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ABSTRACT 

The existing research on ways U.S. manufacturing firms can improve performance is 

limited to strategies to grow internally with focus on human resource and financial strategies. 

Therefore, there is little information regarding how the firms can defend themselves from 

international competition. With the rise of globalization, firms have to compete on an 

international level while trying to protect their home market. Large firms have more resources 

such as wealth and capital to conduct international research and strategize to compete with global 

competition, but small domestic firms have less resources to dedicate to the protection of their 

business. This research focuses on providing managers of U.S. manufacturing firms with 

strategies to more efficiently use resources to enhance firm performance and defend against 

international competition. Managers were asked to complete a short survey regarding the 

strategies used to protect their home market. Twelve different strategies were identified in the 

survey and managers were asked to identify the strategies their firm is currently applying and to 

specify their level of satisfaction with the firm’s performance. This data was used to identify how 

likely a particular strategy was used by the sample firms, the impact of each strategy, and which 

strategies were statistically significant. Four strategies were identified to have a positive 

relationship with firm performance along with significance under a five percent p-value: develop 

an association brand, target foreign markets that consider American products desirable, 

emphasize “Made in America”, and “Other strategies”. Based on this analysis, a two by two 

framework was created to provide managers with strategies to more efficiently use resources to 

enhance firm performance and defend their home market. 

Keywords: manufacturing, international competition, small businesses, defense strategies 
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INTRODUCTION 

The rise of international competition can be attributed to the expansion of globalization 

and world trade after World War II (Horowitz, 2004). In the late twentieth century, innovations 

in information technology led to another round of rapid expansion of international trade. 

Technological advancements and the Internet have greatly contributed to the increased 

opportunities in global information exchange. “According to WTO trade statistics, the value of 

world merchandise exports rose from US$ 2.03 trillion in 1980 to US$ 18.26 trillion in 2011, 

which is equivalent to 7.3 per cent growth per year on average in current dollar terms” (WTO, 

2013, p.55). Consequently, this has led to an increase in competition among manufacturers 

world-wide as companies can now easily access products of a foreign market. Information can be 

effortlessly found through the Internet and transportation costs have declined due to 

technological developments such as jet engines and ocean shipping (Hummels). Companies do 

not have to only rely on manufacturers close by anymore, they have the availability of the 

world’s market at their fingertips. The United States has been a dominant share of the GDP for 

decades, with its peak being in the 1960’s when the United States held 36% ofworld GDP share. 

However, as they are competing more intensely with large and growing firms from foreign 

markets, the GDP share of the United States has been divided among another notable countries 

such as japan and China (IMF, 2018). 

Historically, the American manufacturing industry grew phenomenally in the first half of 

the nineteenth century. A series of tariffs enacted by Congress during the nineteenth century 

protected manufacturing from foreign competition. Well known technological advances such as 

Eli Whitney’s cotton gin and Henry Ford’s technique of mass production with the assembly line 

aided the United States’ continual manufacturing growth. The next wave of domestic 

manufacturing industry grew tremendously as a result from World War II after the United States’ 
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production of aircrafts, vehicles, and weapons during the war. This not only increased the 

domestic manufacturing sector, but also created numerous jobs for the American people. 

Workers were able to move up the economic ladder and increase their income without needing 

high levels of education. Workers were encouraged to move out of family farms and into 

industrial factories, causing a decrease in agriculture and rural lifestyles. This formed the basis 

for the large middle class of the United States. 

Manufacturing firms use raw materials to produce a finished good, which then can be 

sold directly to consumers or to other businesses or retailers. This includes physical, mechanical, 

or chemical transformation of materials or components into new parts (NAICS, 2017). The 

finished goods can then be assembled along with other parts or sold as final products. About 

44% of the domestic manufacturing GDP is comprised of food, chemicals, computers and 

electronics, and fabricated metal products (NAICS, 2017). In comparison to other nations, if the 

US manufacturing sector was a country, it would be the eighth largest economy in the world 

(The Facts About Modem Manufacturing, 2009). This indicates that manufacturing remains as 

one of the largest and most vital sectors in the United States economy. Nevertheless, there has 

been a long-standing decline in the share of total employment in the industry (Baily, 2014). A 

popular theory among research has contributed this decline to the recession during the late 

twenty-first century. Other theories have included the relative productivity hypothesis and 

increase usage of technology. As technology becomes more advanced, it has replaced more 

human labor in sectors all over the economy. At the same time, more technology in the 

workplace such as industrial robots and additive manufacturing, such as 3D printing, can employ 

more workers as well. The Congressional Research Service notes that the decline in employment 

has stimulated congressional interest with many members introducing bills to try to mitigate this 



www.manaraa.com

            

            

             

               

               

              

                

            

                 

              

               

           

          

              

            

             

        

    

             

              

              

          

              

                

problem (Levinson, 2018). Nevertheless, after adjusting for price changes, the quantity of 

manufacturing value added (GDP) has generally kept pace with the overall economy. 

This research can be particularly useful to smaller manufacturing firms because they have 

less resources to conduct market research and perform trial and error with different strategies. In 

the United States, the industrial landscape is dominated by small firms, which accounts for about 

99.7% ofjobs (SBA, 2012). While this signifies a strong sense of innovation and 

entrepreneurship, small firms offer less benefits to their workers and are less likely to export than 

larger firms (The Facts About Modem Manufacturing, 2012). Small businesses were often 

viewed as inefficient as it imposes excess costs because of its small size. This results in lower 

productivity and lower wages for their workers. However, more researchers are now seeing the 

value of small firms and believe that the contributions of small businesses offset any efficiency 

losses (Acs, 2012). Small businesses can contribute through improving competition, expanding 

employment, and spurring production. The federal government began recognizing the 

importance of small businesses in economic recovery and strength and thus, the US Small 

Business Administration (SBA) was established in 1953 as an independent agency. This 

administration further emphasizes the need to protect small business interests to preserve free 

competitive enterprise and competition in the global marketplace. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Reduction in trade barriers such as transportation costs, tariffs, and transaction costs have 

led to increases in international competition and the expansion of world trade. “Rising global 

integration is forcing firms to reexamine their global strategies from raw material sourcing and 

manufacturing to distribution channels and worldwide advertising. Companies are constantly 

seeking any competitive edge that will give them an advantage over their competitors,” (Insch, 

2003, p. 1). Freund from the Peterson Institute of Economics (2017) argues that the single most 
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important change affecting global competition has been the rise of China and they surpassed the 

United States to become the largest economy in the world in 2014. From 1980 to 2008, China’s 

share of world GDP grew 12% to catch up to the US due to their reduction of trade barriers. The 

US’s share decreased by 2 percent within the same twenty-year period (Bolt, 2018). Domestic 

firms started looking towards foreign direct investments to build plants and factories to 

decreased costs. This led to a decrease in domestic manufacturing output and labor, which may 

also be a contribution to the declining employment in the manufacturing sector. Strategies such 

as tariffs and quotas have protected domestic economic activity, but with the rise of 

transportation technology, customers can easily purchase items overseas now that may be more 

cost effective. 

The existing research on manufacturing firms in relation to improving firm performance 

is primarily focused on strategies to grow their company internally with focus on human resource 

and financial strategies. In regard to strategic approaches, Miles and Roth (1994) in their 

research identified three types of strategies used by different types of manufacturers: caretakers, 

marketeers, and innovators. Each group had placed different emphasis on factors such as price, 

after-sales service, broad product line, etc. This research is useful for manufacturing firms to 

identify their position within the industry and note key competitors within the same group. 

Understanding which firms falls into certain groups can help managers understand the direction 

of projected growth and see if their position is concurrent with their long-term goals. 

However, the previous research mentioned above does not provide firms with 

information concerning which strategies they should consider implementing and which strategies 

they should not. With this research, we are aiming to provide useful information to managers of 

manufacturing firms, especially those who may not have resources to conduct research to help 
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improve their firm performance. Managers can use the results in this study to focus on strategies 

are effective and eliminate strategies that do not have a significant impact on their firm. 

METHODOLOGY 

To survey and study the strategies employed by manufacturing firms in the United States, 

questionnaires were provided to managers at a number ofPrecision Machined Product Association 

(PMPA) events. The PMPA is an international trade association that represents the interests of 

manufacturing firms. The members of PMPA include manufacturing firms from a wide variety of 

industries including automotive, aerospace, furniture, medical, etc. (Information on Company: 

PMPA). Members can attend PMPA events in order to connect with other firms or share best 

practices. The surveys were provided at these events because the PMPA represents a wide variety 

of industries. Therefore, it would provide us with a more diverse perspective of how the firms 

defend their home markets from international competition. Managers were asked to identify the 

strategies their firm is currently applying and specify their level of satisfaction with their firm’s 

performance. Respondents were requested directly to complete the survey and because this study 

had high relevance to their firms, we had a high response rate. The respondents were able to ask 

questions if clarifications were needed and examples were also provided on the survey. Overall, 

our sample consisted of 106 small and medium sized manufacturing firms. Determining the 

standards of what is considered a small, medium, or large manufacturing firm is based on each 

manufacturing sector. For example, soft drink manufacturers can have up to 1250 employees or 

less to be considered a small business according to the SBA, but bottled water manufacturers can 

only have 1000 or fewer employees to be a classified as a small business (Electronic Code of 

Federal Regulations, 2018). 

The information collected was used to identify how likely a particular strategy is used by 

the sample firms and the impact ofthe strategy on the firm’s performance. With the data collected, 
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an independent t-test was conducted to identify the performance impact of each strategy. We also 

identified statistical significance for each strategy under a .05 significance level. Additionally, the 

percentages of firms in our sample that utilize each strategy was identified. 

The dependent variable for this study was “perception of firm performance”. Due to the 

fact that we were unable to obtain financial information about each company, we could not 

objectively measure firm performance. However, research has shown that subjective measures of 

performance such as perception correlate well with objective/actual measures of performance 

(Dess & Robinson, 1984). The perception of firm performance was measured using three 10-point 

scales from 1 = very dissatisfied to 10 = very satisfied. The satisfaction of firm performance was 

based on sales, profitability, and overall performance. 

The independent variable was the firms’ strategies used to address foreign competition. 

Managers were asked to select one or more strategies that they employed in their firms to improve 

performance. These are our hypotheses in our study, more information pertaining to each of the 

strategies are below. 

HI: Firms that developed an association brand had higher levels of firm performance 

than those that did not. 

H2: Firms that outsourced manufacturing and focused on marketing had higher levels 

of firm performance than those that did not. 

H3: Firms that targeted foreign markets that consider American products as more 

desirable had higher levels of firm performance than those that did not. 

H4: Firms emphasized “Made in America” had higher levels of firm performance than 

those that did not. 

H5: Firms that focused on being a low price provider had higher levels of firm 

performance than those that did not. 
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H6: Firms that focused on specialized product needs of customers had higher levels of 

firm performance than those that did not. 

H7: Firms that targeted customers with tight delivery needs had higher levels of firm 

performance than those that did not. 

H8: Firms that focused on markets where foreign supplier have a negative image had 

higher levels of firm performance than those that did not. 

H9: Firms that found applications where technical reliability is crucial had higher levels 

of firm performance than those that did not. 

H10: Firms that focused on products with higher transportation costs had higher levels 

of firm performance than those that did not. 

HI 1: Firms that emphasized products where labor is a small portion of total costs had 

higher levels of firm performance than those that did not. 

H12: Other strategies 

STRATEGIES 

Managers were asked to identify all the strategies used to protect their firm from foreign 

competition. Below are each of the strategies that were given in the survey (not including “other” 

option) and how they may have an impact on firm performance. 

Develop an association brand 

Some companies choose to promote different product lines through a different brand 

name, while some choose to promote the different products within the same brand name. The 

latter strategy is known commonly as umbrella or association branding. Under a strong or 

positively perceived brand name, the introduction of new products reduces some risk for 

consumers and can increase initial sales. There is uncertainty and risk with new products and 

even more with a new brand. Therefore, a multiproduct firm can use its brand name to promote 
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trust and quality to consumers (Wemerfelt, 19889; Erdem, 1998). Umbrella branding does not 

necessarily guarantee good quality in a product. Rather, it signals to consumers that products 

within the same brand have the same quality (Miklos-Thal, 2012). However, if one product in the 

brand has bad quality or has a malfunction, it is reflected throughout even unrelated products. 

Moreover, there have been empirical evidence found that “consumers who are loyal to the brand 

in the leading product category show a higher probability to be loyal to that same brand in 

another (extension) category compared to those consumers who are not loyal in the leading 

category,” (Silberhom, 2012, p. 1). Customers can transfer not only the perception of quality 

from one product to another within the same brand, but also experience, knowledge, and loyalty. 

However, some studies have discussed the limitations of which companies can 

successfully use umbrella branding for their product line. Eric Ramusen (2016) in his research 

challenged that while umbrella branding can leverage reputation across different products, it can 

only be done by a firm with a monopoly in the market. Monopolies would be able to capture the 

market by using umbrella branding on its product line. 

For companies who already have separate product lines or are considering on expanding, 

understanding the perception of quality by their customers is one of the vital factors to consider 

before implementing umbrella branding. Companies can find this knowledge from product 

reviews, surveys, online polls, etc. Umbrella branding only working well with monopolies have 

research to back up the theory, but the general consensus amongst researchers is that the product 

has to have a positive quality perception to be able to transfer onto another product, even if 

unrelated. 

Target foreign markets that consider American products desirable 

With the rise of globalization and the use of online retailing, consumers have numerous 

options for a certain product and must conduct their own research to find the best value with 
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their purchase. One way that buyers can assume quality is by looking at where a product is made. 

The 2017 Statista Made-In-Country-Index placed the United States as the tenth overall in how 

positively products made in a country is perceived (Biagi, 2017). Because the U.S. places in the 

top ten for quality and has the second highest manufacturing GDP of the world, numerous 

countries look to the United States for products that can be trusted. Selecting foreign markets that 

desire American products for targeting allows the product to have an advantage over products 

made in other countries. 

Firms that wish to implement this strategy will need to find specific markets that find 

their products desirable. This can be done by examining literature pertaining to the specific 

industry or hiring a market research company to gather information. Firms will also have to do 

extensive research on the cultures and customs of the foreign market. It would be most effective 

to change marketing styles dependent on each region to develop the most value to customers. 

This, however, would be costlier than using one mass marketing technique. There of course are 

many other factors that will determine whether a company will succeed in marketing towards a 

foreign market, but this specific targeting technique gives an advantage for firms trying to 

compete with other foreign companies. 

Emphasize “Made in America” 

Besides the international benefit of selling American made products, emphasizing the 

“Made in America” label can also be advantageous domestically. Emphasizing national pride in 

the domestically manufactured products can translate to pride for consumers who buy the 

products. The “Made in America” label not only promotes the U.S. economy, but it also tells 

consumers that a company is providing jobs for people within the United States instead of 

outsourcing to another country for cheaper labor. For ethnocentric consumers, they believe that 

purchasing imported products hurts the domestic economy, can cause loss ofjobs within the US, 
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and is considered unpatriotic (Shrimp & Sharma, 1987). Ethnocentrism is a belief that one’s own 

culture or group is superior than all others. Furthermore, ethnocentric individuals believe that 

their culture is the correct way of living. The feeling of buying American goods for some 

consumers gives the individual a sense ofpride and patriotism. Moreover, Shrimp & Sharma 

(1987) stated that “highly ethnocentric customers are probably most prone to biased judgments 

by being more inclined to accentuate the positive aspects,” (p. 287). Although ethnocentrism 

may not always be a positive attribute in this increasingly diverse and integrated environment, 

companies can use this advantage to target certain consumers. 

A Gallup poll in 2013 records that 45% of Americans stated that they recently made an 

effort to buy products made in the United States. From the same poll, 64% of Americans stated 

that they would be willing to pay more to buy a product that was manufactured in the United 

States. However, the amount that each person would be willing to pay may not be substantial. 

The term “emphasizing” may be different to each company. For some firms, it may be 

making the country of origin label bigger. For other firms, it may be highlighting “Made in 

U.S.A.” in their advertisements and have it become one of their key selling values. This would 

be up to the discretion and budget of individual firms. Firms can identify which of their 

customers that they currently have prefer American products or try to acquire new customers 

who may have the same values. This strategy would require individual market research and firms 

can use systems such PRIZM or the CETSCALE from the 1987 Shrimp and Sharma study, 

which aims to measure consumer ethnocentrism. Firms would also have to comply with laws 

regarding what qualifies as being “Made in America” vs. “Designed” or “Assembled”. 

Focus on being a low-price provider 

Being a low-cost provider is attractive to buyers, but it is hard to sustain competitive 

advantage with this strategy. There are numerous price conscious buyers in the market who are 
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always looking for the best deals. Whenever people are shopping, one of the first things to 

consider is the price. However, being a low-cost provider is an easily replicable strategy and only 

provides thin profit margins. When another company is able to produce at an even lower cost, 

price sensitive customers will most likely switch companies unless there is another value of 

staying at the company. Additionally, a lower cost may be perceived as lower value in 

consumer’s eyes. Walmart, the biggest retailer in the world, relies on being the low-cost provider 

for consumers. It is successful due to its efficient supply chain, but it is difficult for others to 

sustain the same type of strategy. 

Executing a low cost/low price strategy requires very precise budget allocation and 

planning, but the benefits include gaining share of the market, and being more attractive to 

wholesale buyers. This can increase the chances of being seen by consumers and gaining broader 

distribution. However, having other values to deter customers from switching is very important 

as well. Values can include reward systems, convenience, range ofproducts, etc. Having higher 

switching costs can help low cost providers retain customers when faced with competitors of the 

same strategy. 

Outsourcing manufacturing and focus on marketing 

Some of the most profitable companies in the United States (such as Apple) outsource at 

least part of their manufacturing to other countries. Although it was mentioned earlier that 

“Made in the USA” can be beneficial to the company, there are numerous benefits to 

outsourcing, mainly lowering costs. With reliable manufacturing partners, companies can see* 

benefits such as cost/asset reduction, access to skilled labor, and third-party design. Additionally, 

outsourcing allows owners to focus on brand management and design. Firms can use local 

employees to focus on marketing because workers in the U.S. know their home market well. 

Manufacturing overseas with a reliable partner can generate the same product results as domestic 
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manufacturing, but marketing in the U.S. allows familiarity and better understanding of the 

market. 

A study by Monroe M. Bird (1973) asked presidents of small manufacturing companies 

to name the most important project they would assign to a research team if they access to one. 

The data revealed that revealed that the number one research project was concerning marketing 

problems. Some of the presidents expressed problems with forecasting success or understanding 

the target market. If firms can outsource their manufacturing overseas, they can devote more 

resources into a marketing team for their company. 

Focus on markets where foreign suppliers have negative image 

In the United States, there are generational differences in how consumers perceive 

products made in different countries. The 2013 Gallup poll showed that older Americans aged 65 

and up are much more likely to actively search for products made in the United States than 

younger Americans aged 18-29. Furthermore, there were notable differences with race and place 

of living, with whites and those living in rural areas having greater inclination towards U.S. 

made products. However, having a positive image ofAmerican made goods does not necessarily 

imply a negative image towards foreign goods. Through research, manufacturers can target 

markets within the United States and find out who or where has a more negative image of 

foreign suppliers. 

This strategy is in conjunction with emphasizing “Made in America”, but if firms do not 

wish to pursue that strategy due to costs, physical image, etc., they can still target similar markets 

of consumers with ethnocentrism tendencies. 

Focus on products with high transportation costs relative to value 

Products that have high transportation costs do not only have to relate to weight. It can 

also be due to expensive shipping packaging or strict guidelines. Domestic manufacturers 
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focusing on products with high transportation costs provides the implication that international 

competitors would have even higher costs due to long-distance shipping and import tariffs. This 

causes the foreign product to sell at a higher price than the product of a domestic manufacturer. 

By focusing on products that require higher transportation costs, it helps ensures that the 

domestic manufacturer will have lower prices than international competitors. This strategy may 

help increase the demand for the domestic manufacturer’s product and consequently drive out 

the international competitor. 

Emphasize products where labor is a small portion of total costs 

Labor costs include wages, benefits, and payroll taxes paid by the employer. Cutting 

down on labor costs does not only include downsizing, but also reducing employee turnover, 

cross training, reducing overtime, or outsourcing. 

The United States has the fourth highest wage levels in the world according to the OECD. 

Therefore, it is safe to conclude that most countries have lower wages and probably lower labor 

costs relative to the United States. By focusing on products that have low labor costs, 

manufacturing firms can be more competitive with price because the cumulative wage gap 

compared to other countries would lessen. With lower labor costs, the price of the product would 

decrease and be more appealing to customers. 

Target customers with tight delivery needs 

International shipping is not only costlier, but also usually takes more time than domestic 

transportation. Customers who need their orders delivered quickly may resort to domestic 

companies because they know that the chance of getting their delivery on time is higher than 

ordering from an international manufacturer. With experience, manufacturers can identify 

customers or potential customers that have tight delivery needs and adjust their marketing 

strategies to target them. 
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Focus on specialized product needs of customers 

Customers who buy the same product may all have different sets ofneeds and reasons as 

to why the product was bought. There are also some customers who have the resources to request 

specialized products that fit their needs. Therefore, some companies spend more money to 

customize products or services in order to receive more money on a custom order. Other 

companies focus on niche marketing to identify groups of customers who have different needs 

and change their strategy, product, and/or product packaging to satisfy the needs. Specialization 

is costlier than mass marketing, but the company’s message or advertisements would reach a 

more attentive audience. 

Find applications where technical reliability is critical 

Technical reliability is crucial for optimal and efficient performance. If customers rely on 

international manufacturers, any technical support may have to suffer from time zone 

differences. Hours of operation may not coincide, which can lead to delays in work and 

frustration for the managers and employees. Doing business internationally can also result in 

misunderstandings due to language barriers or different practices in customs. Additionally, if 

manufacturers need to help a customer in person with machinery, it would be faster and less 

costly to travel domestically than internationally. Being able to help a customer in a timely and 

cost-efficient manner is crucial for customer relationship management and service. 

RESULTS 

Using the information gathered from the surveys, the data was entered based on strategy, 

how often it was used, and how that strategy correlated with the firm performance satisfaction. 

An independent sample t-test was conducted using a .05 significance level. The strategies were 

all measured against the null hypothesis of “Firms that_did not have higher levels 

of firm performance than those who did not.” We also noted any strategies that were significant 
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at a .01 level. Two asterisks indicate a one percent significance while one asterisk indicates a five 

percent significance. Positive or negative impact on firm performance for each of the significant 

strategies are indicated by + (positive) or - (negative). 

Dependent variable: Overall Performance 

Significance Impact Strategies: Qq Ik So Si t-value p-value 
** _{_ StrJJmbrella 100 6 16.84 23.33 3.010 0.003 

Str_Outsource 80 26 16.73 18.69 1.650 0.102 
** + StrTarget 86 20 16.56 20.00 2.679 0.009 

* + StrMadeinUSA 84 22 16.55 19.73 2.558 0.012 

StrlowPrice 78 28 18.08 14.79 -2.903 0.005 

Str_UniqueProd 10 96 17.20 17.21 0.005 0.996 
** StrDelivery 50 56 18.64 15.93 -2.694 0.008 

Str_Foreigness 78 28 16.72 18.57 1.591 0.115 

Str_TechRel 38 68 17.74 16.91 -0.763 0.447 

Str_Transport 92 14 17.00 18.57 1.029 0.306 

StrLabor 74 32 17.19 17.25 0.054 0.957 

* + StrOther 88 18 16.68 19.78 2.293 0.024 

no = the number of sample firms that did not practice the strategy 

ni = the number of sample firms that did practice the strategy 

xo = the mean of perception of firm performance from no 

xi = the mean ofperception of firm performance from ni 

From the t-test data, all of the strategies were categorized into a two by two matrix with 

“perception of firm performance” being the dependent variable. Strategies were separated by 

how likely practiced and significance from t-test. If 50% or less of the sample firms practiced the 

strategy, it would be in the “least likely practiced” column. If more than 50% of the firms 

practiced the strategy, it would be in the “most widely practiced” column. Statistically significant 

strategies were placed based on a .05 or .01 significance level and all else were placed in the “not 

statistically significant” row. The percentage that each strategy was practiced by the sample 
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firms were also included, along with significance of level, and whether it had a negative or 

positive relationship with firm performance. 
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Small U.S. Manufacturers 

Dependent Variable: Perception ofFirm Performance 

Percentage of Firms that Practiced the Strategy 

0% Least Likely Practiced 50% Most Widely Practice 100% 

Target foreign markets that consider 
American products desirable (19%) (+) 
** 

Emphasize “Made in America” (21%) 

(+)* 
Other strategies (17%) (+) * 
Focus on being low price provider 
(26%) 

Outsource manufacturing and focus on 
marketing (25%) (+) 
Focus on markets where foreign 
suppliers have negative image (26%) 

(+) 
Focus on products with high 
transportation costs relative to value 
(13%) (+) 
Emphasize products where labor a small 
portion of total costs (30%) (+) 

needs (53%) (-)** 

Focus on specialized product needs of 
customers (91%) (+) 
Find applications where technical 
reliability is critical (64%) (-) 

(x%) = Percent of firms in the sample that practiced a particular strategy 

(+/-) = Positive or negative relationship between a particular strategy and SME performance 

*=p<.05; ** =p< .01 
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DISCUSSION 

From the t-test conducted, six strategies were determined to be statistically significant. 

The important strategies to note in this research are strategies that are least likely practiced by 

firms and are statistically significant. Four out of the five statistically significant strategies had a 

positive relationship with firm performance. 

It was important to include the percentage of strategies practiced by our sample firms 

because it allows firms to see which strategies were widely used in the industry. This also helps 

with identifying which approach was commonly used by competitors and whether or not a firm’s 

practices are unique, or similar to others. 

Strategies that were widely used but not statistically significant should also be noted 

because this allows firm to recognize the impact of their strategy and whether or not they should 

focus their resources elsewhere. 

Develop an association brand (6%) (+) ** 

This strategy is the least likely used by the sample manufacturing firms but falls under a 

one percent significance value. A reason why firms may not use this strategy often may be due to 

the risk associated with having multiple products under a brand name. As previously mentioned, 

one bad association with a product in a consumer’s mind can transfer to another product within 

the brand, even if the products are unrelated. This can result in negative word of mouth or 

declining overall sales in the company. In order for umbrella branding to work, all the products 

under the brand have to connect on a common value (Hilpem, 2013). Companies with adequate 

resources can try umbrella branding if they have developed a quality reputation in their products. 

There is possibility that the marketing department of a firm may struggle with additional 

products and cause confusion (Hilpem, 2013). The most important success factor is if consumers 

perceive high quality in existing products. A strong parent brand does not guarantee success if 
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the quality of the extension does not match consumer expectations (Erdem, 1998). However, 

umbrella branding is a much easier way for firms with high quality products already in the 

market. Rather than having an entirely new brand, firms can save money and promote the same 

values of their company to new products. Although there may be risks involved, firms with 

adequate marketing resources can try umbrella branding to defend their home markets from 

international competition by using a company name that their customers recognize and trust. 

Target foreign markets that consider American products desirable (19%) (+) ** 

This strategy had a positive impact on firm performance, and it may be because 

defending the home market is not only about protecting, but also being assertive and taking 

action. Domestic manufacturing firms are often concerned with protecting their home market, 

but they should also explore targeting foreign markets that find American products desirable. By 

promoting products to foreign markets, firms can increase their brand awareness and revenue, 

which can be invested back into the company and help grow market share. Each firm would have 

to do research on which foreign markets are the most feasible for their specific industry. Firms 

may only look at markets that have a growing demand for goods they produce when branching 

out into international activities. However, it is beneficial to include this factor when considering 

entry into international markets. This strategy gives a guaranteed advantage to firms when they 

enter into a foreign market because consumers would already have a positive perception of their 

products just because ofwhere it is made. 

Emphasize “Made in America” (21%) (+) * 

Even though every poll produces different results, the consensus is that there is a 

substantial percentage of Americans who prefer American made goods. There is little reason to 

believe that there would be considerable consequences in emphasizing “Made in America”. The 

categories with the highest concern about domestic manufacturing include appliances and 
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furniture for all generations and U.S. regions (Miller & Washington, 2014). Emphasizing “Made 

in America” is perhaps one of the least costly ways to improve firm performance because it only 

requires an additional sticker or line in an advertisement. Some consumers may not specifically 

look for where a product is made, but if “Made in America” is emphasized, consumers would 

easily identify a domestic manufacturer. The biggest reported reasons to buy American products 

were to support the United States, followed by helping keep jobs, doing good for the U.S. 

economy, having better quality products, and not trusting foreign products. 64 percent of 

Americans say they would even pay a premium for American made products (Gallup, 2013). 

Whether that is a reality in practice is not known, but there is reason to believe that emphasizing 

“Made in America” can help improve firm performance. 

Focus on being low price provider (26%) (-) ** 

Although this is the most widely practiced statistically significant strategy, it had a 

negative relationship with performance. This strategy can generate help generate demand, but it 

is difficult to be a low-cost provider when competing with countries that have lower wage levels 

and regulations. It can be successful with a precise financial strategy in certain industries where 

there are highly price sensitive consumers. Domestically, choosing a low-cost strategy is difficult 

for sustaining competitive advantage. It is the easiest strategy for competitors to copy and the 

profit margins can be very thin. To firms who do practice being the low-price provider, it may 

useful to find provide additional value to customers instead ofjust the low price alone. That way, 

customers would have more reasons to choose the company and the switching costs would be 

higher. 
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CONCLUSION 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study was conducted with managers of small domestic manufacturing firms through 

questionnaires provided to members of PMPA, and thus, had a limited scope within the entire 

target population. We could not identify specific respondents to the surveys or gather 

demographics about all the attendees. Although our sample included a variety of industries, all 

the samples were taken at events by the same association. Therefore, it is only partially 

representative of the population. There is a low number of firms in some of the strategic groups 

on the table on page 19. We need additional data collection to ensure that there is a sufficient 

sample size (> 30) represented in each of the group. 

The sample was a nonprobability sample because the study was exploratory in nature. We 

did not account for inflated Type I error in our analysis. Gathering more information from our 

sample firms would allow us to run more statistical analyses such as regression models to 

identify interactions of the strategies and the overall power of the model. 

Because “Other Strategies” was statistically significant and had a positive relationship 

with firm performance, future research can include an exploration as to what exactly those 

strategies were and whether these strategies would be helpful to other manufacturers. 

A limitation of the dependent variable should also be noted, since only perception of firm 

performance was measured and not actual objective performance. However, previous research 

does suggest that perception/subjective measures ofperformance correlate well with objective 

measures of performance (Dess & Robinson, 1984). 

Impact 

Through an analysis of significance and frequency, twelve strategies were categorized to 

help managers easily understand which strategies to employ to increase firm performance and 
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which strategies to eliminate. Of the twelve strategies, four were identified to have a positive 

difference in firm performance along with significance at a .05 or .01 level: develop an 

association brand, target foreign markets that consider American products desirable, emphasize 

“Made in America”, and “Other strategies”. This research was done to help domestic 

manufacturers, who may not always have many resources to conduct their own research, to 

easily identify strategies that could be used to help improve firm performance. Additionally, 

firms can allocate their resources better by focusing less on strategies that had lesser impact on 

performance. This research also helps firms focus on manufacturing instead of spending time and 

money to figure out which strategies would help increase performance. Furthermore, there is 

little existing research on strategies to help domestic manufacturers defend their home market 

and thus, this study can encourage more research to be done in this area. 
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