percent of the brewing and distilling companies
we profiled reported that the crowded market was challenging,
that percentage is higher than in any other industry subset. Their
workforce challenges (5 percent) were significantly lower.

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
The most commonly reported needs of the brewing and
distilling companies in our data group were real estate / space
(25 percent), workforce / labor / new employees (25 percent),
equipment (18 percent), and finance / funding (16 percent).
The percentage of companies reporting real estate / space and
equipment as needs was higher in this industry subset than any
other.

4 BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
Nearly 40 percent of the brewing and distilling companies in our
data set reported new markets as their biggest business opportunity, followed by new products (26 percent), a growing market
(18 percent), and managing growth (16 percent). The percentage
of companies that were optimistic about opportunities around
new products and managing growth was higher than in any
other subset.
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Comments:
“We try to stay competitive with pricing, regardless of the fact
that we bring all of our ingredients from overseas. Our cost
of goods is a minimum two times what American beers are,
from an ingredient standpoint, grain bill.”
Troy Johnston
Prost Brewing Company
“We have a really great staff and have attracted people who
are committed to what we are doing. When we first started,
we weren’t sure someone would drive from the other side of
town. But now we have people who drive an hour just to work
for us. I think that’s exemplary of the reputation that we’re
building.”
Miranda Carbaugh
Wiley Roots Brewing Company
“As a distillery you’re a bar, you’re a manufacturer, you’re a
distributor, and then also you do a lot of events. So, you really
have like four companies all in one. There’s a lot of moving
parts.”
Dawn Nudell Richardson
Rising Sun Distillery
“We often find ourselves in positions where we simply don’t
have enough room to do what we need to get done.”
Lance Hanson
Jack Rabbit Hill Farm
“If you’re a Denver brewery, your suppliers are right in your
backyard. But when you’re in the mountains, somebody has
to make a two-hour trip down and a two-hour trip back. And
if you’re ordering grain at high volumes, you have to rent a
van or take a trailer. While all of our suppliers will ship to us, it
takes additional time and planning.”
Chris Labbe
Periodic Brewing
“It would be nice if we could have a bigger staff and work on
all the little projects we want to work on. But we still try to be
patient and grow as slow as possible, but as fast as possible
to meet the needs. We could use a lot of things: more time,
more money, more people.”
Chris White
White Labs
“We are growing quickly, so we need cash flow to support
production, just for ingredients. We’ve expanded, we’re in this
[Boulder tasting] location, we’re in another bigger location [in
Louisville] so we’ve got more rent needs. We just need money
to pay for inventory, really. And that’s coming. We just got
funding and we’re probably getting more funding soon.”

“When you start a brewery, you do so much work projecting
out your financials. You have this idea of what your growth is
going to look like. But when you open the doors, you have to
throw all that out and reassess from month to month because
it’s always changing. We’ve been growing so quickly, I don’t
think we even know what our five-year plan is. Every month is
bigger and more expansive than we ever thought it could be!”
Neil Fisher
WeldWerks Brewing
“Maybe what we need is patience. To do it all is possibly a little
too ambitious. But the resources to do it, we can put together.
The team to do it, I think we have. This is such a fun industry,
and it’s growing gangbusters, and we want to grow gangbusters, too. But to be honest, somehow, some way, we have
to weigh every opportunity and choose the highest and best.
And not just spread ourselves too thin.”
Charlie Berger
Denver Beer Co
“How do we make more beer? We can’t increase production
in our current location, so we’ve been doing some brewing
and contract packaging at Crazy Mountain. As we prepare to
take more production back into our own hands, we have to
figure out what that’s going to look like for us. Does it look like
moving the brewery? Does it look like opening a production
facility elsewhere? Obviously, we want to keep the integrity of
our brand and what makes us Storm Peak Brewing Company,
and part of that is the location we’re in.”
Wyatt Patterson
Storm Peak Brewing Company
“The craft spirits movement is growing. We’re trying to build
awareness and show what craft whiskey is all about. Craft distilleries are taking a different approach and showing a different
flavor profile. It’s certainly not a negative challenge. It’s a good
challenge. We’re about big flavor and authenticity.”
Lenny Eckstein
Deerhammer Distilling Company
“As the craft market grows, it’s a given that the contract market
will grow linearly, but I actually think that it will grow exponentially because people are identifying contract brewing
as a very cost-effective way to grow and the stigma around
contract brewing is essentially gone.”
Matthew Osterman
Sleeping Giant Brewing Company

Michael Hasler
Decadent Saint
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Built Environment
The 42 companies in the built environment subset of our data group ranged in size from one employee to more than 10,000 and
had been in business for less than one year to more than 160 years. While they were primarily headquartered in Colorado (28), this
subset also included manufacturers in Utah (9), and California (5). The products they manufacture include concrete and paving supplies,
building and construction materials, custom cabinetry and lighting, faucets and plumbing fixtures, prefab structures, and signs.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
When asked about challenges, the companies in our built
environment manufacturing subset were most likely to report
workforce (26 percent), government regulations (14 percent),
market awareness (14 percent), and market education (14 percent). It is interesting to note that the percentage of companies
citing workforce as a challenge was among the highest of any
subset, while this subset was the most challenged by market
awareness, pricing, and shipping and transportation.
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Comments:
“It’s hard to be a company our size, in that 50 to 250

“Since the recession, it’s been more challenging to increase

employee range. Under the ACA, if you have 50 or more

sales levels to where they were before. We need to regain

employees, you have to offer health insurance. But if you

our stature in the building process, and budget is part of

have more than 100 employees, the carriers don’t have to

that. We haven’t had the marketing budgets to get in front

quote you. That can put you in a hard spot. And if you have

of the newer industries that could expand our clientele.”

more than 100 eligible people, you have to pay $10,000 for
a 401 (k) audit each year. Also, the Colorado property tax
system and sales tax here in the state add a lot of friction

Jane Skeeter
UltraGlas

that makes it harder to do the things we want to do to
grow. It certainly doesn’t feel like we’re being helped by
the laws that are in place.”

“The more successful you are, the more money you need.
That never crossed my mind. Every time you launch a
new product, you need more inventory, and that inventory

Garth Rummery
Tharp Cabinet Company

“When we do need to hire more people, it is a challenge.
The younger workforce, the Millennials, you really don’t

drains your cash. We’re coming to a point where we’re
going to hit a brick wall.”
Dave Hall
Glideware

see them in manufacturing facilities so it’s extremely thin.
Manufacturing in California has its own challenges with

“In Colorado, with the economy and unemployment rate

the environment and restrictive regulation, and the ex-

what they are right now, finding good people is the

pense of California, but it’s worth it, because we get to live

number one difficulty we are facing. While we aren’t alone

here, so we can’t complain too much.”

in that, our industry is highly specialized, without clear
paths for people to follow into it. While the plumbing and

Pockets Alvarez

electrical industries have specific apprenticeship programs,

Newport Cottages

we don’t. Everyone who works in the sign industry, from a
skilled labor standpoint, has to be a jack of all trades. They

“It’s a bit of a challenge finding workers on the metalwork-

have to be able to weld, paint, do assembly, know how to

ing side of things. There’s a relatively small pool of quali-

do concrete work and drywall repair. This makes it a real

fied people. On the manufacturing side, the kinds of skills

challenge to find, train, and bring people in.”

necessary, such as welding and punch press operation, are
similar to many needed in the higher-paying construction
industry. This presents an obvious problem in finding

Alex Schlosser
Schlosser Signs

workers. On the assembly side of things, workers with the
right skills are more plentiful.”
Randy Borden
Borden Lighting

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Special Report: Four Years of Manufacturing Trends in the Rocky Mountain Region

Cannabis
The 17 companies in the cannabis subset of our data group ranged in size from two employees to more than 100 and had been in
business for three years to nearly 20 years. Though primarily headquartered in Colorado (16), this industry subset also included one organization based in Arizona. The products manufactured by these companies included cannabis edibles and extracts, cannabis infused
teas and tinctures, vaporizers, packaging, and dispensaries.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
Not surprisingly, government regulations (47 percent) topped
the list of biggest business categories for companies within this
industry subset. However, competition (24 percent), finance
/ funding (24 percent), managing growth (18 percent), and
market perception (18 percent) challenges were also mentioned
frequently. The percentage of companies reporting challenges
around competition, finance / funding, and market perception as
challenges was higher n this subset than in any other.

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
When asked about their biggest business needs, 41 percent of
the companies profiled reported finance / funding as the largest.
This was followed by government regulations (35 percent), and
workforce / labor / new employees (29 percent). The percentage
of companies in the cannabis industry subset citing finance /
funding and government regulations as needs was higher than
in any other.

4 BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
Growing market (47 percent) and new markets (47 percent)
were the top two sources of opportunity cited by the manufacturers in this industry subset. In fact, the percentage recognizing opportunity around the growing market was higher in the
cannabis subset than in any other.
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Comments:
“We have clients here who are going to be licensing in oth-

“Now, bringing in a real sales team with a real marketing

er states, so we’ll be working through them and providing

budget -- and all that that implies -- we expect to double

packaging to Washington, Nevada, California.”

the amount of shelves we’re on, which in theory should
triple my sales. And the opportunity for me is that I’m only

Deb Baker
Higher Standard Packaging

on 125 shelves in Colorado, but, talk to me in a year, and I
should have gone well over the half-mark, if not two-thirds
of dispensaries. I don’t know if I can be in every one, be-

“Everything seems to be a challenge in this industry. Simple things, from a personal standpoint: credit cards getting
cancelled, insurance getting cancelled. You can’t get life
insurance. Losing bank accounts. . . and then from a business standpoint, being fired by ingredient manufacturers,

cause my product is expensive; it’s definitely not the least
expensive.”
Julie Dooley
Julie’s Natural Edibles

equipment manufacturers, label manufacturers, packaging
manufacturers. Not being able to move into buildings

“We need standards for a regulatory operation, I guess this

you want to move into. Not being able to get funding. I

goes beyond our business -- because we hold ourselves

tell people it’s hard enough to start a business -- and then

[to] high standards. For the industry, we need . . . regulato-

throw cannabis on top of it! We’ve got both hands tied

ry organizations [which help] decipher costs, decipher laws

behind our backs, at some points.”

of stuff. We almost need to create within the industry a
self-regulatory organization, so we aren’t regulated by Big

Bob Eschino

Government and Big Pharma and the FDA.”

incredibles

Tim Gordon
“New markets, developing Colorado, and going deeper in

CBDRx

distribution. They’re all important. I do believe there’s a lot
of market share to be had. It’s up to us to dive the subcategory into the broader market.”
Bradley Orr
Stratos

“There are endless opportunities. It’s not just science and
retail. Everything you can possibly imagine will move into
cannabis. We’re lowering unemployment.”
Genifer Murray
CannLabs

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Special Report: Four Years of Manufacturing Trends in the Rocky Mountain Region

Consumer & Lifestyle
The 244 companies in our consumer and lifestyle product manufacturing industry subset ranged in size from one employee to
more than 10,000 and had been in business for one year to more than 180 years. These companies were primarily headquartered in
CHALLENGES!
Colorado (175) and Utah (58), but organizations in California (10) and Montana (1) were also represented. The products they manufacConsumer & Lifestyle!
ture include ammunition, apparel and accessories, outdoor and sports gear, bicycles, toys and collectibles, footwear, furniture, jewelry,
mattresses, cleaning supplies, bath and body products, trailers, and yurts.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
Among the consumer and lifestyle product manufacturing companies profiled, 23 percent reported managing growth was their
biggest business challenge. This was followed by workforce (14
percent), and market awareness (9 percent). The percentage of
companies in this subset citing managing quality (8 percent),
niche market (8 percent), and import / export (5 percent) challenges was higher than in any other subset.

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
Nearly 30 percent of the companies in the consumer and
lifestyle subset reported workforce / labor / new employees
as their greatest business need, while financing funding (18
percent), and marketing (15 percent) needs were also commonly reported. In fact, the percentage of companies reporting
marketing needs was higher for this industry subset than for
any other. This subset has the lowest reported equipment needs
(4 percent).

4 BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
When asked about business opportunities, 36 percent of
the consumer and lifestyle companies profiled reported new
markets (36 percent) as among the greatest. Growing market
(19 percent), new products (18 percent), and market or product
leadership (16 percent) were also sources of optimism. The
percentage of companies reporting opportunities around market
or product leadership was actually higher in this industry subset
than in any other.
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Comments:
“Capital is always an ongoing challenge. Money is going out
for six to eight months at a time with very little coming in
and all of the sales happen in a very short window. You’re just
hemorrhaging money for a very long time then have big influx of cash just over a three- or four-month period. Managing
that cash flow and having that line of credit or capital reserves
to purchase those raw materials. That is probably the biggest
challenge.”
Lisa Branner, Venture Snowboards
“The bulk of what we do occurs in just a few months and so
managing growth is a balance. We have gotten a handle on
it, but it’s still a challenge because the industry is too new to
have trends. We’re taking our best guess every year and are
careful not to have extra inventory.”
Ken Driscoll, Glide Paddleboards
“So many sewing jobs have been outsourced in the last few
decades that it’s kind of becoming a lost art. There are still
sewers, but not as many and a lot aren’t as skilled as you’d
like them to be.”
Brandon Waddy, Warbonnet Outdoors
“Right now, we’re focused on enhancing our line by developing more complex products. We need to re-school and train
our employees on intricate handwork and design work. We’re
working on that now to expand.”
Michael Saunders, Circa of America
“Making the transition is difficult. It requires a big risk because
to get costs down, you have to ramp up manufacturing. And
that requires me to hire people and write some big checks,
which I won’t see back for months. It’s a difficult transition, but
I think the time is right.”
Alister Horn, Chimera Backcountry Snowboards
“Just like most natural foods companies that have to compete
with larger companies that use cheap ingredients and spend
millions and billions on marketing, it’s hard to get shelf space.
We really go after the bulk of the population, not just those
shopping at [natural grocers]. And we do this by keeping our
ingredients simple, our products price-competitive, and doing
a better job at educating consumers. In the long run, we will
win.”

“I need to grow the labor side of my company. But you can
probably imagine the questions I have to answer first, like,
‘Do I have enough business to afford an employee?’ I don’t
want to hire someone and not quite be ready, but at the same
time, it’s a little overwhelming when I take on too much work.
So, my biggest challenge now is the labor side of growth.”
Ryan Schlaefer, Schlaefer Fine Furniture
“Living and working in rural Colorado also creates some of
our biggest challenges. We have limited growth in population
which can make recruitment challenging, and limited choices
in services like air travel, communications, or IT support can
be frustrating.”
Jim Bartschi, Scott Fly Rod
“Our biggest challenge is brand awareness. How does a small
company like us get on the radar of someone who wants to
get a new pair of skis when our competition is a bunch of big
multinational companies? Our main strategy is we work really
hard to make each one of our customers happy and have a
great experience and they tell their friends.”
Pete Wagner, Wagner Custom Skis
“Manufacturing and sales should be increasing at the same
rate, but that doesn’t always happen as smoothly as we’d like.
If we have a really good sales month, then the next month we
have to increase manufacturing capacity dramatically. You can
have one bad sales month, and then our manufacturing staff
is way too big.”
Jerecmy Priest, Knotty Tie Co.
“Our biggest challenge is getting to scale for an affordable
price. If we went to China, everything would be provided right
out of the gate. But we are choosing to grow moderately and
manufacture in the United States where manufacturing is not
integrated. Trying to get all of our pieces together and be cost
effective has been a challenge.”
Chris Cochella, Brackitz
“When you are playing the start-up game, it is all about
resources and being able to operate within your means. You
have to put one foot in front of the other. Resources are our
number one challenge.”
Will Montague, Guerilla Gravity

Steve Savage, 1908 Brands
“The workforce is a challenge. I can buy a CNC machine.
That’s easy. Finding someone that’s qualified to operate that
machine is extremely difficult. There are hardly any Millennials
who want to get into technical trades. The average age of a
professionally trained watchmaker in the United States is over
60.”
R.T. Custer, Vortic Watch Co.
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Contract Manufacturing
CHALLENGES!
The 72 companies in the contract manufacturing subset of our data group ranged in size from two employees to more than 20,000
Contract Manufacturing!
and had been in business for two years to more than 100 years. Though primarily headquartered in Colorado (60) and Utah (10), compa-
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nies in California (1) and Wyoming (1) were also represented. Products manufactured by the companies in this subset included aerospace and medical components, custom machine parts, beer, clothing, spices, and food items.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
Workforce (25 percent) was the most-often reported challenge
within the contract manufacturing subset, followed by government regulations (14 percent), managing growth (13 percent),
and competition (11 percent). The percentage of companies
reporting workforce and competition as a challenge was higher
in this subset than in most others, though the contract manufacturers we profiled were among the companies least challenged
by finance / funding (3 percent).

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
Nearly 50 percent of the companies in the contract manufacturing subset reported workforce / labor / new employees as their
biggest business need. Equipment (14 percent) and real estate
space (14 percent), were also often mentioned. This industry
subset had the second-highest percentage of companies reporting equipment needs along with the highest percentage of
companies reporting workforce / labor / new employees as
a need.

4 BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
When asked about business opportunities, 32 percent of the
contact manufacturers profiled reported new markets as their
greatest source. This was followed by market or product leadership (21 percent), growing market (17 percent), and technology /
innovation (15 percent).
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Comments:
“I think highly-skilled sewers are not in vast availability,
especially in Colorado. When you get into sportswear

“The regulatory environment is changing with the Federal
Food Safety Modernization Act that [President Barack]

with technical types of stitching, it is not something that’s

Obama passed a few years ago and is starting to be imple-

incredibly readily available in Colorado.”

mented. The requirements are constantly being increased.”

Mark Huebner

Alex Cioth

HookFish Manufacturing

Claremont Foods

“We need more business, more manufacturing projects, we

“The biggest challenge, by far, is misconceptions of what

need more exposure. A lot of people don’t know we exist

hemp is. That’s the biggest obstacle: People still wonder if

and now that we’re in the new facility we need to get out

hemp’s going to get them high.”

name out there and start marketing,”

Matt Birkholz

Sam Goodhue

Colorado Hemp Works

Boulder Mountain Repair
“It’s always good to know some people for the future. While
“We’re known for producing good, consistent quality prod-

it can be tough to find qualified personnel, we usually hire

ucts -- and we’d like to keep it that way. Once you have

for personality and trainability. Yes, you should have some

a good reputation, it can be a struggle to keep it. We’ve

good skills in the line of work, but if you have the right

been fortunate to have a good reputation for a very long

mindset for the hands-on stuff we do, you can be trained

time. I think our biggest opportunity is to keep working on

to do it.”

that every day to make sure our clients are happy and say

Clint Wilcoxson

good things about us.”

Wilcoxson Manufacturing

Tony Workman
Art Castings of Colorado

“Right now, the challenges are meeting the demands of
growth. The cash requirements are more than we’re used

“Clothing manufacturing has disappeared from all over the
U.S., so there’s this big vacuum of skill in every part of the
manufacturing process. The challenge is to find people
with experience or who are up for the challenge of training

to.”
John Fischer
StickerGiant

for production sewing.”
Sadye Harvey
The Whole Works

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time

17

Special Report: Four Years of Manufacturing Trends in the Rocky Mountain Region

Electronics & Aerospace
The 95 companies in the electronics and aerospace industry subset profiled by CompanyWeek ranged in size
from three employees to
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Comments:
“We need to focus more on sales and marketing campaigns.
We’re a small player in a small niche so we deal with billion-dollar companies as competitors. For us, the sales and
marketing cycle is a critical aspect in keeping and taking away
business from our competition.”
Bob Ydens
EMI Solutions
“There’s a lot of competition coming out of Asia. They’re
lower-cost than Epilog. Luckily, their performance is below our
performance, too.”
Mike Dea
Epilog Laser
“Workforce is always an issue. Finding skilled laborers is tough.
I think America in general is having difficulty finding skilled
laborers.”
Brett Tatman
Snaptron
“The need for skilled trades is really critical. There are great
opportunities for those who don’t pursue a four-year degree.”
Michael Gazarik
Ball Aerospace and Technologies
“Key challenges right now are speed to market, getting the
financing we need to ramp up, and standard startup-type
challenges.”
Lew Pincus
Gamma 2 Robotics

“I think we need to continue to bring on key personnel resources, especially on the engineering side. The Colorado
market, with big companies coming in, there is somewhat of
a shortage of high-quality engineering people. Our company
is only as good as who we have on the team. We need to keep
innovating, [developing] new ideas and new things that will
be popular to be successful 10 years from now.”
Eric Miller
Laser Technology
“There is low unemployment in Utah, and we are very specialized. We need innovative people to stay competitive in a hightech industry. We have to recruit them, train them, help them
be familiar with our products. It’s always a struggle.”
Todd McNeill
Eclipse Composites
“The world we live in requires so much certification from the
FAA and EASA [European Aviation Safety Agency]. If it’s a
composite, they want the recipe. If it’s a metal fabrication,
they want to know exactly how that metal was put together.”\
Britt Ham
Trine Aerospace and Defense
“One of the biggest challenges for any small company is navigating the requirements and government regulations that are
necessary to provide the level of quality that’s expected. The
number of certifications and licensing is critical and incredibly
difficult to get.”
Heather Bulk
Special Aerospace Services

“Technically we have a very good system and capabilities, but
we haven’t marketed it the way we need to. So, getting consistent revenue has been challenging and aerospace is particularly known for its up and down swings and political cycles.”
Daudi Barnes
Advanced Mobile Propulsion Test
“The biggest challenge is international competition. The
challenge is to innovate into areas where we don’t foresee as
much competition from overseas. It forces us to be better.”

“Our number-one challenge is hiring people as good as those
that came before them, and we have been very successful.
Number two -- finding customers who understand what it
takes to really build state-of-the-art space electronics. Number three is patience, waiting for our customers and industry
to embrace the innovative ideas we have.”
Scott Anderson
SEAKR

Steve Hahn
Rocky Mountain Instrument Co.

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Energy & Environmental
The 26 companies in the energy and environment manufacturing industry subset ranged in size from four employees to more
than 10,000 and had been in business for two years to more than 90 years. Primarily headquartered in Colorado (19), the group also
contained companies in Utah (4), California (2), and New Mexico (1). The products manufactured by these companies included batteries, environmental monitoring equipment, greenhouse and farming technology, solar and renewable energy products, and water
treatment technology.

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES
Managing growth (15 percent), market education (15 percent),
and workforce (15 percent) were the top business challenges
reported by industries in this subset. The percentage of companies citing market education and product cycle (12 percent)
challenges was higher in the energy and environment subset
than in any other.
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Comments:
“I would pay employees to get a manufacturing degree — I
don’t want them to get an IT degree. Now that they’ve tak-

“The biggest opportunity I see is really penetrating the international market. Gas pipelines are expanding across the

en the trades out of the schools, we need to create a career

globe, in China, Indonesia, the Middle East, in India. That’s

path for the kids who can’t sit still.”

a tremendous growth opportunity. We are very good now
in the Middle East and are carving a presence in Asia. That

Jeff Popiel
Geotech Environmental Equipment

is taking more time. There is also a lot more opportunity
in America, as we go from being an importer to being an
exporter.”

“Our biggest challenge right now is product development. It
is a lot of work for people to make raw materials changes.
We’re getting through it.”
Tony Wibbeler

Mike Faulkner
Garlock Pipeline Technologies

“The hardest thing for us is to find skilled fabricators. You

Bolder Industries

can’t find young guys who want to learn the trade and old
guys don’t want to switch employers.”

“The current landscape in terms of how things are manufactured, where they are manufactured, and how they are
integrated into products is definitely a challenge. Finding

Drew Schwartz
Colorado Plastic Products

the right partners and putting the right strategic partnerships in place is important so we can make it into the early

“As you grow, your capital needs grow before your ability

markets and then the large-scale markets in the best way

to supply customers with sales. We are looking to raise

possible.”

funding in the traditional sense. Kickstarter helps, but
there’s still a need traditional funding, so I guess the ven-

Murat Okandan
mPower Technology

ture capitalists can sigh a little bit.”
Paul Slusser
Power Practical

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Food & Beverage
CHALLENGES!
& Beverage!
The 157 companies in the food and beverage manufacturing industry subset ranged in size from one Food
employee
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10,000 and had been in business for less than one year to more than 130 years. While most of the organizations profiled were based in

%

4 BUSINESS NEEDS
Workforce / labor / new employees were the dominant needs
of 35 percent of the companies in this industry subset. Finance
/ funding (17 percent), real estate space (15 percent), and efficiency (14 percent) were also frequently reported. In fact, the
percentage of companies reporting efficiency as a need was
higher in this subset than in any other.

4 BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
When asked about business opportunities, new markets (27
percent) was the most commonly reported source among the
food and beverage manufacturers profiled. This was followed
by new products (22 percent), new channels (20 percent), and
growing market (16 percent). The percentage of companies citing new channels as a source of opportunity was higher in this
industry subset than in any other. The food and beverage subset
had the second-highest reporting of new products as source of
opportunity.
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Comments:
“Growing will have its own problems. With food, you have to
be so careful to preserve the feel and taste while raising it to
a larger scale. You can’t speed up the process. Making granola
is a labor of love and why we taste so great.”
Jane Fenton, Nova Granola
“I feel we have two principle challenges. One is always being
able to find good people, especially when you’re in an artisan
craft business. We’re very fortunate: we have low turnover, we
have a great, great employee base. Customers are absolutely
our top priority here, and employees are a close second. That
said, if you’re ever going to grow, you have to have people to
do that, and finding good people is always a challenge especially in this particular economy.”
Jim Steinberg, Pappardelle’s Pasta
“In California, workers comp costs are high, but you have a
tremendous market here. When you have a lot of employees,
you have challenges such as minimum wage, workers comp,
etc. It’s difficult trying to keep that under control with good
benefits.”
Diane Cahez, Opera Patisserie
“The biggest challenge we face is connecting with a wider
audience. Many people hear Paleo and think, they couldn’t do
that when the reality is, if you enjoy dessert at all, you’ll love
Paleo Treats.”
Nik Hawks, Paleo Treats
“We are a small company that’s really scaling rapidly. We have
really strong support from our current investor base, but as
we grow and have a bit larger footprint and the marketing
dollars needed to support that growth, we will look to partner
with others to bring in that additional funding. And then as we
scale, we’ll need some more folks to help us get it done right.”,
Robert Bennett, Healthy Skoop
“We make a good product, but it can be a challenge to find distribution channels and customer niches that really appreciate
its quality and natural, organic aspect. We get lots of requests
every week to partner on projects, but they’re usually all about
price -- and that’s not really where we compete.”

“There’s a lot of competition in the market. We have to make
sure we clearly differentiate ourselves and drive consumers to
try our product, whether that’s by giving away free samples,
doing demos in the store, or pricing stretches that are appealing to people. Once people try the product they tend to love it
and keep buying it over and over again.”
Matt Oscamou, Frontier Bites
“Right now, in this town, the labor market is very challenging
to retailers, manufacturers, and everyone in between. Our
biggest challenge is to find great talent.”
Leonid Yuffa, Dazbog Coffee Company
“I think that the future strength of our company depends on
how well we can creatively service debt, the strength of our
balance sheet and the real accessibility of our cash flow, as
much as how much we grow our sales year over year.”
Phil Goodlaxson, Corvus Coffee Roasters

“A growing company in the CPG food space needs a lot of cash.
It’s an expensive business to grow a brand like this. We will
likely be raising some capital in the near term and using that
to build our team and expand on our marketing initiatives to
help tackle our challenges.”
JJ Rademaekers, JJ’s Sweets
“We fill a white space in the market that was there because
there hasn’t been a premium, delicious, candy-coated chocolate with clean ingredients before now. This gives us tremendous opportunities to really go in a lot of different directions
and into a lot of different retailers.”
Chris Mears, Little Secrets
“Our mushrooms are grown and harvested with a lot of handwork. You cannot mechanize the process. Consequently, we require a lot of laborers working by the hour. As labor rates rise
around Colorado because of the growing population, it’s only
getting more difficult to find additional workers for our farm.”
Jim Hammond, Hazel Dell Mushrooms

Darrin Foster, Oogie’s Snacks
“Consumer education is our biggest need. Now, we need to
dispel the myths about fish, and educate people on farmed
fish, in particular.”
Jacqueline Claudia, LoveTheWild
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Industrial & Equipment
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Comments:
“The biggest challenge is imports. We have to provide things
customers can’t get overseas: service, quality, relationship
building.”
Barry Walter Jr.
Barry E. Walter Sr. Company
“We need future engineers and floor managers. To get them,
we work closely with schools and community colleges to
recruit applicants. We paid for one student to go to San
Francisco State to get an engineering degree. We currently
have two other employees taking college-level classes. It’s a
tiny expense in an annual budget to send someone to college,
compared to what we and they get out of it.”
Hale Foote
Scandic
“People are recognizing the workforce of the future and trying
to recruit people who want to make things with their hands
and learn a trade. It’s a lost art, but I think it’s coming back.”
Mark Inboden
UCEC
“The challenge is getting good people who really want to work.
The more community colleges can go back to a trade, the
better it would probably be for us.”
Patrick Scott
Advantage Manufacturing
“The need for production workers with technical skills are
going to increase. While automation may reduce the number
of production line jobs, someone still has to build, maintain,
and set up the workflow of what the robots are doing. I don’t
believe there’s ever going to be a human-free environment,
but the skills to manufacture products will require more of a
technology skill set.”
Pamela Wisecarver Kan
Bishop-Wisecarver Corporation
“We’ve got a lot of potential to grow, but we’ve got a constant
challenge in that we have to meet the needs of very demanding customers. We have to make sure the experience our
customers are used to doesn’t get diluted or compromised as
we grow.”
Greg Adams
Tenere

“We need to implement some of the technologies that traditionally have not been available to smaller manufacturers but
are becoming much more so. Most of that falls into robotics.
The robotics industry is changing very quickly and becoming
much more cost effective, allowing smaller companies like
us to get involved. We really need to be on the forefront of
small manufacturing companies utilizing robotics in order to
become efficient enough to survive in the future.”
Tom McNamara
Foam Fabricators
“To be as reactive as we can to our customer’s need, that’s a
huge challenge. Being a small company, it’s difficult to adjust
to the potential for a large order. We only have so much
capacity.”
Nate Erickson
Design Metal Manufacturing
“We often have to recruit nationally to find the quality engineers and technicians we require. Our goal is to marry the experience of seasoned employees with younger ‘book-trained’
software and technology professionals.”
Jared Veteto
Cogitic
“My biggest challenge right now is the education of the market.
Taking a brand-new product to market is hard. Taking disruptive technology to market in an antiquated field is harder.”
Davin Burke
XYMotion / ForkCrane
“Right now, I think our biggest challenge is staffing. Our team
has an average tenure of 22 years with the company, so we’re
reaching a time where people are starting to want to retire.
We need to find young people who want to be involved in the
manufacturing process.”
Stacy Warneke
Warneke Paper Box
“Young people come out of school with high debt but no skills.
We want to encourage and promote manufacturing jobs and
change the current perception that manufacturing jobs are
second class. Manufacturing can provide fulfilling jobs.”
Jed Anderson
Progress Manufacturing

Manufacturers Edge — Transforming Colorado One Company at a Time
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Supply Chain
The 52 companies in the supply chain subset of our data group ranged in size from two employees to more than 2,000 and had
been in business for one year to more than 110 years. While most of the companies were headquartered in Colorado (43), this subset
also included manufacturers in Utah (7), California (1), and Alberta Canada (1). The products they manufacture include bicycle components, boxes, packaging supplies, custom labels, yeast, hops, malt, flour, spices, and tortillas.
CHALLENGES!
Supply Chain!

Most Commonly Reported:
4 BUSINESS CHALLENGES

When asked about their biggest business challenges, 19 percent of the companies in this industry subset reported supply
chain as the largest, followed by managing growth (17 percent)
and workforce (12 percent). The percentage of companies citing
supply chain, seasonal (10 percent), and expanding distribution /
sales (6 percent) as challenges was higher in this subset than in
any other.
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Comments:
“As beer popularity changes, hop farms can’t instantly adjust. You can’t just throw a hop into the ground and expect

“Like many in the semiconductor and chip manufacturing
industry, Cobham is always looking for skilled employees

to have a large yield the next year. That takes planning,

with a solid work ethic. Thirty-eight percent of our employ-

timing, and investment. You have to make sure you are

ees are Electrical and Mechanical engineers and another

growing a hop that grows well here in Colorado but is also

44 percent work in production and quality testing. We are

relevant for popular beer styles.”

always interested in finding top talent.”

Scott Ziebell

Mark Whiteside

RadZie Hops

Cobham Semiconductor Solutions

“We have a tight labor market right now. We’re paying more

“What we really need is less regulation. It’s one thing after

to keep good people. We’re in expansion mode and we

another. If it’s not healthcare, it’s something else. It almost

need to find people to fill new spots, that can be an issue

gets under your skin when they’re questioning your prod-

as we get it up running and learning how to operate this

ucts. We haven’t been in business for 61 years putting out

new plant.”

shoddy products.”

John Lair

Dave Easter

Momentum Recycling

Easter-Owens

“There’s a tremendous opportunity for growth in natural,

“We need a better-informed consumer and parents who will

specialty papers, if we can scale the production to a point

insist that their children’s school districts provide healthy

where the pricing can get a bit more competitive. There’s

meals cooked with safe, locally grown food whenever pos-

an opportunity here to really grow this sector from being

sible. We also need to train a new workforce in the skills

pretty small, right now, to doubling or tripling in size, in

of butchering. There is a shortage of good meat cutters.

three to five years. And maybe that doesn’t become a

Many, now retired, were last employed by the large, indus-

huge thing -- but it does for my business. If I can double or

trial companies.”

triple my business for the next several years, that’s good
for me.”

Mike Callicrate
Ranch Foods Direct

Morris Beegle
TreeFreeHemp
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