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EVOLVE OR PERISH
SUCCESSES AND LESSONS LEARNED
FROM OVER 60 YEARS OF MANUFACTURING

     WINEGARD COMPANY



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The last ten years have been tumultuous for the 
American manufacturing sector, which had already seen 
more than its fair share of difficult decades before the 
Great Recession of 2008. In fact, U.S. manufacturers 
were fighting an economic downturn before the 
recession hit, seeing productivity growth in the 1990s 
decline steadily in the early- and mid-2000s. Today 
however, manufacturing is now enjoying something 
of a renaissance. As companies across all industries 
launch or expand their manufacturing operations in 
the U.S., they can look to Winegard Company, based 
in Burlington, Iowa, for lessons on how to effectively 
address a wide range of issues, including: responding 
to sudden and radical shifts in customer demand, 
competing on a global scale, and upgrading existing 
facilities or building new ones. Winegard Company 
evolved over the last 60 years from one man working in 
his garage to a manufacturer and global distributor of 
more than 500,000 antennas every month for consumer 
and commercial applications. It is a model for any 
company that wants to build or expand its existing US-
based operations. 

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

Manufacturing will likely never return to the days when it 
represented 40 percent of the nation’s GDP, but it is still 
a hub of vital economic activity. It represents 12 percenti  
of GDP, which still equates to 12 million workers in 
2013, or about 8.8 percent of total U.S. employment 
(Scott 2015)ii.  Expectations are for continued growth, 
and the Institute for Supply Management (ISM) in 
its February 2015 Manufacturing ISM® Report 
On Business® found that the manufacturing sector 
expanded in February 2015 for the 26th consecutive 
month. 

Companies across all industries, including the darlings 
of Silicon Valley, are coming back to America after 
shutting their U.S.-based facilities years ago, or having 
decided to open new facilities here. However, as 
companies like Apple and Tesla are learning, there are 
obstacles both seen and unforeseen to building and 
growing manufacturing capabilities. Apple’s plans for its 
Arizona sapphire glass plant it helped build with partner 
GT Advanced were cancelled after GT Advanced went 
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bankrupt (Apple is converting the failed factory into 
a solar-powered “command center” for its worldwide 
networks, and expects to create 150 new jobs). Tesla has 
encountered multiple delays at its Fremont, Calif. plant 
in the production of its upcoming Model X due to the 
complexities of designing and manufacturing the luxury 
electric SUV. The company had hoped to introduce the 
Model X in late 2013, but is now aiming for the third 
quarter of 2015.

The high-tech antennas Winegard Company produces 
are very different in form and function from computers 
and electric cars. Nevertheless, Winegard Company has 
responded over the last six decades to ever-changing 
market conditions with innovation and engineering. It 
has grown and evolved its manufacturing capabilities and 
facilities, and can serve as a model for virtually any U.S.-
based manufacturer looking to improve its operations. 

TECHNICAL SOLUTIONS

LOCAL SIGNAL

Winegard Company’s roots stretch back to 1948. That’s 
when Burlington, Iowa native John Winegard turned 
his background in radio repair, and a fascination with 
the emerging medium of television, into a business 
making TV antennas in his garage. The first goal was 
to receive a signal from TV station WBKB (now WBBM) 
broadcasting from Chicago, two hundred miles east and 
north of Burlington. One of the first antennas to roll off 
his “assembly line” was used to receive Burlington’s 
very first TV picture, and he also built an antenna that 
enabled large numbers of Burlington residents to watch 
the 1949 inauguration of President Harry Truman.

John Winegard holds his first antenna model

https://www.instituteforsupplymanagement.org/ismreport/mfgrob.cfm
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Customer demand necessitated a move out of the 
garage, and the company was moved to a series of ever-
larger facilities until settling into the current location 
of the older of its two facilities on Mt. Pleasant Street. 
In 1954, John Winegard bought out his partner and 
renamed the enterprise Winegard Company. 

The new C-Band dish proved extremely popular with 
homeowners, particularly in rural areas where it was 
difficult to pull down over-the-air (OTA) broadcast 
signals, and it quickly became another Winegard 
Company success story. It also nearly killed the company. 

SUDDEN SHIFT IN DEMAND 

The introduction and rise in popularity of the C-Band 
antenna coincided with significant developments in the 
television industry and the entire U.S. manufacturing 
sector: the national roll-out of cable television in the 
‘60s and 70s, the decision on the part of the content 
providers in the 1980s to start scrambling their signals, 
and the rise of overseas manufacturing competitors.

Winegard Company had guessed wrong predicting 
that Americans would not want to pay for TV, and 
had decided not to focus its product innovation and 
engineering resources on building products that would be 
compatible with cable TV.

At the time, leading pay television services like HBO 
did not scramble their signals, allowing those with 
receivers to view a wide variety of satellite programming 
for free. By 1985, a significant percentage of Winegard 
Company’s revenues came from sales of satellite 
receivers. However, when broadcasters began to scramble

John Winegard never slowed his innovation efforts. 
In 1952, he developed the first antenna capable of 
receiving more than one channel; the earliest models 
were designed to only receive channels 4 and 5. Named 
the Clipper, this antenna was a tremendous success 
and headache for the company that was constantly 
scrambling to keep up with consumer demand. He 
also designed and built the world’s first all channel 
Yagi antenna which completely changed the antenna 
industry. In addition, Winegard Company designed the 
first antenna models that consumers could attach to 
their RVs, enabling mobile television viewing long before 
the arrival of iPads and Slingboxes.

Winegard Company has held more than 80 patents over 
the years.  In 2005, John Winegard was inducted into 
the Consumer Electronics Hall of Fame. The prestigious 
honor was made official during the opening keynote 
speech at the 2005 International CES event, the 
consumer tech industry’s massive annual show.

C-BAND SATELLITE

John Winegard had another runaway hit on his hands 
in the 1960s and ‘70s when his home’s screen door 
inspired him to design the C-Band satellite TV receiver 
dish that featured a perforated mesh-like surface area. 
Made available in 1983, the unique design improved 
reception quality and range, and made it more weather 
resistant. 

Winegard workers study early antenna design

C-band satellite TV receiver dish

Employees at the original Winegard factory
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their signals, the C-Band antenna was rendered obsolete 
virtually overnight. By 1986, receiver sales fell by 50 
percent.

The company also found itself under mounting pressure 
from overseas competitors that were able to produce and 
ship products more quickly and cheaply. 
 
EVOLVE OR PERISH

MODERNIZATION AND AUTOMATION

In response to these market pressures and trends, 
Winegard Company launched a massive effort to re-tool 
its manufacturing facility to implement machine presses 
that automated the process of stamping out satellite 
antennas. This effort to modernize and streamline its 
manufacturing operations not only helped the company 
to level the playing field against its competitors, but also 
aided its move into developing products for commercial 
applications.

Winegard Company recognized that smaller satellite 
dishes were becoming popular with European 
homeowners, and anticipated that would happen in 
the U.S. too. So even though Winegard Company 
was working to recover from the demise of C-Band, 
it invested in expensive equipment and hired new 
employees right out of engineering school who knew how 
to run the new equipment. It was as much an investment 
in human capital as new machines and technology.

Randy Winegard, who took over the company from his 
father in October 1977, has been a major influence on 
the company’s modernization drive. He has overseen 
improvements in Winegard Company’s manufacturing 
process, antenna testing labs, and updated facilities.

Identifying and capitalizing on these trends drove 
Winegard Company’s growth, and demand surged in 
the 1990s and 2000s when satellite TV providers like 
DISH Network began competing with cable TV providers, 
as well as the FCC’s order that all broadcasters switch 
from analog to digital OTA signals. This order enabled 
homeowners to pull down full HD signals that were even 
better quality than what cable TV could deliver.

Winegard Company also capitalized on Americans 
increasing installations of satellite TV receivers in their 
mobile homes and boats. The RV market had become a 
very important component of the company’s business 
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by the late 1990s, and continues to grow today. In 
2003 the company introduced switchers that enabled 
RV owners to easily select from a variety of video input 
sources such as satellite and OTA TV, DVD players, and 
others.  
 
In 2014, the line evolved again with the introduction 
of the compact Carryout® G2 automatic satellite 
TV antenna. The G2 is almost half the size than its 
predecessor, is fully automatic, and is quick and easy 
to setup. With two coaxial outputs, two TVs can be 
connected for twice the viewing fun (receivers and 
programming sold separately). The antenna is powered 
through a 12V output (included), but can be connected 
to a 110V outlet with a power converter (sold separately).

MOVE INTO NEW TECHNOLOGIES

The lessons Winegard Company learned from its 
decades of experience has helped it anticipate needs 
for a variety of commercial markets. The emergence of 
two-way technology has created new opportunities for 
Winegard.  The company now produces VSAT (satellite), 
wireless (terrestrial), and advanced mobile solutions for 
the oil and gas industry, the military, and emergency 
responders.  This technology is being adapted for 
consumer use in the RV market. 

The move into additional markets required not just an 
expansion of the company’s manufacturing facility; 
it required the construction of an entirely new plant. 
Winegard has two facilities each using a different 
manufacturing model to help meet customer demand.  
One manufacturing facility is based on a continuous 
flow model and is effective for high volume massed 
produced products. The other facility is based on cell 
manufacturing and is effective for specialized assemblies 
in lower volume.  While the products being manufactured 
in both facilities vary significantly, both are guided by

Winegard Carryout G2 portable satellite antenna installed on an RV
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Lean Manufacturing principles in an effort to 
continuously eliminate waste and reduce lead time.

Faced with overseas competition, Winegard has 
embraced the challenge of being a U.S. based 
manufacturer.  Through the application of Lean 
Manufacturing, vertical integration and a mature 
supply chain, Winegard is not only competitive, but has 
positioned themselves as leaders in the industry. As a 
result, Winegard is able to react quickly to the needs of 
the market with a quality product that competes with 
competitors worldwide.  
 
After the new lean manufacturing plant came online, it 
wasn’t long before new construction began again.  To 
further aid in research and development, Winegard
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Winegard’s world class NSI testing range

Winegard VSAT manufacturing process

Company in 2014 completed construction of a state-of-
the-art testing facility that establishes the company as 
a world class antenna testing facility. The newly added 
facilities will allow Winegard engineers to quickly and 
accurately characterize antennas from 500 MHz to 40 
GHz in-house and reduce design and development time 
in half, providing a critical competitive advantage. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Winegard Company has been a leader in the design and 
manufacturing of quality antenna products since 1954, 
with over 1,000 antenna models and dozens of patents 
to its credit. Winegard Company is always working to 
anticipate how its customers’ needs will evolve in the 
short and long-term, and is designing new products to 
meet those needs. The emergence of ever-expanding 
networks and new technologies that can deliver 
faster, more reliable wireless connections represents 
a revolution as significant as the appearance of cable 
TV and content providers scrambling their signals. 
The potential applications for a combination of OTA 
and wireless Internet service will alter how businesses 
communicate and how consumers consume video 
content on their televisions, computers and mobile 
devices. The company’s new lean manufacturing facility 
and antenna range, and its commitment to innovation 
and engineering, will allow Winegard Company to 
remain ahead of the curve.  
 
To learn how Winegard Company can provide your 
company with state-of-the-art communications 
solutions, visit www.winegard.com or call 866-565-
7974 
 
Winegard Company 
3000 Kirkwood St. 
Burlington, IA 52601 
1 866 565 7974  
dedwa@winegard.com
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