
THERE WAS A TIME 
WHEN SHOPPING 
locally and purchasing 
products made in the United 
States wasn’t such a con-
scious decision. In the years 
before big box stores, online 
shopping and inexpensive 
imports, just about every-
thing was made in facto-
ries on American soil and 
purchased by American con-
sumers from stores owned 
and operated by members of 
their own communities. 

Fast-forward to today’s 
global economy, where 
consumers can order items 
made half way around the 
world with one tap on their 
smartphone screens and have 
them delivered to their doors 
within days. In such a mar-
ketplace, the idea of manu-

facturing products right here 
in the good, old U-S-of-A and 
selling them in locally owned 
brick-and-mortar stores 
might seem quaint. 

But that couldn’t be 
further from the case. With 
the advent of the “Shop 
Local” movement making 

homegrown products and 
neighborhood stores down-
right trendy, the desire for a 
domestic production model 
is making a comeback. In 
fact, according to a 2015 
Consumer Reports study, 
nearly eight in 10 Americans 
said they’d rather buy an 
American-made product 
than an import, and more 
than 60% were willing to 
spend 10% more for it. 

In the casual industry, this 
couldn’t be more true, with 
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some of the category’s biggest 
names operating successful 
domestic production models. 

For these companies, the 
choice to stay in the U.S.—
even when that means higher 
expenses and increased 
regulatory scrutiny—is worth 
the cost of doing business.

“There’s a patriotism 
thing, a pride factor that I 
bought an American product 
that’s made in my country 
by my fellow citizens,” says 
Bruce Bjorkman, director of 
sales and marketing, Mak 
Grills, which makes all of its 
products in Oregon. “A strong 
America is based on a strong 
diversified base of businesses, 
and manufacturing is a big 
part of that wheel spoke. 
We want to be a part of that 
strong America.”

COST OF 
DOING BUSINESS

While operating a domes-
tic manufacturing business 
is an admirable model that 
most companies would like 
to follow, there’s a huge factor 
that stops them – cost. From 

materials to wages, the tab to 
do business in the U.S. is often 
significantly higher than an 
overseas production model.

Of all the costs associ-
ated with American-made 
products, wages are arguably 
the largest contributor to the 

price of domestic production. 
Most U.S. companies pay 
their employees more than 
minimum wage, and those 
employees also receive bene-
fits such as health insurance, 
401Ks, and paid vacation and 
sick leave – perks not often 
given to employees working 
in foreign countries for much 
lower wages. 

And with the increased 
push to raise the minimum 
wage in the U.S., that amount 
is poised to grow. 

“It certainly adds to our 
cost, but it’s something that 
everybody’s going to have to 
pay, and we’ve always been 
well above minimum wage 
anyway,” says Bill Echols, 
executive vice president, 
Outdoor by Design, which 
produces its furniture in 
Florida. “These more skilled 
workers are going to want to 
see their wages rise. We could 
see a significant bump when 
the minimum wages go up, 
and we could see a cascading 
effect down the road with a 
significant increase in the 
price of furniture.”

And wage costs aren’t 
limited to a company’s 
employees—higher salaries 
also contribute to material 
expenses. 

“While the base raw 
material (aluminum ingot, 
petroleum-based plastic res-
in, etc.) is often manufactured 
in the U.S. at a competitive 
global price, there is always 
a certain amount of higher-
priced U.S. labor in convert-
ing that base raw material 
into a useable raw material 
product, such as aluminum 
extrusions and fabrics,” says 
Bill Vanderminden, execu-
tive vice president, Telescope 
Casual, which produces its 
furniture in New York.   

With higher labor costs, 
productivity becomes even 
more critical. Hiring an 
engaged, motivated work-
force by offering competitive 
wages and benefits, and then 
instilling a sense of pride 
in the product are crucial 
for successful domestic 
operations. 

At Infratech, which manu-
factures heaters in California, 
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THE BUSINESS OF
DOMESTIC

How casual companies make an American production model work
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Dozens of spools feed the Lloyd Loom 
at Lloyd Flanders’ facility in Michigan.

Workers in OW Lee’s California facility shapes hot iron to create the 
company’s wrought iron furniture.

Mak Grills crafts all of its grills at its Oregon plant. 

According to a 2015 Consumer Reports study, 
nearly 8 in 10 Americans said they’d rather buy 

an American-made product than an import.
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creating a company culture 
of pride has been an integral 
part of its business plan. The 
company is thoughtful in its 
hiring process. It chooses em-
ployees who see themselves 
as long-term team members. 
Then, through higher wages 
and positive recognition, the 
company builds a workforce 
that’s committed to provid-
ing a better experience for 
customers. 

“Our employees show up 
and always have the best 
interest of the customer at 
heart,” says David Arnold, 
director of sales, Infratech. 
“They are absolutely com-
mitted to quality and take it 
personally. Most have been 
there a long time and are 
really good at what they do. 
So although we may pay 
workers more than what 
they do in Taiwan and China, 
our workers are much more 
productive.”

LOGISTICS LEADERS
One of the ways domes-

tic producers differentiate 
themselves and stay competi-
tive is through the power of 
logistics. With their factories 
and warehouses on U.S. soil, 
domestic manufacturers have 
product in stock, and can fill 
custom orders significantly 
faster than their overseas 
competitors. This gives 
domestic manufacturers an 
advantage with the ability 
to offer custom options with 
quick turnaround times.

“Better logistics and shorter 
lead times make consumer 
special orders possible,” 
Vanderminden says. “For a 
retailer choosing to buy a con-
tainer of furniture from over-
seas, the 10–12 week lead time 
(minimum) and the container 
minimum quantities require 
the retailer to make safe buy-
ing decisions. They need to 
keep frame colors limited to 

best-selling colors, and unless 
they have a domestic cushion 
source, they must also keep 
the fabrics simple and in 
popular colors. It is just not 
practical to handle consumer 
custom orders.”

The option of customiza-
tion appeals to designers and 
their high-end clients, and 
it also offers additional sales 
opportunities for retailers. 

“Another advantage (of 
domestic production) is the 
ability to offer their customer 
the options to customize selec-
tions with an abundant choice 
of fabrics, finishes and table 
tops,” says Terri Lee Rogers, 
president and VP of sales and 
marketing, OW Lee, which 
manufactures its furniture in 
California. “It may take a little 
more time to write custom or-
ders versus products that are 
pre-stocked in the warehouse, 
but these special orders typi-
cally result in a larger sale.”

And when issues arise, 
such as the Los Angeles port 
strike that halted or delayed 
import traffic in early 2015, 
or the Chinese New Year 
holiday, domestic producers 
have the ability to fill orders 
with little or no interruption 
during a critical time of the 
year for casual retailers pre-
paring for the coming season. 
That flexibility also plays into 
reorders, as domestic compa-
nies also can provide replace-
ments to fill retail sales floors 
mid-season.

“In China there were some 
real hurdles, like the fact that 
they take a month off for Chi-
nese New Year and you have 
the China sea storm season, 
so they wouldn’t ship or were 
delayed because of weather 
factors,” Bjorkman says. “We 
have weather factors in the 
U.S., but there are usually 
workarounds for that.”

But making the most of 
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Outdoor by Design manufactures its furniture, including the Delray dining group shown here, in Sarasota, Fla.
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that logistical advantage is an 
exercise in careful planning 
that starts in the factory and 
warehouses. 

“We must inventory appro-
priate levels of raw materi-
als, monitor all production/
manufacturing costs and 
provide timely shipment of 
our products,” says Lou Rose-
brock, senior vice president 
of sales and marketing, Lloyd 
Flanders. “It is a challenge 
to maintain a product that is 
considered a value in the mar-
ketplace. Our factory must 
be able to ship high quality 
products to our customers 
in a broad assortment of fin-
ishes and fabrics. Appropriate 
inventories of raw materials 
and manufactured parts must 
be maintained at efficient 
levels to provide customers 
with the service expected 
from Lloyd Flanders.”

SELLING THE STORY
There’s no doubt that prod-

ucts made in the U.S. gener-

ally cost a little more than 
their imported counterparts. 
This can be problematic in a 
cost-conscious marketplace, 
but savvy retailers know that 
educating consumers on the 
domestic story can translate 
to sales.

“Specialty retailers are 
especially well-suited to 
convey the Made in the 
U.S.A. story,” Vanderminden 
says. “These retailers have 
a well-earned reputation for 
knowledge and credibility 
regarding outdoor furniture; 
they are the experts. They 
can explain the differences 
in the furniture and handle 
complex special orders to get 
consumers just what they 
desire. The specialty retailer 
can teach consumers all the 
advantages of our products, 
and at the same time, con- 
vey the very powerful and 
understandable story of 
providing American jobs.”

Many domestic manufac-
turers provide robust educa-

tion programs and support 
for their retailers to help 
build a knowledgeable sales 
force that can effectively sell 
their products.  

“We try to bring a hand-
ful of retailers to the factory 
every year so that they under-
stand the level of craftsman-
ship that goes into the manu-
facturing of our furniture,” 
Rogers says. “This is one way 
we can demonstrate to the 
retailers why the furniture 
costs more. They can see the 
raw materials used, they can 
see how many hands touch 

each piece of furniture, and 
most importantly, they can 
see how proud our workers 
are of the furniture that 
they made.

“We can convey the 
importance of keeping these 
families working, combined 
with the quality of the prod-
ucts we produce, as well as 
peace of mind that should 
something fail in the outdoor 
environment, this domestic 
manufacturer will stand by 
its warranties.”

Another selling tool: 
Appealing to the “I want it 
now” mentality of many of 
today’s consumers. 

“U.S. consumers have 
immediate gratification in 
mind, and because we’re 
U.S.-made, our service levels 
are second to none,” Arnold 
says. “Whether it’s a replace-
ment part or a complete 
heating system with a dozen 
heaters with custom controls, 
we’re able to do it quickly.”

Above all else, appealing 
to consumers’ awareness of 
not only national pride, but 
their sense of community on 
the local level, is an effective 
strategy.

“It’s a strong selling point, 
and it’s one that if retailers 
aren’t on that band wagon, 
then they need to be, because 
it’s only going to behoove our 
country as a whole,” Bjork-
man says. “Domestic manu-
facturing keeps Americans 
employed and benefits our 
economy.”  
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 Telescope Casual has produced its outdoor furniture in New York for more than a century.

Infratech’s
heaters are manufactured

in its Southern California facility.



THE MADE IN THE 
U.S.A. STORY IS AN 
important one for the casual 
industry, but red, white and 
blue production is not a black-
and-white process. While 
products may be manufac-
tured on American soil, parts 
and other components often 
originate from overseas. 

“I think it is naïve to 
think that every single item, 
component or design embel-
lishment can be made in 
the U.S.A.,” says Terri Lee 
Rogers, president and VP 

of sales and marketing, OW 
Lee, which manufactures its 
furniture in Ontario, Calif. 
“Even for components that 
are purchased in the U.S., it 
is very likely that they were 
not made in the U.S.”

Few products, with the 
exception of cars, textiles, 
woolens and furs, are 
required by law to define 
whether they were made in 
the U.S. According to the 
FTC, for a product to make 
an unqualified claim of 
“Made in the U.S.A.,” it must 

be all or virtually all made 
in this country. Companies 
can make a qualified claim of 
domestic production, which 
describes the extent of a 
product’s domestic content or 
processing (i.e. “assembled in 
the U.S.A. from the U.S. and 
imported parts”). “Manufac-
tured in the U.S.” means that 
most of the parts are made 
here, and then the final prod-
uct is also assembled here. 

For a number of reasons, 
from the lack of natural 
resources to reduced availabil-

ity of certain parts due to the 
decline of American factories, 
many products that are made 
on American soil may still 
have some parts or raw mate-
rials from other countries. 

“We have about 80% of our 
product line that’s totally 
made in the U.S.A.,” says 
Bill Echols, executive vice 
president, Outdoor by Design, 
which produces its furniture 
in Sarasota, Fla. “We buy 
glass, aluminum and fabric 
in the U.S.A., but we have a 
couple of collections where we 
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 HOW DOMESTIC 
IS DOMESTIC?
Made in the U.S.A. is not always an absolute
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OW Lee’s furnishings
are made in California, 
with parts mostly sourced 
domestically. 
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buy components of wicker or 
unfinished aluminum frames, 
and we bring them here and 
strap them or finish them.”

 The practice of sourcing 
some components from over-
seas is particularly common 
in the furniture industry, 
with the use of so many 
different types of materials – 
from aluminum and plastic 
to fabric and teak – making 
it especially challenging to 
produce a 100% American-
made product. 

“OW Lee manufacturers its 
products in Ontario, Calif.,” 
Rogers says. “But we source 
raw materials from all over 
the world, including the U.S., 
and bring them into the U.S. 
to fabricate the furniture.”

For other products in the 
casual industry, such as 
grills and heaters, the Made 
in the U.S.A. label can be 
just as confusing, but there 
are still some companies 
with a mostly domestic 
manufacturing model. 
California-based Infratech 
produces nearly all of the 
parts for its heaters, and 
assembles them at its Los 
Angeles facility, which hous-
es the company’s designers, 
engineers and assemblers. 

“Virtually all of our parts 
are made in the U.S.,” says 
David Arnold, director of 
sales, Infratech. “And you can 
call Infratech and talk to the 
staff at the LA plant. When 
you call somebody who is 
selling a heater and they’re 
just assembling the heater 
here, you typically don’t have 
the engineers; they’re just 
sales agents so they don’t 
have the expertise.”

In the realm of heaters 
and grills, the distinction 
can be especially important, 
as these products generally 
have more parts and electri-
cal components that can fail 
or need repair, making easy 
access to technical experts 

within the company an 
important benefit.

“Made in America means 
different things,” Arnold says. 
“Manufactured in the U.S.A. 
is different, so it’s up to the 
consumer to know what-
ever they’re buying is truly 
manufactured in the U.S. or 
if it’s simply assembled and 
marketed as a U.S. product.”

Outright fraudulent claims 
of domestically produced 
products are rare due to im-
port regulations such as the 

labeling law enforced by U.S. 
Customs and Border Protec-
tion, and the Department of 
Agriculture. The law requires 
goods to have a country-of-
origin label when they enter 
the U.S. if they are assembled 
outside the country.

“There are obviously 
laws covering this, and 
customs enforcement is 
one area where this can be 
addressed,” says Bill Van-
derminden, executive vice 
president, Telescope Casual 

Furniture, which produces 
its products in Granville, 
N.Y. “Of course, when com-
ponents are imported and 
combined into the finished 
product, then that becomes 
murkier. I believe this is 
usually self-policed reason-
ably well by the U.S.-based 
manufacturers, but I sup-
pose there are always excep-
tions. To the untrained eye, 
it is not really possible to tell 
what was made completely 
here and what was made 
from imported components; 
it is certainly something to 
be watched in the future.”

Many casual companies 
identify the country of origin 
of their products, including 
those with imported parts, to 
provide additional transpar-
ency to retailers interested in 
the Made in America story.

“There is a great deal of 
ambiguity in the marketplace 
as to the use of the ‘Made 
in the U.S.’ claims from 
various manufacturers,” says 
Lou Rosebrock, senior vice 
president, sales and market-
ing, Lloyd Flanders, which 
manufactures its furniture 
in Menominee, Mich. “At 
Lloyd Flanders, we list in our 
catalog when our products 
are completely manufactured 
in our Michigan plant or 
whether we have imported 
a frame and added it to the 
piece in the U.S.”

For both consumers and 
retailers, it’s important to 
remember that while a prod-
uct might not be 100% made 
in this country, that doesn’t 
necessarily mean it is inferior 
or that a company is being 
disingenuous in its claims of 
domestic production.

“You can have a little bit of 
an import model in your plan 
and still provide that Made 
in the U.S.A. quality,” Echols 
says. “It’s pretty unique to 
have 100% of a product that’s 
made in the U.S.A.”  
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What is “Made in U.S.A.”?
According to the Federal Trade Commission, the 
standard for a product to be called “Made in the 
U.S.A.” is that the product must be “all or virtually 
all” made in the U.S. The FTC defines “all or virtu-
ally all” as: “All significant parts and processing that 
go into the product must be of U.S. origin. That is, 
the product should contain no — or negligible — 
foreign content.”

Outdoor by Design sources most of its raw 
materials and assembles them in the U.S.


