
Keys to Success: Why Some 
Textile Producers Will Prosper 

In the midst of an industry-wide slump, some textile 
firms remain strong. New technology, careful study of 
market niches, and management flexibility are some 

key factors enabling these companies to thrive 
against tough foreign competition 

The textile industry is the major factor in the economies of many 
small southeastern communities and the largest manufacturing 
employer in Georgia and the Carolinas. The three states combined 
account for more than half of the total U.S. textile work force. 

In spite of the generally unfavorable economic conditions for the 
industry recently, some textile firms have managed not only to 
survive but to prosper. Some of these firms, using innovative 
management and marketing techniques, are giving foreign pro-
ducers a run for their money. By taking an aggressive new stance in 
the face of adversity, these companies are poised to move forward 
in the new economic environment. 

The Recent Slump 
In 1982, U.S. textile mill producers, who produce fabric for 

apparel, household goods and specialty applications, experienced 
their worst year in nearly a decade. Consumption of American-
produced textile items declined an estimated 10 percent over the 
year.1 The construction and automotive industries, major users of 
textile products, were hit hard by high interest rates. Weakness in 
housing starts and auto sales undermined the demand for home 
furnishings, carpeting, and tire fabric. A bountiful 1980-1981 cotton 
crop forced cotton prices to fall dramatically, causing synthetic 
fabric ( a close substitute) to follow suit. The high value of the dollar 
sharply reduced the price-competiveness of U.S. textile exports. In 
the United States, fiber consumption declined from 60 pounds per 
capita in 1978 to 47 pounds in 1982.2 

'Nat ional Cotton Council, Memphis, Tn. 
2United Nations Statistics on Food and Agriculture. 
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Chart 1 . Textile Products Industry Employment 
Southeast -1951-1983 
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Meanwhile, imports are expanding. A 20 per-
cent increase in textile and apparel imports for 
the first six months of 1983 appears ominous 
for the industry. Nationally, textile employment, 
which numbered well over a million workers 
before the 1974-1975 recession, had declined to 
753,000 as of this September. In the Southeast, 
textile employment in 1983 has continued to 
decline for the sixth consecutive year (see Chart 
1). However, a national economic upturn in 
1983 may point to a more favorable outlook. 

Displaced textile workers have been hard put 
to stay off unemployment rolls. Most traditional 
textile jobs have little in common with other 
types of work, so skill transfer is dif f icult Com-
petition for the remaining textile jobs is keen. 
Usually, few alternative employment opportunities 
are available in the typically small "mi l l towns." 
Often, textile employment provides an important 
supplemental income for families wi th ties to the 
land. 

The share of textile jobs as a part of manu-
facturing employment has been slipping in the 
region, especially in the major textile-producing 
states of North Carolina and South Carolina. This 
shrinkage is compounded by the fact that 
manufacturing employments share of total non-
agricultural employment has dropped about 13 
percent from 1950 to 1983. In contrast to textiles, 
the closely related apparel industry has remained 
fairly stable as a share of manufacturing employ-
ment, fol lowing a strong growth period in the 

Chart 3. Apparel Employment as a Share of 
Total Manufacturing Employment 
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1950s and 1960s. Wi th a 13.6 percent share of * 
regional manufacturing employment, the apparel 4 

industry has been gaining steadily on the textile 
industry's relative position in manufacturing (see 
Charts 2 and 3). 

Background 
The textile industry began migrating to the v 

Southeast from New England before the turn of 
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Table 1 . Southeast Employment Share of Major Textile or 
Textile Related Sectors by State (1981) 

Alabama 
Florida 
Georgia 
Mississippi 
Tennesee 
North Carolina 
South Carolina 
Southeast Total 
Percent of U.S. 

Weaving 
Mills 

_Cot ton 

11.5 
0.1 

27.8 
0.7 
1.4 

33.0 
25.5 

100.0 
91.1 

Weaving 
Mills 

Synthetics 
Knitting 

Mills 

Yarn and 
Thread 
t Mills 

Floor 
Coverings Clothing 

House 
Furnishings 

Synthetic 
Fibers 

State 
Total 

4.6 4.3 7.5 2.6 14.3 11.3 7.2 9.8 
0.1 2.4 0.1 0 9.4 7.6 6.7 4.7 
7.1 4.8 22.0 76.5 18.6 21.6 1.4 18.3 0.1 3.3 0.7 2.0 10.3 3.2 4.8 
2.1 10.0 4.0 3.2 17.7 3.2 27.0 11.0 

35.3 66.2 54.0 6.3 18.8 36.1 25.1 33.2 
50.7 9.0 11.7 9.4 10.9 17.0 32.6 18.2 

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
74.0 55.8 84.7 71.4 31.0 35.5 65.7 46.4 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, "County Business Patterns" 

the century, attracted by the pool of farm-trained 
labor will ing to work for low wages. Also, unions 
had not made their presence felt in southern 
states as they had in the North. The majority of 
textile plants in the South are located in non-
urban areas drawing from local labor pools. 

Today the Southeast accounts for almost half 
the nation's textile and apparel employment. 
Table 1 reveals the concentrations of employ-
ment in various textile and textile-related sectors 
in the southeastern states compared to the 
nation. The region's dominant textile employers 
are cotton-weaving mills, yarn and thread mills, 
synthetic weaving mills, and floor covering mills, 
each with over 70 percent of the national total. 
Synthetic fiber production comes in aj: over 65 
percent of the national total. Other sectors, 
such as knitting mills, home furnishings, and 
clothing, range from one-half to about one-third 
of the U.S. figure. The many clothing producers 
are fairly evenly dispersed in the region, with no 
one state containing a dominant share. 

The textile manufacturing process begins with 
fibers that are spun or twisted into yarn or 
compressed directly into fabric. Many types of 
fibers are being produced and tested daily. Cost, 
availability, and desirability of properties, as well 
as the ability to be spun, are some of the criteria 
for selecting a fiber. Fibers can be divided into 
natural fibers (those that occur in nature in fiber 
form) and synthetic fibers (derived from various 
sources). Natural fibers include vegetable fibers 

(cotton, for example) and animal fibers, such as 
wool. Synthetic fibers can be divided into two 
groups: the man-made cellulosic fibers, such as 
rayon, which are derived either from pinewood 
or from the cell walls of short cotton fibers called 
linters, and the synthetic long chain polymers, 
synthesized from various simple chemical ele-
ments. Nylon or polyester are examples of the 
latter group. Cotton, wool, and synthetic fibers 
are spun into yarn in spinning mills. The yarn is 
knitted, woven or otherwise made into fabric. 
Finally, the unfinished fabric (called gray goods) 
is converted into consumer goods by various 
finishing processes (including dyeing and printing) 
that make the fabric suitable for many different 
purposes. 

The synthetic fiber industry has been hurt 
severely by falling cotton prices in recent years. 
The 1980-1981 cotton crop was the largest since 
1952-1953. The abundance of this competing 
fiber prevented synthetic fiber firms from passing 
along to customers the increases in per unit costs 
caused by low plant utilization. More recently, 
the oil glut and consequent reductions in petro-
chemical costs have helped the industry somewhat 
Almost all of the yarn used in tufted carpets is 
synthetic fiber made from petrochemicals. So is 
much of the primary backing for the carpet, 
which is coated wi th latex, another petro-
chemical by-product. 

The apparel industry has been affected by 
factors such as consumer buying power, interest 
rates, styles, and especially imports. The highly 
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Chart 4. U. S. Apparel I m ports-Exports 
1970-1983/Q1 

Source: American Texti le Manufacturers Institute 

labor-intensive industry employs a high proportion 
of less-skilled workers. Competit ion is intense 
among the 15,000 domestic manufacturers, and 
imports represent an additional competitive force. 
The industry is composed of many different 
types of manufacturers facing different cyclical 
patterns and subject to different pressures from 
imports, changing demographic patterns, and 
consumer interests. Apparel imports, many of 
them from Asia, are taking a greater share of such 
markets as underwear, gloves, sweaters, shirts, 
blouses, coats, and jackets. As Chart 4 illustrates, 
the trade deficit for apparel has been increasing 
for every year plotted. The negative trend appears 
to be continuing in 1983. Not only have imports 
been increasing but exports have been weakening, 
adding to the trade deficit. 

This shift of textile manufacturers to other 
shores parallels the earlier shift from the North-
east to the Southeast. In both cases, the industry 
sought out low-wage, farm-trained labor. The 
recent slump may be a symptom of a long-term 
employment decline, at least as far as traditional 
textile products are concerned. 

While some firms lack the imagination or 
capital to respond to the foreign competition, 
others are seizing the initative, particularly in the 
area of specialty textiles. Cost pressures remain 
strong, but potential profits are still large for 
those who can f ind a niche. 

Coping with a Difficult 
Business Environment 

The strongest U.S. firms are highly efficient at 
making many types of textiles. Most earn a return 
far above the industry average; however, the 
textile industry in general is not a large generator 
of profits. Its financial returns are consistently 
among the lowest of all U.S. industries. Profit per 
dollar of sales has averaged less than half the 
return for all manufacturing industries recently. 

The U.S. textile industry is tied closely to the 
nation's apparel industry, which faces even stronger 
competit ion from imports. Imported apparel 
products have captured about one-fourth of the 
U.S. market Labor, which traditionally represented 
about 25-30 percent of the industry's manu-
facturing costs, now comes to less than 20 
percent in most modern plants. Still, industry 
specialists estimate that labor costs will have to 
drop below 15 percent in five to ten years to 
keep U.S. mills competitive with foreign producers.3 

New opportunities should develop in American 
textile manufacturing for computer technicians, 
chemical specialists, and merchandisers, while 
low-skill jobs will decline. 

Wi th imaginative management, mature in-
dustries need not be lackluster performers. Studies 
demonstrate that corporations that focus their 
efforts on a few major sectors and continue to 
develop them by exploiting new opportunities 
can prosper.4 By working through already de-
veloped markets, mature firms in established 
industries are able to distribute new products 
more broadly and probably more quickly than 
could an embryonic industry with a typically 
undeveloped market.5 Table 2 illustrates, the 
quarterly sales and profit margins for various 
firms based in the region. The diverse sales and 
margin picture among firms in clearly discernible. 

Finding a Niche 
Consumers are entertaining at home more and 

traveling less, emphasizing sports and physical 
fitness and thus creating strong markets for 
appropriate apparel. Sportswear appears to be 
one of the brightest apparel niches as consumers 

3 James Chapman, c i ted in Modern Textile Business, March 1983. 
4 Roger Hearne, "Fight ing Industrial Senility: A System for Growth in Mature 

Industries" Journal of Business Strategy, Fall, 1982. 
b Michael Porter, "Competitive Strategy Techniques for Analyzing Industries 

and Competi tors" Financial Analysts Journal, July-Aug 1980. 
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T a b l e 2 . Leading Southeastern-Based 
Textile/Apparel Firms' Sales and Profit Margins 
(Ranked by Sales) 

Second Qtr. Second Qtr. 
Company 1983 Sales 1983 Margins 

($ mil.) (percent) 
Burlington 812.8 3.7 
West Point Pepperell 318.7 4.6 
Springs Industries 209.1 3.5 
Cone Mills 194.9 3.0 
Oxford Industries 133.0 4.8 
Fieldcrest 127.6 1.2 
Riegel 107.3 2.0 
Avondale 84.3 3.7 
Ti-Caro 81.3 4.0 

Source: Business Week, "Corporate Scoreboard," August 15, 1983 

often can invest back into the company profits 
that otherwise might have been paid to share-
holders. 

Examples of management correctly assessing 
and responding to the competi t ive environment 
include two Mississippi apparel firms that report 
rising sales. One is producing less expensive lines 
using cheaper cloth to underprice the competition, 
whi le the other is beating its compet i t ion (mainly 
Mexican and South Korean) by specializing in 
premium clothing. 

Some firms are capitalizing on demographic 
changes, such as the fact that two-income families 
are l imit ing their families to one or two children 
and are spending lavishly on them. Toddle Tykes 
Company of Atlanta, for example, reports that 
business is booming. The company makes 800,000 
garments a year for babies and toddlers. 

v 
with more leisure t ime have become more health 
conscious. Specialty fabrics, such as hospital 

, fabrics, designer, or personality household fabrics, 
also are showing a great deal of growth. Cannon 
Mills, based in North Carolina, recently added a 
new subsidiary by acquiring a small north Georgia 
manufacturer of bathroom and accent rugs. By 
specializing in fashion items, management hopes 
to give the company some immunity to recession. 
Licensed products also have turned profits for 
such textile firms as the Bibb Company of Macon, 

' Georgia. Home furnishing items, such as "Star 
> Wars" sheets and pillowcases, comforters, bed-

spreads, draperies, slumber bags, "E.T." mer-
chandise, and National Football League logo 

( . merchandise, continue to be extremely profitable. 
Theme, concept and styling are all geared toward 

„ young people. 
Another way small texti le firms are increasing 

profits is to revert f rom public to private owner-
^ ship. An advantage of publ ic ownership is the 

ability to raise money through the sale of ad-
ditional stock and debt securities. However, the 
investment communi ty has been cool toward 

• textile stocks, forcing publ icly owned companies 
, to borrow from banks or other lenders as privately 

held companies do. Disadvantages of public 
• ownership include the responsibil ity of filing 
^ extensive reports with the Securities Exchange 

Commission and pressure to pay dividends to 
, stockholders, whi le a privately owned company 

High-Tech Tools 
Productivity improvement programs can pro-

duce significant payback. Computer-operated 
equipment now offers the capability of transferring 
a garment pattern, traced with an electronic pen, 
into computer memory where it can be stored or 
redesigned. It then can be sent to a computer-
driven machine that can cut the pattern quickly 
from a stack of fabric. Automated procedures 
need not be exceedingly complex to improve 
product ivi ty markedly. Forexample, much of the 
automated equ ipment in use today can be 
found in the sewing room. Programmable sewing 
machines can be operated by a worker wi thout 
specific training for the particular operation. If an 
operator is absent, an untrained replacement 
can step in wi th little loss in productivity. 

Computers in the apparel distr ibution process 
have helped numerous companies improve their 
profits. The abil ity to process order information 
quickly has enabled management to spot trends 
and alter product ion levels or styles in response 
to market demand. Timely information permits 
fast adjustments to product ion and inventories 
and, therefore, more efficient operations. This 
added control also spills over to the important 
customer service area Wel l -equipped firms can 
answer customers' questions about orders almost 
immediately, a marked improvement from the 
p recompu te r age when it could take hours for a 
manufacturer to gather necessary information. 
Oxford Industries of Atlanta, a leading apparel 
producer, has installed a computerized customer 
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service and inventory control system. The com-
pany, which reported record sales for its fiscal 
first quarter ended September 2, designed its 
own software for the system to address its 
particular needs. 

A relatively recent domestic textile success 
story is that of the hosiery industry, particularly 
firms producing pantyhose. Advanced technology 
in the production process and a new marketing 
strategy have made this sector highly profitable. 
Productivity grew at a rapid pace from 1960 to 
1982, averaging 6.8 percent annually compared 
with 2.6 percent in all manufacturing.6 Advances 
in manufacturing technology were largely respon-
sible for the productivity gains; knitting machines 
controlled by microcomputers allow the operator 
to make program changes with little or no down-
time, which is important for fashion or size 
changes. Highly skilled mechanics are no longer 
required for the changeover, so training require-
ments for operators have been reduced. How-
ever, specialists trained in electronics are required 
in case of breakdowns. 

Another area transformed by automation has 
been the hosiery industry's previously labor-
intensive packaging process. Automatic folding, 
packaging, labeling, counting, and loading into 
shipping cartons have streamlined the production 
process. Finally, a strategy of marketing panty-
hose through supermarkets and drug stores has 
stimulated demand. 

Market Adjustments 
Georgia-based West Point Pepperell company 

has been especially successful in reacting to 
market demand and making adjustments to 
production when needed. The company has 
compiled an enviable profit record due in part to 
a strategy that encourages its salesmen to sound 
out customers on their needs and to feed the 
information back to management promptly. In 
addition to determining product needs, servicing 
accounts has a high priority at West Point because 
of retailers' l imited shelf space for products. The 
company has aided its shelf space "visibil ity" by 
developing easily recognized brand-name lines, 
especially for household goods such as sheets. 

On the production side, West Point has remained 
flexible enough to adjust to changing market 

""Technological Change and Its Labor Impact in the Hosiery Industry" B L S , 
Off ice of Productivity and Technology, July 1983. 
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demand. For example, when corduroy sales 
plummeted in the late 1970s, machines and 
workers were converted to producing denim. 
Like several other U.S. textile manufacturers, the 
company is addressing import competit ion by 
shipping fabric out of the United States, converting 
it into products offshore or across the U.S. 
border, and importing the finished goods. Tariffs 
are charged only on work-related expenses, 
giving the company a marked advantage over 
foreign producers. Company officers feel that a 
new effort to tap foreign markets also will be 
rewarding. To that end, the firm is expanding its 
overseas sales offices. 

A recent study states that the greatest future i 
growth in demand should occur outside the ' 
United States because of increased apparel con-
sumpt ion in developing countries.7 Market-
oriented, outward looking firms appear to be 
looking to these potentially profitable markets. 

One relatively small North Carolina mill that 
produces yarn for the knitwear industry owes its 
success mainly to automation. Nearly all of the J 
company's machines are equipped with a com-
puter that measures the operator's productivity, r 
This instantaneous feedback enables the operator ' 
to adjust the pace. In this firm the worker is paid 
by the quantity and quality of output. The 
resulting high production per work-hour has 
helped paint a healthy profit picture for the firm 

A company that ranks high among textile and 
apparel firms in profits is the Russell Corporation 
of Alexander City, Alabama Corporate officials I! 
cite several reasons for the firm's success. Pri- | 
marily a producer of sports apparel, the firm has l i 
capitalized on the physical fitness boom. A key 1 
to controlling the company's rapid growth is a 
vertically integrated organizational structure, which 
allows for tight control over cost, quantity, and 
customer service. This type of corporate structure 
is rare for domestic firms because of the many 
separate processes required to convert raw fiber 
into finished apparel. By automating as much of I ' 
the fiber-conversion process as possible, the I , 
company has been able to spread efficiencies I 
throughout the entire production process. High I 
labor productivity, a quality product, and a con- [ 
siderable effort spent on customer service have I ' 
helped to offset international competit ion for h 
this expanding firm. 

'"The U. S. Textile Mills Products Industry: Strategies for the 1980's and 
Beyond (Columbia: U. of South Carolina Press, 1983). 
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Chart 5. Textile and Apparel Output 
Per Employee Hour (1968-80) 

Indexes 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta 

Chart 6. New Plant and Equipment 
Expenditures (Textiles) 

Mil. $ 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Economic Analysis 

Boosting Productivity 

Output can be approximated by deflating 
each year's value of industry shipments by an 
appropriate price index to derive a constant 
dollar value of shipments. These figures are then 
adjusted for changes in inventories, also in con-
stant dollars. From these output figures, it is clear 
that productivity has been increasing quite rapidly 
for the apparel and especially the textile industry. 
In fact, since 1968, output per employee hour 
has increased more than 50 percent for the 
textile industry and morethan20 percent for the 
apparel sector (see Chart 5). The industry's 
strong productivity growth over the last 12 years 
is noteworthy because it appears that Output per 
worker has remained strong even since the 
stimulation provided by the Vietnam War ended. 
A surge in capital spending helps explain the 
rapid productivity gains. Between 1977 and 
1982, U.S. textile firms' capital expenditures 
totaled $6.8 billion. 

Technology is reducing the need for low-
skilled workers whiie increasing the need for 
technicians to operate complex equipment Ope-
rators are spending more of their time patrolling 
more machines primarily to detect malfunctions. 
Computers in weaving now monitor production to 
provide management with as much information 
as possible. Computers also are used for handling 
materials, carrying yarn (driverless vehicles) to 
looms, and picking up finished fabrics. 

Burlington Industries of Greensboro, North 
Carolina will install a $10 million computer-
controlled materials handling system in a new 
yarn and fabric plant at Mountain City, Ten-
nessee, to be completed by 1985. At Burlington's 
$55 million denim plant in Erwin, North Carolina 
robots deliver spools of yarn to weavers, a job 
that used to require several workers. Other large 
textile firms have opened central electronic data 
processing offices coordinating information from 
their many mills, analyzing the information and 
sending it back to mill managers to attempt to 
achieve efficiencies and to control production. 

At present, less than 30 percent of the U.S. 
industry's equipment qualifies as modern (less 
than 10 years old), although that figure is sure to 
change because capital expansion and mergeror 
acquisition activity have been increasing. Foreign 
innovation and the increased value of the dollar 
have led many textile firms to buy capital equip-
ment from overseas producers, importing looms 
and other machinery from sources in Switzerland, 
West Germany, England and other European 
nations, as well as Japan (see Chart 6). Some 
small- and medium-sized companies may be 
unable to replace their obsolete equipment be-
cause of l imited financial resources or access to 
financial markets, problems that large firms may 
not face. Some may become attractive takeover 
candidates for larger companies; many small, 
marginal mills already have closed, raising the 
average level of technology in the industry. 
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Table 3. Research and Development 
Expenses (1982) 

Percent Change 
Percent of Sales from 1981 

Textiles, Apparel 0.6 16.7 
Automotive 4.0 0.3 
Chemicals 2.9 16.2 
Electronics 3.8 15.1 
Machinery 3.3 3.1 
Paper 1.0 6.5 
Steel 0.7 10.1 

Source: Rand D. Scoreboard, Business Week, June 20, 1983. 

Research and development expenditures for 
the apparel and textile industries advanced sig-
nificantly in 1982 compared to 1981, although as 
a percentage of sales or profits, textile firms lag 
other industries in this type of spending (see 
Table 3). The textile industry draws heavily on 
research performed by suppliers such as ma-
chinery manufacturers. However, the substantial 
funds the textile firms spend on designing, styling, 
and market research constitute a form of R&D for 
the industry.8 Carpet manufacturers, for instance, 
are incorporating new technology in their carpets 
by producing fibers with anti-microbial and soil-
hiding features—in essence making possible ex-
panded carpeting applications. The new car-
peting, produced on highly complex machines, 
possesses light-scattering, soil-hiding charac-
teristics, and retards mildew, fungus, and bacteria 
Georgia carpet mills produce about 60 percent 
of all American-made carpets. One company 
with carpet mills in Georgia uses a computer-
aided design and manufacturing system that can 
be programmed to produce a number of different 
carpet designs in a single production run. The 
U.S. carpet industry is lookingto markets in Japan 
and Korea to boost sales. The overseas market is 
in tended to help carpet manufacturers f ind 
buyers, distributors, and promoters for American 
carpets and rugs—both commercial and residential. 

The textile industry consumes vast quantities of 
fresh water and chemicals, and American labor 

»The Compet i t ive Status of the U. S. Fibers, Texti les and Apparel 
Complex National Academy Press, Wash. D. C. 1983. 
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and regulatory costs are the world's highest. Mills 
must comply with government-mandated cotton 
dust standards, noise standards, and wastewater 
cleanliness standards. Technologies are being | 
implemented to deal with these problems through 
sophisticated pollution control equipment and I 
computer monitoring devices. 

Trade adjustment assistance is one govern-
ment program designed to help an import-
af fected company maintain or increase em-
ployment and expand its profit-making potential. 
In order to receive help, a firm must be certified 
as having been harmed by imports. After a firm is 
certified by the Commerce Department, it is j 
eligible to apply for consulting and financial , 
assistance to carry out a plan for its recovery. I 
Technical and consulting assistance is available to 
help a damaged firm analyze its problems and 
arrive at an adjustment plan that may involve 
updating equipment, developing new products 
less affected by imports, entering different market 
areas, and improving efficiency. Thirty to 50 . 
percent of the total trade adjustment assistance „ 
caseload for the southern region has been for j 
apparel firms, the bulk of which is technical 
assistance, according to a department official. I 
Financial assistance includes direct and guaranteed | 
loans. The proceeds can be used for new ma-
chinery or equipment, new or renovated buildings, 
or for working capital. j 

Emerging Growth Areas 
By concentrating more on innovation, some 

textile companies have improved their appeal 
to high-technology customers. For example, 
fiberglass fabrics in printed circuit boards seem 
to be particularly promising in light of heavy 
demand for electronic products from home | 
computers to military applications. New markets 
for structural fabrics also have developed in 
the aircraft and aerospace industries, where 
weight reduction is critical. Geotextiles are also 
a contender for rapid growth as their potential 
is realized for controlling erosion by preventing 
soil movement while allowing ground water to J 
pass through. The need for cost-effective and i 
reliable drainage and filtration also holds great 
promise for textile products. Other hot pro-
ducts are specialty items in recreational fields 
such as woven fabrics for swimming pool covers, ,, 
tent screening, shade cloth, duck for directors' 
chairs, backpacks, tote bags, seat cushions, and 
soft-sided luggage. Protective clothing, such as 

DECEMBER 1983, E C O N O M I C REVIEW " 

t 

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

December 1983



the suits used by astronauts on the Space 
Shuttle or designed for protect ion against 
chemical warfare, are specialty areas that could 
mushroom. The medical field is an especially 
bright market for specialty textiles. Medical 
applications include filtration elements for arti-
ficial kidneys, artificial skin and arteries and 
disposable items such as nonwoven gowns and 
masks and the sterile nonwoven coverings 
used in operating rooms. 

Nonwovens appear to be emerging as a 
textile sector with high growth potential. Non-
woven materials are cheap to produce—the 
necessary machinery is relatively inexpensive 
and, most importantly, the fabric can be pro-
duced many times faster than woven fabric. 
The textile industry is also tackling the pollution 
problem by producing filtration fabric for many 
industrial processes to keep the air, water, and 
soil around mills clean. Another growth area is 
production of drinkable sea water at a com-
mercially feasible cost through a process known 
as "hol low fiber reverse osmosis." Still another 
is the use of coated textile fabrics for stadium 
domes. These specialty text i le materials are 
engineering-intensive and are produced in limited 
volume. New technology appears to be pro-
ducing economies at lower volumes than in the 
past 

The Energy Problem 

Textile firms have been striving to cut energy 
costs. Because of its low profit margins, the 
textile industry is vulnerable to rising energy 
prices. It is a heavy user of natural gas, which is 
going through the throes of deregulation and 
most likely will continue to rise in price. U.S. 
textiles use the equivalent of 50 million barrels 
of oil each year, the most intensive industrial 
use of energy in the Southeast. About two-
thirds of this power is for thermal energy, while 
the rest is electrical. To help overcome the 
substantial cost of energy used in processing 
textiles, companies have taken various ap-
proaches, according to an expert at Georgia 
Tech's School of Textile Engineering. Some 
have generated their own power to absorb 
some of the load, while at least two others have 
invested in the development of solar power. 

Drying textiles by commonly used methods 
accounts for about one-quarter of all textile 
energy costs. Pre-drying by sonic boom is 

another technology being developed to help 
reduce the energy costs associated with drying 
textiles that have been wet processed. Steam 
traveling through fabric at the speed of sound 
can actually pop water out of the fabric. The 
new drying method could cut those costs 
significantly. 

Current Situation 
In contrast to last year's bad news, a pickup in 

the industry may be at hand. Although that 
rebound hinges on a continuing economic re-
covery, the index of textile manufacturing activity 
increased for eight consecutive months in 1983 
and stood 18.4 percent above the year-ago level 
as of September 1983.9 The latest regional data 
show employment in the industry growing at a 
more rapid clip for the six months following the 
1982 business slump than afterthe 1970 or 1980 
downturns (see Table 4), with particular strength 
in North Carolina and Georgia. As of the second 
quarter of 1983, the U.S. textile industry posted 
profits 220% higher than year ago levels.10 

Renewed growth in this important sector would 
be especially beneficial to the Southeast, where 
so much of the industry is concentrated. By using 
innovative techniques, some firms appear to be 
carving out a bright future. 

Summary 
To remain competit ive and profitable, well-

managed textile and apparel firms have used 
one or a combination of strategies. 

Executives of successful firms have sought 
out special niches in the marketplace for their 
companies or have developed totally new 
markets. By remaining flexible, they have been 
able to respond to changing market conditions, 
moving quicky into new product lines as con-
sumer tastes change. 

By targeting their products carefully, these 
managements have steered clear of markets 
where they must compete directly with foreign 
producers who enjoy the advantage of lower-
priced labor. Alternatively, others have taken 
some of their operations overseas, manufacturing 
fabric or garments in foreign plants staffed with 
native workers. 

9DRI da ta 
'"Textile World, August 1983, p. 17. 
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Table 4 . Textile Employment Changes 
Six Months After Recession Troughs 

Trough Level Six Months Later Absolute Percent 
(thousands) (thousands) Change Change 

Southeastern Region 
November 1970* 589.1 589.2 0.1 0 
March 1975 541.5 588.8 47.3 8.7 
July 1980 568.9 568.5 - 0 . 4 - 0 . 1 
November 1982 500.5 507.8 7.3 1.5 

*11 /70 computed without Tennessee 
Source: State Department of Labor, seasonally adjusted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta. 

Corporate organization has provided a key 
to the success of many prospering U.S. firms. 
Managements have divested weak divisions 
and reorganized to permit maximum control of 
their production, from raw material to the sale 
of finished products. Some have even chosen 
to shake off the restrictions and expenses 
associated with public ownership by reverting 
to private control. 

Whatever other strategies they may have 
adopted, successful firms almost universally 
have turned to technology as a response to the 
competi t ive challenge from overseas. In a 
tradit ion-bound industry with many surviving 
plants that date to the turn of the century, 
foresighted corporations have installed state-
of-the-art technology to improve productivity 
and efficiency. 

New equipment not only has achieved un-
precedented efficiencies but has allowed firms 
to address concerns over the cleanliness of the 
environment and the health of their workers as 
well. 

With their new managerial, organizational , 
and technological strengths, these corporations 
should be able to hold their own against the 
toughest global competition in the years ahead. 
That, of course would be good news for the 
myriad southeastern communities whose families 
have relied for decades on the paychecks 
distributed by textile and apparel firms. 

— David Avery and 
Gene D. Sullivan 
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