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Special report: 
Analysts predict 

rosy outlook for  

U.S. plastics 

industry in 2018  
 

 

 

have said it before and I’ll say it again: Although it was played for laughs at the 

time, Mr. McGuire was prophetic when he told the aimless young college graduate, 

Benjamin Braddock: “I just want to say one word to you. Just one word. Plastics.” 

While the plastics industry has not regained its pre-recession peak, it has been in 

consistent expansion since hitting bottom in 2009. It will maintain that momentum in 

2018, and perhaps even accelerate it. Moreover, the global economy seems to be in 

lockstep, according to financial gurus. That’s one of the key takeaways both from a 

survey conducted by Echo Factory on behalf of pressure forming company Ray 

Products (Ontario, CA) and a webinar on growth opportunities and the state of the 
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plastics industry organized by the PLASTICS Industry Association (PLASTICS; 

Washington, DC). Before looking ahead, though, it’s worth taking a step back for some 

historical context. 

During the webinar, PLASTICS President and CEO William Carteaux referenced 

some of the findings in the association’s 2017 Global Trends document reporting on 

2016 results. He saluted the robust nature of the plastics industry, noting that it 

accounted for $404.4 billion in total shipments in 2016, a figure that climbs to $552.4 

billion when you bring industry suppliers into the mix. In terms of employment, plastics 

outpaced the manufacturing sector as a whole, added Perc Pineda, Chief Economist at 

PLASTICS: The plastics industry created 1.4% more jobs in 2016 compared with 2015, 

whereas employment in manufacturing overall increased by 0.9%. Plastics also 

outperformed overall manufacturing in real shipments (1.4% versus 0.4%) and real 

value added (1.6% versus 0.4%). It even eked out an admittedly small gain in 

productivity growth (0.1%), which is still far better than the negative growth (-0.5%) in 

manufacturing. 

 
Performance of the plastics industry versus overall manufacturing in 2016. Image courtesy 
PLASTICS. 
 

In the domestic plastics landscape, “California reclaimed the top spot as the state 

with the most plastics workers,” said Pineda, which aligns with the results from the 2017 

PlasticsToday Salary Survey, where the Golden State also holds the top slot. (The 
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survey is available as a free download here.) Indiana, meanwhile, “has the highest 

concentration of plastics jobs,” added Pineda, partly because of the state’s proximity to 

the U.S. manufacturing belt. Out of every thousand non-farm jobs in Indiana, 16.5 are in 

plastics. 

While the U.S. plastics industry had an overall trade surplus of $4.7 billion in 2016, it 

fell 33.7% year on year from $7.1 billion. This has been a worrisome ongoing trend, but 

a surplus in the manufacturing sector is still worth celebrating. 

The largest trade deficit, by a considerable margin, is with China: The deficit broke 

the $10 billion barrier in 2016. Following well behind at $2.2 billion was Germany. On 

the surplus side, Mexico topped the list with $10.6 billion, followed far behind by 

Belgium ($1.6 billion). 

You can’t say Mexico without saying NAFTA, and the 2017 Global Trends report 

from PLASTICS, notes that the trade agreement is the “source of a large trade deficit for 

the economy as a whole but, noticeably, not for the plastics industry. The U.S. plastics 

industry had a $6.2 billion regular trade surplus with Canada and Mexico combined in 

2016.” That is worth keeping in mind as the NAFTA re-negotiation continues to cast its 

shadow over 2018, an abiding concern for industry and its representative associations 

in the United States, Canada and Mexico. In fact, it is one of the “risks in 2018,” 

highlighted by Carteaux in what, otherwise, looks to be a very good year for the global 

economy. 

The year ahead 

Improving economic conditions and strong fundamentals domestically will result in a 

ninth straight year of expansion for the plastics industry, according to Pineda. “I don’t 

see any headwinds in the next 12 months,” he said during the webcast. 

The international outlook is equally promising. The financial and political elite at the 

World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, was jubilant, in fact, about the rare 

“global synchronous growth” projected for 2018. 

All of the European Union expects to see growth this year, according to Pineda. It is 

forecast to reach 2% in 2018 and drop slightly to 1.8% in 2019. Belgium is one of the 

top five export markets for the U.S. plastics industry, but, as noted in the 2017 Global 

Trends report, it is not the ultimate consumer of most of those products. Through the 

port of Antwerp, “Belgium is a major gateway into Europe via the road, rail and, 

especially, river systems. Therefore, it is useful to think of exports to Belgium being 

exports to Europe as a whole.” 

https://www.plasticstoday.com/content/salary-survey-employees-plastics-processing-industry-overwhelmingly-satisfied-their-career-choice
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Pineda also qualified the outlook for exports to Canada and Mexico as “good,” 

although the NAFTA re-negotiation, depending on how it progresses, could throw a 

spanner in the works. 

The 2017 Plastics Manufacturing Survey conducted by Echo-Factory on behalf of 

Ray Products also conveys a sense of optimism heading into 2018. 

While 55% of respondents said they expect their volume to stay about the same in 

2018, 38% anticipate greater growth versus 17% who project a contraction. The survey 

also found that plastics manufacturing happening in the United States reached a record 

high—68%—since the company started doing the annual survey in 2014. About half of 

the respondents to the survey are engineers; industrial design and manufacturing 

professionals composed, respectively, about 20% and 10%. 

 
In 2014, respondents to the Plastics Manufacturing Survey conducted by Echo-
Factory on behalf of Ray Products reported that just 54% of their plastics 
manufacturing happened in the United States. This year, that number has risen to an 
all-time high of 68%. While 2016 seems to buck the trend of year-over-year growth in 
domestic plastics manufacturing, that may be an anomaly, according to Echo-Factory, 
because a disproportionate number of designers took the 2016 survey. “As it turns 
out, designers either hate America or (more likely) don’t fully understand the benefits 
of domestic plastics manufacturing,” explained Echo-Factory. Chart courtesy Echo-
Factory/Ray Products. 

It’s all good . . . or is it? While Pineda claims to see no headwinds for the plastics 

industry in his forecast, that doesn’t negate the known unknowns and the unknown 

unknowns that the future has a way of throwing at us. We can’t address the latter 

category by its very definition, but there are some known unknowns that could derail 

these rosy predictions. NAFTA comes immediately to mind. 
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The U.S. plastics industry “ran a surplus of $10.7 billion with Mexico and $719 

million with Canada in 2016,” said Carteaux during the webcast. “That would not have 

been possible without NAFTA.” 

While there is consensus that the agreement needs to be modernized, the devil is in 

the details. All three North American plastics industry organizations have come together 

to issue a uniform set of policies and suggested areas of focus for the trade agreement 

re-negotiation. They are: 

• Continued support of the growth and development of the North American 

plastics industry 

• Harmonization of regulations of all types as they affect the industry 

• Review of the rules of origin 

• Simplification and modernization of trade and customs documentation 

• Ease of employee access throughout the continent 

• No new tariffs 

The last point is important to many manufacturers in the plastics industry that have 

plants in the United States and Mexico, wrote Clare Goldsberry in PlasticsToday. The 

three trade groups noted that the “absence of tariffs is what’s made NAFTA so 

successful for all three member nations’ plastics industries over the last 25 years. The 

North American plastics industry is united in its opposition to any new tariffs that would 

have a profoundly negative impact on all three nations and their workers,” wrote 

Goldsberry. At the time of writing, the so-called border tax—a value-added tax levied on 

imported goods—was on the table. The proposal has since been abandoned by the 

Trump administration and the GOP, but there remain many sticking points that could 

cause the talks to go south, if you’ll pardon the expression. Just as recently as Jan. 25, 

2018, Trump told CBS News from Davos, Switzerland, “I may terminate NAFTA. I may 

not. We’ll see what happens.” 

“The revocation of NAFTA would have serious ramifications for the continued health 

of the U.S. plastics industry, and its renegotiation could as well, if undertaken without 

care,” noted the 2017 Global Trends report. 

A second risk factor for the plastics industry cited by Carteaux during the webinar is 

the skills gap. “The evidence is shifting from the anecdotal to the empirical,” said 

Carteaux. He also referenced the opioid crisis as a major concern, as it has an impact 

on the workforce and skills gap. 

Over the next decade, nearly 3.5 million manufacturing jobs will need to be filled 

because of baby boomer retirements and U.S. economic expansion, according to the 
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Manufacturing Institute. “An estimated two million of those jobs could go unfilled,” it 

adds. 

An emphasis on science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) in 

education is a key tool in nurturing a young workforce that is up to the challenges of 

advanced manufacturing, but companies are also doing their part by developing 

apprenticeships and internships and collaborating with local high schools and technical 

colleges. 

One company that is setting an example is Mack Molding (Arlington, VT), a custom 

plastics molder and supplier of contract manufacturing services. It recently announced 

the addition of a core competency program ensuring that employees are prepared to 

meet customers’ increasingly sophisticated needs, wrote Clare Goldsberry in 

PlasticsToday. Dubbed Mack U, the program recently graduated its first seven students 

from the initial curriculum, Electro-Mechanical Operator I. In all, the graduates 

completed 14 courses and 21 hours of classroom time and hands-on training. 

To receive certification, successful trainees must demonstrate their proficiency 

through tests, on which they must score 90 or better. “We believe employees are the 

company’s most valuable assets,” said Mack Headquarters Plant Manager Rich Hornby. 

“We developed Mack U because our work is getting more complex, making the quality 

of our output more important than ever. We carefully looked at what we are doing and 

where we are going, and this program gives our team the tools needed to meet the 

demands of our customers, as well as a pathway for advancement.” 

Also, in June 2017 we learned about Renishaw (West Dundee, IL), a global 

manufacturer of measurement, process control and other industrial equipment, 

partnering with the Center for Manufacturing Innovation (CMI) at Greenville Technical 

College (GTC) in Greenville, SC. The collaboration among academe, industry and 

community partners combines education/training, research and economic development 

in a region of the country where the aerospace, power generation and automotive 

industries are rapidly developing. 

The CMI campus includes a 100,000-square-foot facility with metrology, prototyping 

and pneumatics/hydraulics labs and an additive manufacturing area. Students take 

courses in industrial automation, robotics, CNC machining, manufacturing management, 

metrology/quality management, process design and Lean Six Sigma, among other 

disciplines. 

There are currently 15 educators on the CMI staff and nearly 200 students are 

enrolled at the center. Renishaw has committed a four-person staff to the program as 

well as many pieces of equipment. 
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The skills gap is not a new challenge for manufacturing and its impact will continue 

to cloud the future, but enlightened leadership at all levels of the public and private 

sectors can mitigate the consequences. The NAFTA re-negotiation could have a more 

direct impact on the plastics industry in 2018. “It’s hard to imagine the plastics industry 

without NAFTA,” noted Carteaux. But most indicators—a U.S. manufacturing 

renaissance, continued expansion of the plastics sector, and a weaker dollar, which 

would boost exports—point to a good year, indeed. If the President and Congress can 

move forward on a broad infrastructure project, it could even be a great year. 

 The 2017 Global Trends report features reams of data on the plastics industry 

beyond what is discussed here, including trade flows and market share related to 

resins, molds, and processing equipment. It can be downloaded from the PLASTICS 

website. 

The full 2017 Plastics Manufacturing Survey conducted by Echo-Factory on behalf 

of Ray Products can be downloaded here. 

— Norbert Sparrow 
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