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If you’re reading this, you’ve 
survived the doom and gloom of an 
economic downturn and business is 
starting to pick up. The glass-is-half-
full types will put 2007–2008 behind 
them and focus on the future; the less 
optimistic are undoubtedly prepar-
ing for another financial collapse by 
November 2010. Whether your views 
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of the future are favorable or not, there 
are signs—paper trails and economic 
experts suggesting U.S. manufacturing 
is improving. 

At the heart of this battle for finan-
cial stability are your gear customers. 
They’ve stuck by you through thick 
and thin (hopefully), continue to place 
orders (cautiously) and are always rec-

ommending your manufacturing ser-
vices and products (cross your fingers). 
Typically, gear buyers focus on quality 
and service above all else, but there are 
other factors involved before a pur-
chase takes place. 

While it’s important to read about 
the latest technology trends, product 
releases and technical information, 



www.geartechnology.com     August  2010     GEARTECHNOLOGY 69

continued

wouldn’t it be nice to hear what your 
customers look for from gear manufac-
turers? In this article, gear buyers have 
been given an opportunity to discuss 
quality, value, customer service and 
how gear manufacturers can improve 
business practices. 

(Ed’s note: The participants 
involved in this article asked for 
anonymity given the subject matter. 
Discussions took place between two 
gearbox manufacturers, a medical 
components supplier, an engineering 
firm in the energy market, an automo-
tive parts supplier and a specialty shop 
in off-road racing.)  

 Quality Remains King
Warren Buffet, investment guru 

and philanthropist, summed it up when 
saying, “Price is what you pay; value 
is what you get.” Whether you’re pur-
chasing automobiles, heavy industrial 
equipment or a bulk order of gears, 
the same rules apply. The gear indus-
try remains an area of manufactur-
ing where quality reigns supreme and 
complex components need to perform 
consistently and without failure. In the 
gear industry, companies tend to pay 
for what they get. 

“Where is the value in a $1,000 
gear set that fails in a race event that 
costs you a quarter of a million dollars 
to compete in?” asks the director of an 
off-road racing specialty shop. “There 
is very little demand in our industry 
for cheaper parts, so when we shop 
for gears, we want the best quality and 
value we can get our hands on.”

This specialty shop, founded in 
2005, provides power transmission 
components for off-road racing. The 
director shopped around several gear 
companies before agreeing to work 
with a few candidates, including one 
major gear manufacturer in the United 
States. “The companies we have long-
term relationships with understand 
what we need and are willing to go out 
on a limb with us when we’re pushing 
the edge harder and further. These are 
the companies we stick with, and we 
are very loyal.”

One gear manufacturer was chosen 
for its ability to go above and beyond 
when it came to its attention to detail 
and quality standards. The specialty 
shop director says that reoccurring 
lubrication issues at one point had 

stumped his engineering team, but the 
gear company’s engineers immediately 
took it upon themselves to work on 
resolving the problem.

“We started testing some differ-
ent lubrication to address the technical 
issues we were having. Our partner 
took initiative and spent a great deal of 
time helping us solve the problem. You 
rarely see this kind of commitment in 
our industry. People had never been 
this helpful before. It says a lot about 
the integrity of the organization, and 

it’s one of many reasons they remain 
one of our largest suppliers of gears.”

A mechanical application engi-
neer for a global gearbox manufac-
turer can’t stress enough the impor-
tance of quality when purchasing gears. 
“Quality, minimum defects and good 
value are the most important factors,” 
he says. “If the quality is not adequate, 
it’s a deal breaker.”

 The engineer believes more 
emphasis on these details will lead to 
better products in the future, and he 

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=EGT810&dest=http://clifford-jacobs.com
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of solutions that we have to offer to all 
gear producers for all processes and all 
applications. The ‘goal’ is to help our 
customers improve quality, increase 
productivity, reduce costs and more 
effectively compete in their markets.”

Says Reishauer’s Richmond, “It is 
our goal to showcase our company and 
its capabilities and demonstrate how we 
stand behind the claim that we offer the 
‘lowest cost-per-piece’ hard finishing 
process on the market today, bar none.”

As for Koepfer, says Gimpert, “Our 
plans are to introduce only new or 
advanced technology.”

And says Great Lakes’ Mackowsky, 
“We have a 20 x  50 booth alongside 
the Höfler and Fässler booths, so we’ll 
probably have the biggest showing in 
terms of floor space. And the equip-
ment there, there’s probably four mil-
lion dollars in equipment on the floor. 
It represents a huge expense for us and 
is kind of an indication of our com-

mitment to the AGMA, and hopefully 
we’ll have good participation by heavy 
industry. And we have some really 
great products, anyway. Hopefully, 
with the downturn in business, people 
will have a little more time to com-
mit to the show and send more people 
and spend some time at the booth and 
maybe spend more than a day.”

Moving on to another show- and 
industry-related issue, wind power just 
can’t seem to catch a break. Despite the 
Obama administration’s firm support 
for its place in the alternative energy 
realm, the state of the global economy 
has put the skids on most continued 
development. In contrast to the wind 
turbine buzz that energized the 2007 
show, its impact will be considerably 
muted this year.

“I think the market reality is as 
we’re hearing—that there is signifi-
cant difficulty in getting financing for 
wind power,” says Franklin. “If you 
are a company looking to make a wind 
power gearbox, you’re probably going 
to have some difficulty in acquiring 
financing right this minute. The last 
time I went around and talked to people 
in the wind turbine business, money 
was extremely tight; demand is obvi-
ously not quite there. All sources of 
energy dampened down in price right 
now, and wind turbines are reflecting 
the same thing as far as I read.”

Monument Circle (courtesy of the 
Indiana Convention and Visitors 
Association).
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The eCAD electronic overlay pack-
age from Optical Gaging Products, Inc. 
(OGP) consists of software and internal 
comparator hardware that enables a 

in the machine controller measures 
the pressure, which builds up between 
the hone head and the wall of the part 
being honed. As the diameter of the 
part gets larger, the pressure drops. The 
gaging system circuitry built into the 
honing machine measures the pressure 
and translates it into a diameter. The 

machine is set up to hone to a certain 
diameter and automatically stops when 
that diameter is reached.”

The PH tools have multi-stone tool 
heads that are custom-designed; the 
number and placement of stones is dic-
tated by the application. Bayonet air 
connections on the tool heads help ini-

tiate fast changeovers. The tools can 
connect to the rotary feed system of 
Sunnen’s SV-310 for precision stone 
feeding or the linear feed system of 
the SV-500 for two-stage roughing 
and finishing applications. They can 
also be used with other manufacturers’ 
machines. They include three abrasive 
options: metal-bond superabrasive (dia-
mond or CBN), conventional abrasive 
(aluminum oxide/silicon carbide) and 
plateau brush (abrasive impregnated 
filament). 

For more information:
Sunnen Products Company
7910 Manchester Rd.
St. Louis, MO 63143
Phone: (800) 325-3670
Fax: (314) 781-2268
sales@sunnen.com
www.sunnen.com
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stresses the importance of further R&D 
on the tools and components used 
in the gear industry. “Quality stands 
out when you’re shopping for gears, 
even more so than price in most cases. 
While there are plenty of options avail-
able to gear buyers, the decision is 
going to come down to quality, value 
and the service you receive before and 
after the purchase.”  

For prototype procurement, a 
gear buyer from an engineering firm 
in the energy market suggests timing 

and costs are important factors, but 
quality is the most critical purchas-
ing decision.  “This is not the same 
criteria used when purchasing produc-
tion gears. Quality in prototype is one 
of the main factors due to the fact we 
are proving out concepts, so we need 
quality gears made to our specifica-
tions. This enables us to test properly 
and obtain results that will be used for 
future development of each project. 
In the prototype process, we develop 
relationships with a few gear houses 

and use them as our main vendors as 
long as quality, timing and value cost-
ing remain the measuring stick on each 
project.” 

A gear customer in the medical sec-
tor summed up quality in three simple 
measures. “It comes from a technical 
standpoint, a staffing standpoint and 
the advancements you come to find on 
the manufacturing floor. Hands down, 
you’ll have a difficult time trying to 
get what you want from a gear manu-
facturer that is not established, highly 
specialized and up-to-date on the latest 
technology benefits. Our company has 
worked with a family-owned manufac-
turer because quality, delivery and cus-
tomer service make a huge difference 
when it comes to purchasing gears. In 
a technical application, these are the 
three factors to consider.”

An automotive supplier ranks qual-
ity, price and lead time as the items 
she looks for when preparing to make 
a purchase. “Our gears have specific 
tolerances that must be met for our end 
product to perform correctly. A good 
value does me no good if the gear is 
not to spec.” 

 Timing is Everything
For gear buyers, specifically in the 

prototype arena, timing is another key 
to repeat business. If a gear company 

The specialized gears used in the auto-
motive industry can cost millions if fail-
ure occurs prematurely.

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=EGT810&dest=http://www.faessler-ag.ch
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can meet quick timing requirements 
and measure and confirm that they 
have made the gears to print, it makes 
it easier to make purchasing decisions. 
The gear buyer in the energy market 
believes in-house inspection equipment 
has changed the game on the proto-
type side of the business. “If our ven-
dors have the in-house capabilities to 
inspect gears accurately and get them 
out to us on time, we will continue to 
work with them. It’s that simple.”

Customer service plays a large 
role in delivery as well. The medical 
manufacturing rep has received count-
less phone calls from customer ser-
vice agents in the gear industry. “They 
just state the same thing over and over 
again. ‘We’ll have it in another three 
weeks,’ ‘Give us three more weeks,’ 
‘It’s going to be about three more 
weeks.’ Sure, they were polite enough 
to keep us informed on where the order 
stood, but this wasn’t exactly the kind 
of customer service we were looking 
for.”

The director of the off-road rac-
ing specialty shop believes delivery 
issues can clearly be avoided by work-
ing directly with manufacturers in the 
United States. “We don’t do business 
in Asia. We have made gear sets in the 
U.K. and still work with a company 

there, but most of our gears are made 
right here in the United States. It just 
makes sense to stay local and build 
relationships.”

The same rules apply to the auto-
motive supplier that builds relation-
ships with key suppliers and sticks with 
them. The gear purchases at this orga-
nization have been 100 percent domes-
tic for more than 10 years.

When the gearbox manufacturing 
rep began dealing with timing con-
straints, his company began a transi-

tional period to avoid purchasing gears 
altogether. Suddenly, the company was 
producing gears in-house. “Delivery 
problems can be avoided by eliminat-
ing the amount of companies involved 
in a particular project. I don’t have the 
exact number, but my guess is prob-
ably 40 percent of our gears are manu-
factured domestically, in-house.”

A gear buyer from a U.S. gearbox 
and speed reducer company notes that 
delivery will continue to be an issue 

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=EGT810&dest=http://reishauer.com
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different. It’s an area some will want to 
consider improving upon.”

Value and Customer Service
What other factors will prevent 

potential customers from purchasing 
gears? Quality and delivery time seem 
to be standard fare in gear manufac-
turing, but other factors come into 
play before a company begins writing 
a check. “We also have to consider 
value, given the nature of manufactur-
ing right now,” says the energy mar-
ket rep. “This industry sorely needs a 
larger quantity of gear houses that can 
manufacture quickly while maintaining 

You could travel the world and not find a gear manufacturer who 
combines a range of capabilities, quality and commitment to customer 
service the way Schafer Gear does. Schafer manufactures gears for many 
industrial applications including transportation and agricultural equipment. 
Our gear products range from spur and helical to bevel and worm. And 
every gear we make comes with one thing standard – prompt, courteous 
and exceptional service.

It’s amazing how far you can go with 
the right travel gear.

© 2010 – Schafer Gear Works, Inc.

South Bend, IN/Rockford, IL

Schafer Ad #3_Travel Gear.indd   1 5/10/10   8:22:46 AM

until management is held account-
able for their actions. “The customers 
will tell you what they need and when 
they expect it from a manufacturer, 
but nothing will change unless they’re 
forced to. Our company would look 
for other suppliers if more were avail-
able that handled high-end applications 
and made lead time a priority. We just 
don’t see a lot of options right now.”

This growing concern for delivery 
time is a problem that won’t go away 
in the near future. All the companies 

involved in the article agreed that they 
hear increased lead time pitches from 
sales representatives all the time and 
have yet to see any significant results. 
Many companies have cut back on 
peripheral customers in order to keep 
the regulars happy. 

“It’s strange that many manufactur-
ers have scaled back their work and yet 
the delivery times aren’t improving, I 
understand that material availability is 
still a problem, but you hear one thing 
and then you see something completely 

Racing events can cost a quarter of a 
million dollars to enter, and the com-
ponents must be able to handle a vari-
ety of engineering challenges.

Off-road racing depends on high-
quality gear sets that don’t come 
cheaply. Specialty shops will pay top 
dollar to get the best equipment into 
their vehicles.

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=EGT810&dest=http://schaefergear.com
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                                         only at imtS. regiSter at IMTS.com

                 More than 90,000 manufacturers,
                      including many of your toughest 
                          competitors, will see and  
                        compare the latest in 
                   machines, tools and  
                     software at IMTS 2010. 

                                      At IMTS, you will …

                                        Get new ideas:
                                       95% are satisfied  
              with exhibit visits.
        
                                           Solve specific  
                              manufacturing 
              problems: 88% are  
                             successful in finding
                                         specific products or 
            solving specific 
          manufacturing 
        problems. 

                         Build future success:
                              51% make new business 
              contacts.

                    When you attend IMTS, you 
          maintain your competitive edge. 
          You have to be there to stay in  
   the game.

Register Today at IMTS.com!

You have to
            be there!

inspiration
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quality requirements and value pricing. 
There are simply not enough options 
right now, especially for prototype 
gears. With the engineering advance-
ments in alternative energy projects, 
there’s going to be a greater need for 
quality components and I’m not sure 
the current market will be able to keep 
up with the demand. We’d like to have 
more options available to us so value 
increases.”

The automotive supplier’s spend-
ing habits have changed since the eco-
nomic downturn. “I no longer place 
blanket PO’s based on forecast or past 

trends. I usually have to have firm cus-
tomer PO’s for items before placing 
part orders.” 

A disconnect between the Asian 
and American markets is causing some 
animosity in the global gear market, 
according to the U.S. gearbox and 
speed reducer representative. “Some 
companies overseas purposely went 
out of their way not to provide prod-
uct upgrades or in-plant services to 
meet customers’ application needs here 
in the United States. They also never 

intended to support or authorize any 
component packaging (motor/gear-
box/electrical drives, etc.) at any level.  
Some consider the U.S. a lost market, 
intentionally setting them up to fail.”

He also discusses some large name 
mergers that have not exactly won 
favors in the industry. 

“Several mergers that have taken 
place recently have really killed the 
gear industry. The companies involved 
have lost a lot of their engineering and 

continued
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Those involved in the alternative energy industry continue to aggressively seek 
technology and efficiency benefits from gearbox manufacturers. It starts with the 
gear sets. 

packaging capabilities in the process. 
Other companies are dragging their 
feet on new technology; struggling to 
learn the industry and obtain a repre-
sentative line of products to cover all 
the industrial markets. Another prob-
lem is the engineering staff that many 
companies employ. They don’t work 
well with local service companies to 
bring the much needed local support 
in putting packages, equipment/system 
upgrade and retrofits together.”

The finger pointing starts and 
ends with management according to 
the gearbox rep. “Management suffers 
from the arrogance and even ignorance 
that continues to drive engineering/
service support and the business/man-
agement levels that attempt to service 
the needs of the customer. There is 
plenty of talk of change in company 
standards and product offerings, but it 
never seems to lead to any real initia-
tive. Because of this, we rely on the 
same companies time and time again.”

Familiarity tends to make gear 
buyers more comfortable. All of those 
interviewed for the article tend to stick 
with the same manufacturers for each 
project. If a gear company can practice 
what it preaches in terms of quality 
and value, they may be able to snap up 
some additional business in the future. 
“It’s a specialized market, so you really 
have to see something significant that 
will make you want to change ven-
dors,” says the gearbox rep.

Most customers are completely sat-
isfied with the gear companies they 
currently work with and see no need 
to change hands in the future. “A few 
years back, I took some information to 
IMTS regarding gear failure that need-
ed to be addressed at our organization. 
I couldn’t believe the amount of associ-
ates from gear companies that didn’t 
want to bother looking at the material. 
Here I was, looking for potential new 
business and they weren’t interested,” 
says the off-road racing specialty shop 
director. “Thankfully, we began work-
ing with a company that was willing to 
answer all our questions and provide 
the kind of service we were looking 
for. We’ve never looked back.”  

The medical manufacturing repre-
sentative thinks gear buyers already 
have a pretty good idea who the market 
leaders are and will continue to be in 
the future. 

“We need highly specialized gears 
for our medical applications. There are 
only a handful of names that come up 
over and over again when you talk to 
gear customers. These are the same 
names that were on top ten years ago. 
They offer the best service support, the 
best technology, the best quality. I’d be 
surprised to find any gear manufacturer 
on the market that can do better.”

http://www.geartechnology.com/ctr.php?source=EGT810&dest=http://www.niagaragear.com



