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At first look, many manufacturing sectors appear to 
be dominated by relatively few very large firms. The 
prospect of a smaller manufacturer competing in 
these markets and succeeding seems daunting. It can 

be done.
Even though the weather has not been cooperating this ski 

season, the ski industry gives us the opportunity to demonstrate two 
approaches that allow smaller 
firms to compete in an industry 
dominated by large players: 
Specialization and Customization.

Worldwide, the market for 
downhill skis is about 4 million 
pairs annually. The market is 
dominated by four large firms, 
three with sales near 800,000 pairs 
per year and the fourth at about 
½ million pairs per year. There are 
also a few slightly smaller firms 
in the 200,000 to 400,000 range. 
Three out of the four big firms 
manufacture in the Alps, one has 
its output produced in China. 
None of these larger firms is 
producing in the United States.

While the market seems to be 
dominated by large firms, many 
small manufacturers do exist. Eric Edelstein’s ExoticSkis.com website 
lists 358 companies as of March 2016. Over 100 of these firms are 
based in the USA, with most manufacturing here also. Back in 2005, 
the Wall Street Journal referred to these as Boutique Skis, while in 2013 
the magazine Freeskier, noting a parallel with the brewing industry, 
called them Microbrew Skis.

If even the US–based firm among the big four claims its too 
expensive to manufacture skis in the USA (though their three peers 
manufacture in countries with even higher labor costs: Austria and 
France), how do these small firms succeed? Many use one of two 

competitive strategies: specialization or customization.
Recently retired Prof. Theodore Clark, faculty advisor to a successful 

American Marketing Association student chapter at SUNY New Paltz, 
points out that new entries into an established market must either, 
“Offer something different, or do something differently.” Offering 
something different requires innovation, leading to specialization. 
Customization is one way to do something differently. We find that 

smaller ski producers 
in the US do use both 
of these strategies. 

 Innovation and 
Customization 
as a route toward 
competitive success 
are well established 
in academic 
literature. R.M. 
Beal (in the Journal 
of Small Business 
Management) notes 
that innovation is 
one of the routes 
toward differentiation 
that can allow a 
small manufacturer 
to compete. 
Customization is 

also well known. In the literature, this often appears as make-to-order 
or engineer-to-order. The level of customization can also vary. This 
can be as simple as allowing the customer to pick from standardized 
components (“hold the lettuce” at the fast food restaurant), through 
tailored customization (a tailor making small adjustments to your off-
the-rack suit in the department store), to full customization (bridges are 
a good example).

Within the list of smaller manufacturers on the ExoticSkis.com 
web site, specialization and innovation is more common than 
customization. 
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In 2014, there were 20 firms that listed some level of customization, 
with 15 firms claiming to offer full customization, 6 firms offering 
semi-customization, and 5 firms allowing customers to customize their 
graphics (the sum exceeds 20 because some firms offer more than one 
level of customization). One firm’s web site states,  

“We listen to your design aspirations, then translate them into 
numerical values.  This sets in motion a meticulous hand built process 
where we fabricate the components, build, trim cut and base grind 
your skis.”

Innovation leading to a specialized offering is more common than 
customization. In the ski market, smaller firms are able to focus on 
niches that would not have adequate demand to be of interest to the 
larger producers. They can attempt to market more radical designs, 
and use less traditional materials. Smaller firms were early responders 
to the trend for very wide skis. Other firms produce skis for niche 
purposes, such as backcountry or heli-skiing, or specific markets, such 
as the harsher conditions of New England skiing. Some commentators 
have noted that the so called mirobrewed skis are often geared to 
the Park and Pipe customer base, itself a cross-over from trends in 
snowboarding. Several firms differentiate through material choice. 
Bamboo and other less frequently used woods may be used as the core 
material. Others use carbon fiber to a greater extent than typical for 
the big manufacturers. 

So, are these firms succeeding? To be fair, not all the firms do 
succeed nor are they all trying to. Several firms in the ExoticSkis.
com list are closer to a hobby rather than thriving businesses. Annual 
production of pairs of skis is an indicator. While the giant firms 
produce over 800,000 pairs a year, creating a viable business requires 
a surprisingly low annual production in comparison. Eric Edelstein 
defined a hobby producer as being under 150 pairs a year, but also 
defined a going concern as production over 100 pairs per year and 

suspected it required over about 200 pairs per year to survive. Sourcing 
and sales channel can impact this. A firm choosing to use a US OEM 
may be paying $300 pair. The market may determine a retail price 
around $700. If the retail channel of distributor and retail takes 40%, 
then the profit per pair is only about $100. In that case, 200 pairs only 
produces $20,000 in annual profit, hardly enough to allow one to “quit 
the day job”. Firms contacted reported annual sales from under 20 
pairs, to reporting a good year at 3500 pairs. Several had sales over 1000 
pairs per year.

Success can be defined in different ways for a small manufacturer 
and there are several paths toward founding a ski company. Some 
founders come to manufacturing from being active in the ski industry 
for years previously. They may have been competitors and found what 
they needed was not available (super wide, twin tips, high durability, 
rocker). They may have been participants in a less common ski style, 
or became skiers with less common needs, such as an aging skier with 
artificial knees. Others may have come from a business or engineering 
background and felt they could add something to the market. This may 
be the more extensive use of newer materials, such as carbon fiber, or 
design methods brought over from other industries. A few just wanted 
to give it a try, developed the idea as a high school or college project, or 
just wanted to make skis in the USA or in a region of the country. 

The reason for founding can exert a strong influence on operational 
decisions and whether the owners consider their firm a success. For 
example, when I asked two brothers that had moved from New 
Hampshire to Colorado whether they would consider sub-contracting 
manufacturing elsewhere, such as China, one brother flatly said no 
because, “the point is to build skis in the Rockies.”

Kevin Caskey
Professor of Operations Management
SUNY New Paltz

Small	ski	company	worker	operates	press.
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