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lobal leaders in manufacturing 
have one thing in common. 
They saw a trend beginning to 

develop and they capitalized on it. 
From the assembly line to more 
efficient processes and 21st century, 
cutting-edge technology, the business 
that noticed new opportunities first 
grew stronger, while those that 
waited fell behind.

More and more manufacturers 
are exporting products as part of an 
overall growth strategy. Could the 
next step in the growth of Michigan 
manufacturers depend on looking 
beyond our national borders?

In an industry built on competition, 
every business wants to catch the 
eye of a customer unfamiliar with 
their product. With more than six 
billion people living outside the United 
States, exporting offers limitless 
opportunity for the manufacturer 
willing to take a chance. Are you 
that manufacturer?

Why Export?
Not every manufacturer is 

convinced that exporting is right for 
their business. In truth, exporting 
may not be right for you. However, 
the successful manufacturer is 
always seeking new opportunities 
and this means you should at least 
look at the potential of exporting 
your products before making a 
decision that could have long-term 
ramifications, both good and bad, 
for your business.

“It’s important that you do your 
research — no matter what decision 
that leads to,” said Kevin Williams,  
a member of the Customs and 
International Trade Law group at 
Clark Hill and an advisor to the 
United States Trade Representative’s 
Advisory Committee for Trade Policy 
and Negotiations. “You could discover 
potential new markets and customers 
that you never anticipated.”

As Michigan continues to expand 
its role in the global economy, new 
markets become available — markets 
your business can capitalize on, if 
you follow the right path.

Private firms such as Clark Hill 
provide expertise for both experienced 
exporting companies looking to 
continue their market growth and 
the small- and mid-sized manufacturer 
who is finally looking to compete 
around the world.

“The opportunity of capturing 
even a small percentage of the 

international community’s buying 
potential should be enough of a 
reason to explore exporting,” said 
Jeff Van Winkle, an attorney at Clark 
Hill. “Small businesses should be 
looking at other countries for selling 
goods, especially if their business 
includes supplying to larger companies 
that are already proven exporters. 
Once you figure out how to export, 
the opportunities may be limitless.”

Delving into the Risks
No business decision is made free 

from risk and, while opportunities 
may be limitless, exporting does 
have challenges. Keep in mind these 
common risks that exist when you 
do business overseas.

Lack of Resources
Too few staff and not enough 

tangible resources is a common problem 
for beginning exporters, especially 
those that are small manufacturers.

“Manufacturers are busy to begin 
with and businesses that have a 
small staff may lack the resources to 
focus on finding a new market and 
implement an effective sales strategy,” 
said Van Winkle. “While some 
businesses can compile an export 
task force or send a group to 
another country for four to six 
months, that’s not a realistic step 
for many companies. This is why 
utilizing resources like Clark Hill 
and services provided by state or 

federal agencies are so highly 
encouraged — you can move toward 
exporting without sacrificing your 
domestic business.”

Understanding Another Culture
What works as effective relationship- 

building in Michigan or another 
region of the United States may not 
be practical in another country. 
Utilize local guides and regional 

experts on the cultural differences 
between your headquarters and 
potential new market locations.

“You need to know the local 
market and remember that this is 
an investment for the long-term 
health of your business — be willing 
to go at their pace,” said Sonja 
Johnson, executive director of 
Grand Valley State University’s Van 
Andel Global Trade Center (VAGTC). 
“One of the greatest missteps I’ve seen 
has been businesses underestimating 
the time aspect; that is to say many 
foreign locations move at a slower 
pace than we are used to in North 
America. They want to know who 
they are working with and develop a 
strong relationship.”

Regulatory and Compliance Issues
One of the largest threats to doing 

business outside the U.S. is the 
different regulations and compliance 
mandates a manufacturer can face. 
Export control in the U.S. is based 
on how your business answers a 
number of key questions.
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“It’s important to identify what 
the product is, who is buying it, 
where it is going and what that 
product will be used for once it gets 
there,” said Williams. “High-tech 
items with dual uses are monitored 
because of what they can be used 
for. The same goes for chemicals 
and other materials. The U.S. has 
trade agreements with many countries 
which can lower the tariff costs, 
however there are some locations 
where exporting is greatly limited. 
It’s important to identify these 
barriers early in the process.”

How to Get Started  
(Or Go Further If You’re 
Already Out There)

Whether you’re a seasoned 
exporting professional or just 
starting to think about customers 
beyond your current market, it’s 
important to look for resources to 
aid in developing an export strategy. 
With thousands of locations and 
billions of potential consumers, 
deciding where to locate is just as 
important as deciding if you are 
going to export.

MMA urges all manufacturers to 
seek out organizational resources 
like the VAGTC. Founded in 1999, 
the Global Trade Center’s mission is to 
strengthen the Michigan community 
through increased global business. 
Their experts provide high quality 
international consulting and training 
on both exporting and importing.

“We understand the need manu-
facturers have to not only reach new 
consumers of their products but be 
provided the valuable materials from 
international companies that can be 
used to perfect Michigan-made 
products at home,” said Johnson. “We 
support a truly global supply chain 
from right here in West Michigan.”

There are a number of resources 
available to you as your business 
looks to build its exporting future 
(take a look at the list of export tools 
at right as a starting point).

“One great way to begin building 
an export strategy is by utilizing the 
federal resources at www.export.gov, 
including their assessment tool,” 
said Johnson. “It’s a questionnaire 

that scores how prepared you are 
based on the characteristics of 
successful exporters. Even if you 
aren’t ready today, any business is 
capable of being a global leader. 
Once you know the skills you still 
need, you can begin working toward 
acquiring them.”

While there are an abundance of 
federal programs, organizations and 
services to put you on the path to 
success, you don’t have to go to 
Washington D.C. in order to branch 
out into global waters.

“Planning to export is an investment 
of time and a commitment of your 
business to a new region of the 
world,” said Johnson. “The Global 
Trade Center here at Grand Valley 
and other programs across Michigan 
provide easy-to-access assistance 
here at home for manufacturers 
interested in expansion overseas.”

Another key resource that many 
businesses ignore are those that 
have already been where they are.

“Businesses should talk to other 
companies that already export and 
are similarly situated enough that 
their experiences would be valuable 
to your development of an export 
strategy,” said Van Winkle. “It 
doesn’t have to be a competitor. 
Approach a business you have a 
good relationship with and ask if 
you can pick their brain. That’s 
often better practical information 
than what is provided by a legal or 
government resource.” 6

Resources to Start (or Expand) Your Exporting Success

Ready to start exporting? Make your business globally  
competitive with these great resources
• Export.gov: Helping  

U.S. Companies Export
• Export Assessment Tool
• Commercial Country Guides and  

Current U.S. Free Trade Agreements
• Export Planning and Strategy Webinars
• Manufacturing Industry Export Guide
• International Trade Administration
• Michigan State Trade Export  

Program (MI-STEP)
• National Association of Manufacturers
• U.S. Department of Commerce

• U.S. Global Leadership Coalition,  
Michigan Facts & Figures

• U.S. Small Business Administration  
Office of International Trade

• U.S. Census Export Training Resources
• Overseas Private  

Investment Corporation
• Van Andel Global Trade Center  

(VAGTC)
• VAGTC Guidebooks
• Event: 11/12/15 in Grand Rapids 

Training in Export Controls

Sonja Johnson and representatives of Automated Process Equipment 
Corporation, Lorin Industries, Sebright, Seidman College of Business/Grand 
Valley State University, Expeditors International and Van Andel Global Trade 
Center staff stand atop the Yantian Port  building in Shenzhen, China


