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Asian Outsourcing Reality Check 

 
Communication, Quality, Management, and Cost Focused Approach 

Chances are you own something that has been manufactured in Asia. Chances are that you own a lot 
of things that have been manufactured in Asia. In fact, Asian manufacturers are responsible for 
many of the products that reach western markets. Because of companies like Walmart, and the 
culture of cost, companies have heavily outsourced manufacturing to Asia for two decades. There 
are many consequences of this now commonplace practice. One consequence is that in some 
markets, it appears there is no way to compete unless you manufacture your product in Asia. 
Another consequence is that the quality of a number of products has suffered, because of lower 
quality materials, less government regulation, and product details lost in translation. Recent events, 
highlighted by the mainstream media, of unacceptable levels of lead in some toys from China show 
what can happen if you don't have control over how your product design is executed. 

The first thing you must do is make sure that Asian manufacturing is a good option for your company 
and your product design. Everybody knows the reason to manufacture in Asia is because it can be 
cheaper. The key is that it can be cheaper - it is not always the case that it is. Before you decide that 
you must manufacture in Asia, do a complete cost analysis. Consider the following when doing your 
cost analysis: 

- Is your product mass-produced or is it highly configurable? 

- Are you looking for just components or complete finished goods? 

- Consider freight costs now and in the future 

- How much will it cost to actively manage the manufacturing development cycle from half-way 
around the world? 

- Do you have to hire an interpreter? 

- What are the costs of materials here vs. there? Typically, there is no material cost advantage in 
Asia. 
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- What are the labor costs here vs. there? Typically, there is a substantial labor savings, however, in 
some areas because of social issues, labor costs are becoming less advantageous. 

- Is there a product perception cost by doing manufacturing in Asia? Is your market willing to accept 
a product without the "Made in USA" label? Is your market dominated by "Made somewhere in 
Asia" labels, enough that a "Made in USA" label would be a competitive advantage? 

- How expensive are trips to Asia (There is no way to avoid face to face visits with Asian 
manufacturers, you or somebody else within your organization will have to go there frequently to 
monitor progress, perform audits and quality inspections, and to maintain the business relationship) 

 

 

 

If your cost analysis points you to Asian manufacturing, then the next thing you will have to 
determine is where to manufacture. There a number of consultants out there. Costs and skill levels 
vary, but the key is to do your homework. Find out where your competitors are manufacturing their 
products as well as where products with similar componentry are being manufactured. If you do hire 
a consultant, make sure you check their resources, and understand how involved they will be with 
the process. In general, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan are the most advanced, China, Malaysia, and the 
Phillipines are middle of the road, and Vietnam is the bargain basement. That said, there are always 
exceptions. You may find very poor manufacturers in Japan, and a highly developed manufacturer in 
China. 

Once you have determined where to manufacture and selected your supplier, the key becomes 
management of that supplier. And the key to management with Asian suppliers is communication. 
Build a relationship with your Asian suppliers. Visit them often, explain your companies goals and 
how the supplier fits in, and understand their goals as well. Communicate expectations clearly, and 
plan your communications. Do not allow a language barrier to exist. Either hire a translater, learn 
their language, or find the supplier that can speak and write English fluently. If your company 
represents enough business to the supplier, try to get them to set up human resources that are 
solely dedicated to your company. Because labor costs are lower, it is possible for them to employ 
office staff that only service you. Send frequent project schedules and manage them closely. Detail 
to them what procedures will be used during development, and how those procedures are to be 
satisfied. Use e-mail wisely. Do not overwhelm, and limit the amount of people in your organization 
communicating directly with the supplier. 

Optimize your design for the Asian supplier. Design in metric or convert your existing design to 
metric. When evaluating if your product design is appropriate for Asian manufacture, make sure you 
understand their process capabilities. Make sure they can handle the manufacture of each 
component in your design, as well as any special assembly that may be required. Implement revision 
control with your supplier, and make sure they understand which revisions are current. Review the 
design with the supplier, and use their expertise to make improvements upon the design. Often this 
is provided without significant cost penalty. 



Managing quality is critical when working with Asian suppliers. Recognize that the procedures and 
policies that you may have in place, may not exist or be common in Asia. Depending upon where you 
manufacture, you may have to help the supplier develop their quality organizations. Understand 
that issues relating to product quality surfaced late in the development cycle will be expensive and 
time consuming to fix. Audit quality procedures prior to the start of development with the supplier. 
Be clear with what is expected of the product components' quality as well as the end item. So many 
of the issues with poor quality Asian products are not due to bad manufacturers in Asia, but poor 
management of the quality process by the outsourcing company. The army of overzealous MBAs 
eager to trot the globe, and be the hero saving their companies countless millions often has done so 
at the expense of product quality and brand image. By the time the degradation to product quality 
and brand image has occurred, one of these SuperMBAs has already been promoted or switched 
jobs. Do not assume that just because you manufacture the product now, that all you have to do is 
send over a couple of people with briefcases full of design drawings. The quality process must be 
managed, and you need to get skilled quality engineers and managers to drive that process. Give the 
SuperMBA the proper tools and team to complete the job with quality, then cost as the overarching 
goal. 
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