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private again to refocus on what was then a brand new tech-
nology: Voiceover Internet Protocol (VoIP), which allows voice,
fax, and/or voice-messaging applications to be transported via
the Internet, rather than over the public switched telephone
network. •We really believed it was the right thing to do,Ž
Shockley says. •We wanted to be on the forefront of it.Ž

Good decision. Not long after the company went private,
the tech bubble and the stock market both de”ated. Although
Spanlink went through the same difficulties that many other
technology companies faced, it came out on top. •We had to
shrink a bit to get through, but now we•re growing,Ž Shock-
ley says. •In the past year, we•ve added 150 people to our busi-
ness; we•re up over 300 employees now.Ž

The company•s growth seems to be directly proportional
to the evolution of VoIP, which has taken off in the last few
years. By all estimates, the market for the technology is grow-
ing; one British research “rm pegged the worldwide rate at
83 percent, noting that VoIP subscribers rose from 10.3 mil-
lion to 18.7 million during 2005. •It allows you to put peo-
ple anywhere,Ž Shockley explains. •It doesn•t matter where
the people are or where the equipment is. It offers radically dif-
ferent ways for people to communicate with each other.Ž

With the market growing •by leaps and bounds,Ž as Shock-
ley notes, Spanlink is poised to •reap the bene“ts of all the

development work we did back before we were sure this was
the direction the market would go. Now we•re sure; it•s hap-
pening everywhere now.Ž

Shockley says his tenure in the telecommunications indus-
try„he was with Eden Prairie-based ADC Telecommunic a-
tions for several years before starting Spanlink„paired with
both his engineering and business backgrounds have helped
him understand the marketplace and where it is heading. •It
puts me in a position to know what may be possible, what
may be hard, and what may be easy,Ž he says. •That can be
valuable when you•re thinking about how to apply technol-
ogy to solve business problems.Ž

Shockley believes that the VoIP solution can work for any
business. •This is relevant to everybody,Ž he says. •It will
make a difference for every business. It can improve your
communications with your customers and is driving tens of
millions of dollars in additional revenue for businesses.Ž

And if Shockley is lucky, it will become the future of the
telecommunications industry. •Someday, every phone sys-
tem in the world will be replaced by VoIP,Ž he says. •It is driv-
ing radical changes in the marketplace, and we•re building the
software applications that will leverage that technology.Ž 

Sara Gilbert is a Mankato-based freelance writer.
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Change
Quick Once in danger of being

crippled by Asian competitors,
Mankato-based Winland Elec-
tronics has fundamentally
reshaped its operation over the
last “ve years.

Five years ago, Winland Electronics was “ghting a losing bat-
tle.
Like many electronics manufacturers, the Mankato-based
company was watching business go to cheaper Asian com-
petitors in the late 1990s. In 2001, with revenues falling to $15
million, Winland (Amex: WEX) was losing money„the c om-
pany posted a loss of $1 million. And, after 30 years of assem-
bling circuit boards for mostly Minnesota customers, it was
losing its focus. 

These days, Winland is in the midst of a winning streak.
Business has grown at a rate of 20 percent over the past three
years. Net sales closed out just shy of $30 million in 2005; by
June 2006, quarterly revenues were soaring into the $10 mil-
lion range, suggesting that another year will end with record
growth. 

What happened? The difference is in the de“nition.

REENGINEERING

•We had to redefine and reinvent ourselves,Ž says Dale
Nordquist, Winland•s senior vice president of sales and mar-
keting who joined the company in 2001. •We had to change
with the market.Ž

So instead of relying on low-complexity, mid- to high-vol-
ume circuit board assembly (much of which could be out-
sourced to Asia), Winland shifted its focus to low- to mid-
volume manufacturing of more complex circuit boards. It
also expanded its repertoire of offerings, adding more capa-
bilities both on the front end (including product concept stud-
ies and product design) and at the back end, with complete
box-build assembly available. And it extended its reach into
new markets, particularly the medical industry. 

•We looked at what could not be done over in Asia, and we
tried to decide what we could do to involve ourselves in that,Ž
Nordquist says. •Our challenge was becoming more of a

B Y  S A R A  G I L B E R T
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chameleon and adapting a full breadth of services so that we
could con“gure ourselves to what our customers needed.Ž

That new strategic plan has been so successful that when
Minneapolis-based mattress supplier Select Comfort, which
had long accounted for about half of Winland•s business,
decided to send a signi“cant portion of its work to another
source, Winland was ready. •Four years ago, that would have
been devastating to this company,Ž Nordquist says. •Now,
we could withstand it.Ž

Part of that loss can be absorbed by
Winland•s increasing market share with-
in the medical industry. Just a few years
ago, the company had no medical clients.
Then, in 2004, it received the required
ISO 13485 registration (a quality-man-
agement standard for medical devices).
Since then, it has worked on products
used in genetic testing equipment and in
prostate therapy equipment. Its circuit
boards have helped program cardiac
defibrillators. The company even
designed and manufactured a medical
compounder that mixes, measures, and
monitors various materials used in feed-
ing tubes.

Part of it may also be mitigated by the
potential for growth in Winland•s own
proprietary products. Less than 15 per-
cent of the company•s revenue current-
ly comes from a series of critical envi-
ronment sensors and alarms that it
develops, designs, and builds. Nordquist
hopes that those products, which include
everything from temperature and mois-
ture sensor systems to vehicle alerts for
drive-up windows, can become a bigger
part of Winland•s revenue.

An ongoing commitment to lean
manufacturing will help too. For the bet-
ter part of two years, Winland has
worked with MTI to become actively
engaged in value stream mapping many
of its processes; last summer, when the
company needed to shift its production
lines to make better use of existing space,
leaning the lines was an integral part of
the process. •We were able to reduce time
and motion throughout our manufac-
turing lines and gain additional floor
space at the same time,Ž Nordquist
reports. 

But most important to the company•s
continued success is the new, improved
understanding of what Winland is and
what it can do. In “ve short years, it has
gone from being, in industry slang, •a
circuit board stuffer,Ž to building entire

products from start to “nish. •Five years ago, this company
was stagnant,Ž says Nordquist. •There was no recipe for
growth. We needed a new focus, new strategies, a new plan
that we all believed in. It has been just phenomenal to see that
happen.Ž 

Elsewhere in this issue, Sara Gilbert pro“led Winland Electronics.
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Dale Nordquist,Winland Electronics


