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Resilient Manufacturing:  
The 2020 Georgia Manufacturing Survey
How has the COVID-19 pandemic and downturn affected manufacturing 

in Georgia and what initiatives can be undertaken to sustain Georgia 

manufacturing in response to this challenge? The word resilience is often 

mentioned in the context of continued operation through the pandemic-

related downturn. This report puts forth five insights about resilient 

manufacturing based on responses to the 2020 Georgia Manufacturing 

Survey. The Georgia Manufacturing Survey is conducted every two years to 

benchmark manufacturing performance in the state and identify needs, issues, 

challenges, capabilities and opportunities facing Georgia manufacturers. 

Survey results are designed to provide strategic information to improve 

business and technological assistance provided to Georgia manufacturing 

businesses. The 2020 Georgia Manufacturing Survey was launched at the 

beginning of the pandemic and conducted throughout v from February 

through May 2020, providing an unprecedented depth of knowledge and 

unique perspective about the manufacturing sector in Georgia.

Insights from the survey fall into these five categories around enhancing 

Georgia manufacturing resilience:

• Financial resource management - Georgia manufacturing is 

coming off several years of extraordinary growth. In comparison 

to the strong growth reported in the previous survey, most 

Georgia manufacturers experienced even higher sales growth and 

profitability levels at the end of 2019.

• Secure IT systems - The pandemic lockdown places even greater 

the necessity of secure manufacturing IT systems. 24% of Georgia 

manufacturers are securing their IT systems through data security 

compliance standards, but more data security compliance adoption 

is needed to address potential problems that can arise with the 

increased use of IT during the pandemic.

• Responsive business offerings, processes, and supply chains - The 

majority of Georgia manufacturers upgraded their processes to offer 

new products and services between 2017-2019, but many are at risk 

of COVID-19 disruptions.

• Skilled workforce - Most Georgia manufacturers have needs 

for workers with basic and technical skills, but nearly half of the 

manufacturers who responded to the survey provided no external 

training in 2019, and more than four in ten manufacturers do not use 

teams for cross-training and back-up.

• External connections - The pandemic lockdown created barriers 

to inter-firm connectivity. More than half of Georgia manufacturers 

used no external public or private business assistance sources.

About the Survey 
The Georgia Manufacturing Survey, 

commenced in 1994 and conducted every 

two to three years, benchmarks the statewide 

use of modern manufacturing technology, 

practices and techniques.  

Information gleaned from the survey is 

used to improve manufacturing assistance 

programs and regional innovation initiatives 

that, in turn, help Georgia companies 

compete, improve their profitability and 

create jobs for Georgians. 

The 2020 survey was conducted from 

February to May 2020; 461 Georgia 

manufacturers with 10 or more employees 

participated in the survey. Results were 

weighted by industry and employment size to 

represent the population of manufacturers. A 

detailed report is available at  

https://gms-ei2.org/.

The survey was initiated during the early 

stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

ability to generalize or compare these results 

to previous years is thus limited because of 

the unprecedented economic and industrial 

situation. Alternatively, the results have the 

potential to provide a window into how 

manufacturers respond during challenging 

economic situations.

Industry groups defined: 

• Food/Textiles - food and beverage 

production, animal feed, apparel and 

leather

• Material - wood, pulp and paper, plastics 

and non-metallic minerals

• Machinery – machines and fabricated 

metals

• Electronics/Transportation - electrical 

appliances and vehicles

• Science - petrochemicals, 

pharmaceuticals and medical supplies

https://gms-ei2.org/
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Finding 1. Georgia manufacturers are coming off a financially strong period. 

Georgia has experienced a long period of steady economic growth. To see how this growth has affected manufacturers, we asked 

survey participants to provide their sales results in 2019 and 2017. Results showed that 65% of Georgia manufacturers experienced 

higher sales in 2019 as compared to 61% reported in the 2018 survey. On a sales-per-employee basis, sales growth per employee 

from 2017 to 2019 was positive for 65% of manufacturers, with the dollar amount of growth higher for larger manufacturers. 

The median sales growth per employee for large manufacturers during this period was $5,100, nearly twice the median for small 

manufacturers (10-49 employees) (Figure 1).

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 378 manufacturers.

10-49

$2,778

$0

$1,000

$2,000

$3,000

$4,000

$5,000

$6,000

50-249

$3,268

250+

$5,100

Figure 1. What were your total annual sales or gross value of shipments (in 2019, 2017)?
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We also asked about profitability, defined as average annual return on sales (pre-tax) for the facility where return was given as 

gross sales less cost of goods divided by gross sales. 95% of respondents to the 2020 survey experienced positive profitability. 

This percentage is higher than the 2018 survey result of 89%. Although profitability was nearly universally positive among survey 

respondents, the return was higher for manufacturers established since 2001 (Table 1). Newer firms had an average annual return 

on sales of more than 12% compared with 10.7% for those established prior to 1990.

Table 1. What was the average annual return on sales (pre-tax) for this facility over the last 3 years?

Year established Profitability (average 
annual return on sales)

% firms with more sales 
in 2020 than 2018

Before 1990 10.7 58.5%

1990-2000 11.7 67.0%

2001-2017 12.1 72.8%

The positive survey results for sales growth and profitability underscore the strength of the manufacturing economy before the 

pandemic, and yet Georgia manufacturers did not take full advantage of some opportunities for further growth. Most manufacturers 

did not take up tax credits or use loans or grants for innovative activities. The most common financial support source among 

survey respondents was bank loans, utilized by 29% of respondents, followed by personal sources utilized by 10% of respondents 

(Figure 2). Only 14% of respondents took advantage of R&D tax credits or investment tax credits, followed by 13% that received jobs 

tax credits.  These percentages are lower than the pool of manufacturers potentially eligible for the credits. For example, 30% of 

manufacturers conducted in-house R&D from 2017-19. However, only 14% claimed an R&D tax credit, and fewer than 4% utilized 

the SBIR or STTR, or other public support programs.

Nearly half of respondents introduced a new product since the last survey and 30% conduct in-house R&D. However, less than 4% 

used public loans or grants, and only 14% claimed an R&D tax credit. 

Most manufacturers were in good financial shape when the pandemic hit. Pandemic aside, history tells us that economies are 

cyclical and financial resources should be protected to prepare for less positive economic times. Manufacturers with smart financial 

practices, such as those that take advantage of all opportunities including lucrative tax credits, are best able to maintain resources 

at the necessary safe level to weather a pandemic. 

Table 2. During the period 2017-2019, did your facility receive financial support from any of these public or private sources for 
any of the innovation activities? Which of the following state or federal government benefits did your company use?

% receiving financial support

Bank loan or other private debt instrument 29%

Personal savings, friends, family 10%

Venture capital, angel funding, or other 

private equity investment

3%

Public support through the SBIR or STTR 

programs

1%

Other public support (loans or grants from 

the national, state, or local government)

2%

% using tax credits

R&D tax credit 14%

Investment tax credit 14%

Job credit 13%

Retraining tax credit 6%

Energy tax credit 6%

Import/export credit 4%

(% profitability)



Finding 2. Nearly all Georgia manufacturers use information technology, but the majority do not comply 
with data security standards. 

The pandemic makes the use and security of information technology even more vital due to the rapid shift in the way companies 

now must work and communicate. 87% of Georgia manufacturers use at least one digital technology. Software for scheduling and 

controlling inventory purchasing, such as enterprise resource planning (ERP), is the most used digital technology (68%), followed 

by computer-aided design (63%) (Figure 3). Plans for acquiring new technologies are most prevalent for bar code readers (19%), 

radio frequency identification (RFID) for inventory and warehouse tracking (17%), and digital dashboards (17%). Use of technologies 

is down slightly from the 2018 survey, particularly for supply chain management systems and CAD. Planned use is reported to be 

about the same as from the 2018 survey, except for the somewhat less frequent plans to adopt bar code readers. In general, use of 

technologies increases with facility employment size. This is particularly true for use of bar code readers, supply chain management 

systems, sensors, and robots.

Technology 2020
Currently Use

2020
Planned Use

Enterprise Resource 

Planning (ERP)
67.5% 12.4%

Computer-Aided Design 

(CAD)
63.4% 3.9%

Bar code readers 35.5% 19.2%

Supply chain management 35.1% 9.9%

Sensors 30.9% 9.3%

Computer Integrated 

Manufacturing (CIM)
27.4% 8.9%

Digital dashboard 23.6% 16.5%

Robots 16.0% 10.1%

RFID 13.9% 16.8%

Cloud design and 

manufacturing
13.8% 10.6%

Internet of Things 11.3% 6.6%

Rapid prototyping 11.1% 5.6%

Cobots 8.6% 10.6%

Additive manufacturing 7.3% 5.7%

Immersive 3D, virtual, or 

augmented reality
4.7% 5.4%

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 342 manufacturers.
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The shop floor has a high need for internal technology that 

focuses on work inside the factory, such as ERP and CAD. At the 

manager level, there is a much greater need for internet-based 

technologies, such as supply chain management and cloud-

based design, to obtain information on real-time supply chain 

visibility and technology.  

The use of internet-based technologies in manufacturing 

raises concerns about the protection and security of data 

in manufacturing. Data security compliance standards have 

emerged in recent years with the rise of concerns about data 

privacy and protection, particularly in the European Union. 

24% of Georgia manufacturers have adopted at least one data 

security compliance standard. Nearly 5% of respondents are 

certified in more than one standard.  

The most commonly used standard is the European Union 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), adopted by 21% of 

respondents (Figure 4). Nearly 7% use the Cybersecurity Maturity 

Model Certification; 3% are ISO 27001 certified; and 8% use 

other methods ranging from the NIST 800 standard to general 

comments about firewalls and virus protection (it should be 

noted that most firewalls and virus protection software do 

not go far enough to meet the requirements in data security 

compliance, privacy protection auditing, and retention limits). 

Few non-users reported plans to adopt any data security 

compliance standards. Manufacturers that have adopted 

data security compliance standards tend to be larger, such 

as automotive suppliers/automotive supply chains or branch 

facilities in a non-Georgia enterprise group (Table 2).

Figure 4. Which of the following data security compliance standards are currently used?

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 378 manufacturers.
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Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 378 manufacturers. *Standards include General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR), ISO 27001, Cybersecurity Maturity Model Certification (CMMC) framework. Five percent of respondents have multiple certifications.

Finding 3. Many Georgia manufacturers are using new processes and introducing new products, but 

supply chain relationships are at risk of pandemic disruptions.

The ability to offer new products or services is important during uncertain times. 46% of Georgia Manufacturing Survey respondents 

reported offering new products or services (Table 3). 35% introduced new business process methods to support new product or 

service offerings. The introduction of new or improved products and processes is more prevalent among larger manufacturers 

with 250 or more employees. Electronics/transportation, science and food/textile industries are most likely to have introduced 

new products. New processes were more prevalent in manufacturers in the electronics/transportation industry category. Making 

changes to products and processes can be a useful response to the changing world as a result of the pandemic.

Table 4. Did your facility introduce new or significantly improved goods or services/improved methods?

Manufacturing Characteristics % Using any Data Security 
Compliance Standards*

All 24.2%

Employment size

10-49 employees 19.1%

50-249 employees 28.3%

250+ employees 48.0%

Automotive supply chain

No 22.1%

Yes 33.8%

Single or Multi-firm Enterprise

Single facility 21.9%

Multi-facility, Georgia headquartered 22.6%

Multi-facility, Non-Georgia headquarters 32.1%

% introduced new or improved goods 
or services 2017-2019

% introduced new or significantly improved methods 
for producing goods or providing services

Total 45.6% 35.0%

Employment size 28.5%

10-49 39.7% 30.9%

50-249 52.4% 35.8%

250+ 65.7% 62.3%

Industry Group 14.2%

Food/Textiles 54.6% 34.2%

Material 38.2% 28.0%

Machinery 38.3% 36.4%

Electronics/Transportation 58.5% 53.7%

Science 58.5% 39.0%

Product development/design 9.7% 10.9%

Table 3. Use of Data Security Compliance Standards by Manufacturing Characteristics
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The pandemic is not the only factor that affected Georgia manufacturing since the last survey. Trade and tariff policies have added 

barriers to international business interchanges. Changes in trade policy limiting free trade agreements and imposed tariffs have led 

some manufacturers to make changes to their customer and supplier approaches. Just over half of Georgia manufacturers reported 

some changes to their supplier-customer relationships. Roughly 33% said they increased customer prices, 16% switched to U.S.-

based suppliers, and 11% stockpiled inventory (Table 4). Large manufacturers and those in automotive manufacturing or supplier 

chains were more likely to act in response to trade and tariff policies.

Table 5. Has your facility made any of the following changes in response to changed international tariff policies?

Increase prices to 
customers

Switch to US-based 
suppliers

Switch to  
non-US-based 

suppliers
Stockpile inventory

Total 33.9% 16.2% 8.9% 10.9%

Employment size

10-49 34.9% 13.7% 5.2% 9.4%

50-249 29.0% 16.5% 12.0% 13.7%

250+ 43.9% 32.7% 24.6% 11.7%

Automotive manufacturer, supply chain

No 32.4% 14.9% 7.8% 9.4%

Yes 40.8% 21.9% 13.3% 17.6%

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 461 manufacturers.
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Table 6. What was the percentage of sales exported/purchases imported/production  
formerly performed at this facility moved outside in 2019?

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 342 manufacturers.

Manufacturers who utilize supply chain and international operations are more susceptible to risks with COVID-19 related 

restrictions. Georgia manufacturers supply chains are at risk for various factors including exported sales; imported purchased 

materials, parts, or services; imported purchased finished goods; or fully outsourced production. 38% of Georgia manufacturers 

have some export sales, with 14% having more than 10% of their sales generating from international markets. 52% of Georgia 

manufacturers imported purchases of materials or parts of services, with 26% importing more than 10% of these purchases from 

international suppliers. 19% of Georgia manufacturers imported finished goods from international suppliers, with 10% importing  

11% or more of their finished goods from international suppliers (Table 5). 11% of Georgia manufacturers outsourced production in 

the last two years. Considering these variables together, 34% of Georgia manufacturers are at a certain level of risk of disruption as a 

result of the COVID-19 restrictions on international markets or suppliers.

Activity Lower Risk 
(0% export sales/imports)

Medium Risk 
(1-10% export sales/imports)

Higher Risk (11+% export 
sales/imports)

% manufacturers by percent of 

export sales in 2019
61.5% 24.8% 13.7%

% manufacturers by percent 

of imported purchases of 

materials, parts, services

47.8% 26.5% 25.7%

% manufacturers by percent of 

imported purchases of finished 

goods

80.6% 9.5% 9.9%

% manufacturers that 

outsourced production last 2 

years

88.9% [not available] 11.1%

Manufacturers with a more of a local supply base are less at risk of disruption, although domestic disruptions are still a possibility, 

such as those caused by restrictions in/against states with more virus outbreaks.  

The internationalization of manufacturing supply chains has developed over several decades. The movement of production 

overseas has resulted in the loss of skill sets as well as the loss of accompanying automated systems. Bringing production back to 

the U.S. may require a heavy capital investment and a greater need for engineers - investments that can be difficult to commit to 

during a crisis. While internationalization cannot be reversed as a short-term solution, the pandemic, tariff and trade policies offer 

companies an opportunity to strategically rethink their supply chain, such as those that make complex products and use heavy 

labor and material content or commoditized automated systems. The current crisis enables strategic thinking around creating a 

more resilient supply chain for the long-term.
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Finding 4. The pandemic led to an even greater reliance on the skills of the manufacturing workforce. 

The pandemic provides manufacturers with a chance to reconsider the management of their production workforce. However, 

Georgia manufacturing is coming off several years of a shortage of basic and skilled workers. 56% of respondents to the 2020 

Georgia manufacturing survey reported a need for basic or skilled workers. Needs for technical skills were reported by 37% of 

Georgia manufacturers and 29% reported needing basic workforce skills (Table 6). These percentages are higher than in the 2018 

survey. 

Table 7. In which of the following areas does your facility have the most significant problems or needs?

Problems or Needs 2020 Survey 2018 Survey

Technical skills  

(e.g., machining, electrical work)

37.1% 33.9%

Marketing and sales 30.6% 28.5%

Basic workforce skills  

(e.g., reading, writing, math, keyboard skills)

29.4% 21.8%

Lean manufacturing and workflow improvement 26.8% 33.4%

Expansion planning, facility layout 20.7% 21.1%

Management and leadership 15.6% 14.2%

Information systems and hardware 12.4% 11.6%

Quality assurance  

(e.g., ISO 9000, QS-9000, Six Sigma)

11.6% 10.4%

Trade and tariffs 11.2% -

Environmental, health, safety, and workforce compliance and 

improvement

10.7% 12.1%

Business strategy, financial analysis, competitiveness planning 9.8% 11.1%

Product development/design 9.7% 10.9%

Energy cost management 7.1% 11.7%

Cybersecurity, hacking 5.1% 3.4%

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted responses of 461 manufacturers;  

Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2018, weighted responses of 456 manufacturers.
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Compounding the workforce challenge is the lack of training offered to employees. 45% of Georgia manufacturers offered no 

external training to their employees in 2019 (Table 7). Another 32% offered training to 10% or less of their workforce. Larger 

manufacturers and those in the science industry were more likely to offer external training to more than 10% of their workforce.

Table 8. What percentage of your employees received external training in 2019?

Table 9. What percentage of employees in production work are in teams?

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted response of 400 manufacturers

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted response of 369 manufacturers

Percentage of Employees Receiving External Training in 2019

Manufacturing Characteristics 0% 0.1% - 10% 11% - 100%

All Respondents 45.4% 31.7% 22.9%

Employment

10-49 60.2% 22.4% 17.4%

59-249 22.1% 49.3% 28.7%

250+ 7.4% 44.0% 48.6%

Industry Group

Food/Textiles 48.9% 29.3% 21.9%

Material 55.5% 26.4% 18.1%

Machinery 39.3% 37.7% 23.0%

Electronics/Transportation 43.8% 34.3% 21.9%

Science 17.1% 40.0% 42.9%

Percentage of Employees Receiving External Training in 2019

Facility Characteristics 0% 1-50% 51% or more

All Respondents 43.4% 22.0% 34.5%

Number of Employees

10-49 51.5% 21.2% 27.3%

50-249 36.1% 20.1% 43.8%

250+ 12.6% 33.9% 53.4%

Industry Group

Food/Textiles 33.9% 26.2% 39.9%

Material 52.4% 17.9% 29.7%

Machinery 47.1% 17.9% 35.0%

Electron-ics/Transportation 25.0% 25.0% 50.0%

Science 39.9% 34.4% 25.7%

Absenteeism is also an issue during a pandemic. Manufacturers must rethink how to run a factory not only with social distancing, 

devices limiting airflow and staggered shifts, but also with extensive absenteeism. Manufacturers that create work schedules 

involving teams enable the possibility of backup where members of these teams are cross-trained. 44% of Georgia manufacturers 

had no production employees set up in teams (Table 8). Another 22% had 1-50% of production employees scheduled in teams, and 

35% had more than 50% of production employees working in teams. 18% had all production employees broken into teams. Teams 

were more common among larger manufacturers and those in the electronics/transportation industry group. Without teams or 

cross-training, absenteeism is more harmful, especially for labor-intensive industries without substantial automation.

A silver lining of the pandemic is 

that it encourages a rethinking of 

management approaches. The 

pandemic has expanded perspectives 

around the ability to videoconference, 

allowing for professional education 

when not on-site and thus greater 

productivity.
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Finding 5. More than half of Georgia manufacturers used no external public or private business 
assistance sources.

Isolation of manufacturers is a barrier to sharing knowledge about emerging best practices. The pandemic-induced quarantine 

has made knowledge sharing through networking more difficult. However, the Georgia Manufacturing Survey suggests that many 

Georgia manufacturers experienced isolation even before the pandemic. Nearly 60% of Georgia manufacturers used no external 

business assistance providers prior to the pandemic. Manufacturers with 50 or more employees were more likely to receive 

assistance, with two-thirds of these facilities using a public or private business assistance resource. Fewer than one-third of 

manufacturers with 10-49 employees used a business assistance source (Figure 5). Manufacturers in the materials industry group 

were least likely to have received business assistance. This lack of connection to outside assistance is potentially exacerbated by the 

pandemic.

Facility Characteristics % Received Assistance

All Respondents 43.4%

Facility Employment Size

10-49 32.0%

50-249 66.5%

250+ 68.2%

Industry Group

Food/Textiles 46.5%

Material 30.1%

Machinery 52.2%

Electronics/Transportation 54.8%

Science 53.6%

Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted response of 369 manufacturers

Table 10. In the past 2 years, has your facility received business assistance from  
(list of public and private business assistance resources)
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Source: Georgia Manufacturing Survey 2020, weighted response of 461 manufacturers

Public and private business assistance resources are not the only way to interact with other manufacturers. Manufacturers can work 

with customers or suppliers in the creation of an idea, design, or development of a product or process. More than 60% of Georgia 

Manufacturing Survey respondents said they worked with customers and 43% said they worked with suppliers for innovation (Table 

10). Among those that worked with customers on innovation, the results did not differ much by employment size or industry, but 

working with suppliers on innovation was more common among manufacturers with 250 or more employees and those in the food/

textiles and electronics/transportation industries.

Table 11. During the period 2017-2019, check if your facility ever worked with customers/suppliers 
in the creation of an idea, design, or development for a product or process

Facility Employment Characteristics Worked with customers for innovation Worked with suppliers for innovation

All Respondents 62.5% 43.3%

Facility Employment Size

10-49 62.5% 43.3%

50-249 61.5% 36.7%

250+ 62.5% 51.0%

Industry Group

Food/Textiles 63.3% 50.5%

Material 63.5% 44.1%

Machinery 61.6% 36.0%

Electron-ics/Transportation 61.0% 53.7%

Science 61.0% 31.7%
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Recommendations

Financial resource management. All but 5% of Georgia manufacturers had higher sales growth and profitability levels at the end 

of 2019 as compared to prior survey years. Small manufacturers had nearly half the sales growth on a per-employee basis as 

large manufacturers. Manufacturers should consider careful financial management to maintain operations and ensure resilience, 

including utilizing tax credits and public and private financial support programs where appropriate. 

Secure IT systems. Nearly all manufacturers use some IT in their processes, but only 30% of Georgia manufacturers are securing 

their IT systems through data security compliance standards. A substantial majority of small- and medium-sized manufacturers 

have not adopted data security compliance standards and these standards are even less common outside of the automotive sector. 

The greater use of IT in response to the pandemic lockdown is likely to increase the importance of secure IT to ensure resilient 

manufacturing. 

Responsive business offerings, processes, and supply chains. Only a minority of small manufacturers upgraded their processes 

to offer new products and services over the 2017-2019 period. In addition, just over one-third of Georgia manufacturers have 

international production or sales exposures. Having the capacity to make new goods or services with new processes to address 

disruptions to international production and sales will be essential factors in manufacturing resilience. Responses to stockpile 

inventory to hedge against trade and tariff policy changes, the pandemic or other disruptions should be supported by strategic 

assessments to achieve long term manufacturing resilience.  

Skilled workforce. Six out of ten small manufacturers offered no external training to their employees compared to fewer than 

8% of large manufacturers. Fewer than half of small manufacturers and manufacturers in the materials and machinery industries 

had production employees working in teams. The use of teams for cross-training and back-up is crucial to maintaining a resilient 

workforce in periods of high absenteeism, such as been the case during the pandemic. 

External connections. Barriers to inter-firm connectivity exacerbated by the pandemic can be reduced through public and private 

business assistance sources. Nearly 70% of Georgia manufacturers with 10-49 employees in the materials industry used no external 

business assistance sources in the two years prior to the pandemic. Increasing connections to these external sources is even more 

critical during times of uncertainty as new practices emerge to bolster the resiliency of manufacturing.

This is a challenging period for Georgia manufacturing. Georgia manufacturers need to be prepared for when the economy 

improves by adopting manufacturing practices today that utilize strategic thinking around manufacturing resiliency for the long-

term.
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