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“Our people are what make us stand above the competition,” 
says Don Wood, CEO and founder of 80/20. “Without the 
people here, we’d look like everyone else.”

The truth is, 80/20 Inc has never looked like anyone else. 
The idea for the company began in 1989 with a drawing 
on a restaurant placemat that outlined a vision of a way to  
make metal supports without the need for welding. Thus,  
the manufacturing industry’s first Industrial Erector Set® using 
a T-slotted aluminum framing system as an alternative to 
welded steel came into being.

The company’s first home was the Enterprise Center in 
Fort Wayne with four employees and a simple eight-page  
black-and-white catalogue. By 1994, the number of 
employees had more than doubled, the catalogue had  
expanded to 154 pages, and the growth of the company  
demanded a larger facility. To accommodate that growth —
and to allow for future growth — 80/20 moved to its current  
location in Columbia City in 1995. 

Consistent Growth, On-going Expansion
When 80/20 moved to the southwest corner of the Park 
30 Business Center (at the intersection of U.S. Highway 
30 and North 400 East) in Columbia City, the building was 
95,000 square feet. Several expansion projects over the 
years have increased the facility to 135,000 square feet of 
office, manufacturing, warehouse, and distribution space to 
accommodate the manufacture of nearly 6,000 components 
that can be used to make workstations, furniture, displays 
and exhibits, guarding and enclosures, and more for the 
company’s 60,000 plus customers.

Though each of these expansions has been self-funded  
out of company profits, 80/20 received local tax abatements 
from the City Council.

In January 2008, 80/20 Inc announced its most recent  
expansion—an investment of more than $5.5 million to upgrade 
the company’s machining and manufacturing technology. 

DON WOOD, CEO AND FOUNDER
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The first thing you notice when you enter the 80/20 building just off Highway 30 
in Columbia City, Indiana is the energy and enthusiasm that permeate the facility. 
From the receptionist who greets you at the front door to the employees on  
the manufacturing floor to the CEO and founder, the enthusiasm of the workforce  
is obvious.
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To encourage this expansion project, the Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation provided performance-based 
tax credits and training grants based on the company’s 
job creation plans. In addition, the Whitley County Council  
approved a ten-year real and personal property tax abatement 
for the project. Finally, the EDC worked with the company 
and CenturyLink to ensure that fiber infrastructure could be 
extended to support the company’s continued growth.

The People Are Everything
According to Wood, “Ninety percent of 80/20 employees 
come from the local area. The other ten percent come from 
other parts of Indiana.” The company’s management has 
never had to recruit from outside Indiana. And why would 
they? “We want Hoosiers in here,” Wood said. “They’re  
good people.”

When asked to elaborate, Wood went on to say, “Attitude 
is everything. And Hoosiers have a great attitude. They’re 
hardworking, positive people. And they’re dedicated to 

customer service. If you ask anyone at 80/20 what their job 
is they’ll likely tell you ‘Customer Service’ because, top to 
bottom, everyone knows we’re here to serve the customer.”  
In addition, the statewide Ivy Tech Community College  
system provides a good selection of candidates for every 
position. “There’s been a rebirth, a revitalization of community 
college education in this area,” said Wood. “We have 17 Ivy 
Tech grads working for us now.”

In addition to the emphasis on customer service, the 
company culture also promotes innovation. “Our employees 
are proactive. They’re always thinking. The best ideas come 
from them,” Wood said, citing the employee who suggested 
selling some of the company’s overstock and odds-and-ends 
left over from the manufacturing process on eBay. As a result, 

80/20 Surplus is now one of eBay’s top-rated sellers with  
a 100% satisfaction rating.

Central Location Is Key
Wood said he never considered any region besides northern  
Indiana for the business. “First off, this is home,” he said. 
“Second, the central location is really important to our  
business. We’re right in the heart of the market which means 
transportation out of here is great.”

In addition, all of 80/20 Inc’s vendors are in Indiana. “Most 
aluminum extruders are Indiana companies born out of the 
RV industry,” said Wood.

A Good Place to Live and Work
The region has lots of amenities that make it attractive to 
employees and their families, starting with the low cost of 
living. “The low cost of living contributes to the energy of 
our employees,” said Wood. It also contributes to employee  

retention. “Turnover is about 4%,” said Wood. “We have  
employees who’ve been here 14-15 years. We also have  
people who have left and come back. Young people who 
get their first job out of school with us, leave for ‘something 
better’ and then come back because there isn’t anything 
better than Indiana.”

Area attractions are another big plus. “We have lakes 
throughout the region. Lake Wawasee in nearby Syracuse is 
the largest natural lake in Indiana and is less than 30 miles 
from Columbia City,” said Wood. “It’s a great lake for sailing.” 
In addition to lakes and the great outdoors, the area also 
has a thriving music and arts scene. “My wife and I are big 
Fort Wayne Philharmonic fans,” said Wood. “We always buy 
season tickets.”
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Whitley County Economic 
Development Corporation

Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation

Ivy Tech Northeast

CenturyLink

tax credits 
IEDC EDGE (Economic Development for a Growing 
Economy) tax credits for job creation

training grant
IEDC SEF (Skills Enhancement Fund) training grant

tax abatement 
Whitley County 10-year property tax abatement

Facing Future Challenges
In September 2009 the company began a planned expansion 
to add aluminum anodizing capabilities to its manufacturing 
and distribution center. This will allow the company to 
become even more efficient and timely when processing 
customer orders. Wood also has plans to build a training 
center on the property. “With 38 acres, we have the room 
for it,” he said.

The 80/20 philosophy extends beyond the company, reaching 
out into the surrounding business community. In 2008 Don 
Wood became an Innovation Champion in the Go Whitley! 
Accelerating Innovation program, a countywide business  
incubation program sponsored by the Whitley County EDC. 
In 2009, the company’s former VP of Sales and Marketing

Dave Wood was named Whitley County’s representative 
to the Northeast Indiana Regional Partnership Board of 
Directors.

“Attitude is everything. 

And Hoosiers have a great  

attitude. They’re hardworking, 

positive people. And they’re 

dedicated to customer service.”
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Indiana Economic  
Development Corporation

�	EDGE and HBI tax credits
�	21st Century Research and 

Technology Fund

�	Small Business Innovation 
Research Initiative

Cities and Towns

�	Tax abatements for new 
construction or equipment

Workforce Development

Incentives

ADVANCED MANUFACTURING IN NEI

*	 Certification/Training Programs
**	 Graduate programs

Regional Assets
�	The Steel Dynamics Inc. Keith Busse Technology Center is a 

107,000 sq. ft. center housed at Ivy Tech’s Northeast campus. 
In collaboration with Steel Dynamics and the Talent Initiative, 
more than 2.62 million dollars have been invested to support 
technology related activities and a new advanced  
manufacturing laboratory.

�	The Haas Technical Education Center at Indiana University– 
Purdue University Fort Wayne was opened to provide IPFW 
mechanical engineering students with hands-on training with 
workplace machinery. 

�	Ivy Tech and Indiana University–Purdue University Fort Wayne 
have worked closely with the manufacturing community 
to provide continuing education programs in engineering, 
manufacturing and management. �	Ivy Tech Northeast *

�	Indiana University–Purdue 
University Fort Wayne * **

�	Trine University **

�	ITT Technical Institute, 
Fort Wayne 

�	Indiana Tech **

�	Purdue University **

�	Rose-Hulman **

�	Valparaiso University **

�	University of Notre Dame **

Indiana ranks number one in the nation in percentage of 
employees in manufacturing—exceeding 73,300 employees 
in 2008. The number of business entities in manufacturing 
totaled 1,400. Not all manufacturing is considered advanced, 
however. 82 percent of all manufacturing jobs in NEI can be 
classified as advanced manufacturing, and there are at least 
140 businesses with 100 employees or more located in NEI.

�	General Motors Truck Group
�	Steel Dynamics Inc.
�	ITT Communications 

Systems/Space Systems
�	Nucor
�	BF Goodrich
�	Fleetwood
�	B.A.E. Systems Platform 

Solutions

�	UT Electronic Controls
�	TI Automotive
�	Dexter Axle
�	Parker Hannifin Corporation
�	Dana Corp.
�	Group Dekko 
�	Lear Corp.
�	Tenneco
�	C & A Tool Engineering Inc. 

Workforce Statistics
Occupation	 # Employed	 Mean Wage

Team Assemblers	 9,490	 $29,587

First-Line Supervisors/Managers of Production  
and Operating Workers	 3,530	 $50,323

Inspectors, Testers, Sorters, Samplers, and Weighers	 2 ,670	 $31 ,309

Assemblers and Fabricators, All  Other	 2 ,660	 $47,235

Electrical & Electronic Equipment Assemblers	 1 ,920	 $24,002

Welders, Cutters, Solderers, and Brazers	 1 ,730	 $30,797

Molding, Coremaking, and Casting Machine Setters,  
Operators, and Tenders, Metal and Plastic	 1 ,680	 $30,385

Tool & Die Makers	 1 ,160	 $44,709

Computer-Controlled Machine Tool Operators, Metal  
and Plastic	 1 ,140	 $32 ,603

Packaging & Fil l ing Machine Operators and Tenders	 1 ,020	 $27,710

Mechanical Engineers	 1 ,010	 $62 ,278

Extruding & Drawing Machine Setters, Operators,  
and Tenders, Metal and Plastic	 950	 $34,182

Industrial Engineers	 910	 $63,540

Engineering Technicians, Except Drafters	 860	 $45,450

Extruding, Forming, Pressing & Compacting Machine  
Setters, Operators, and Tenders	 840	 $35,748

Electrical Engineers	 620	 $78,598

Computer Software Engineers, Systems Software	 590	 $76,481

Advanced Manufacturing Companies in NEI 

source: 2008 OES data, IN Department of Workforce Development


