CUTCO CORPORATION: ‘MADE IN AMERICA’ AT CORE 

OF CUTTING EDGE PRODUCTS

OLEAN, NY – There was a time when western New York State was the center of the cutlery manufacturing industry in much the same way that Detroit was synonymous with automobiles.

But as with the automobile and other industries, cutlery manufacturing fell victim to outsourcing production to overseas factories and workers. One by one, these companies closed, leaving people out of work and communities without corporate support. The once-proud cutlery manufacturing industry, which traces its roots to the English craftsmen who came to America in the 1700s, slowly began to disappear from the New York landscape.

But one company, Cutco Corporation, survived and continues to thrive, thanks to a successful blend of quality products, an innovative sales model, and community involvement. 

The key ingredient in this success formula?  Cutco’s products have been made in America, in the small town of Olean, since the company’s founding in 1949.

“We are committed to manufacturing our knives in the United States and here in Olean,” said Erick Laine, chairman of the board of Alcas Corporation, Cutco’s parent company. “Made in America is a fundamental commitment. It is one of our ground rules.”

More than 50 years ago, the company decided that it would never compromise the quality of its products and customer service. During this time, Cutco has consistently upgraded its manufacturing plant while improving products. With that as a corporate cornerstone, the company developed a direct sales model in which college students demonstrate products to families in their homes. 

Selling on the strength of quality….not price
“These are high-priced items,” said Jim Stitt, president and chief executive officer of Alcas. “It has always been our belief that the products couldn’t be sold in a traditional retail setting because salespeople in those venues couldn’t understand or convey value. Our salespeople are invited into homes to demonstrate the value and quality of our knives. When people see this performance, price ceases to become an issue.”

Therein lies the difference with Cutco.

“We’re selling on the strength of quality and performance,” Laine said, “not on price. This is the only way to win the battle against products which are made overseas.”

Sales reps are trained how to demonstrate the knives and frequently visit the plant to better understand how they are made.

“This gives our salespeople a sense of conviction,” Stitt said. “They meet the people who are actually making the products they sell. This value is then conveyed to the customer.”

As a result of this unwavering philosophy, Cutco has become the nation’s largest manufacturer of cutlery. In 2004, the company had sales of $184 million and trained more than 40,000 college students to sell. Laine estimates that more than 14 million households have Cutco products.

A major selling point is Cutco’s “Forever Warranty,” which means that customers can return a broken product and have it repaired, replaced or sharpened at no cost.

“This is a tremendous commitment,” Stitt added. “We couldn’t make this happen unless we had total control over the manufacturing.  When a product comes off the line, it has been tested repeatedly so we’re positive that it will perform to the high standards that were demonstrated in the home sales presentations. It is important for customers’ expectations to be met and exceeded.

“We also coordinate all customer service activities from Olean. We know when products are returned, when they are repaired and when they will be returned to the customer.

“We couldn’t offer this type of warranty or customer service if the knives were made overseas. Quality control, customer service, and accountability would be compromised.” 

A culture of consistency valued by customers
By maintaining complete control over manufacturing, sales, and service, Cutco has developed a culture of consistency which is valued by customers.

“We get letters and requests for sharpening from people who bought knives 50 years ago,” Laine said.  “They like dealing directly with us and not a middle man. They know that when they buy a Cutco knife, they are buying a lifetime relationship. When they call, they are speaking to someone in Olean, not someone in another country.”

This method of operations is difficult to teach. It is contrary to philosophies taught in business schools and at other companies. Cutco’s senior executives have grown up in the business, many starting as college sales reps. Most have been with the company for more than 25 years. The average tenure for CEOs at similarly sized companies is approximately four years.

This focus on local production comes with a responsibility to the Olean community, one that Cutco welcomes and takes seriously.

“Cutco exemplifies the good corporate citizen,” said John J. Sayegh, chief operating officer of the Greater Olean Area Chamber of Commerce. “I can’t say enough about the culture they instill in employees. Cutco has a community-oriented mind-set. They always find a way to give their moral and financial support to worthy causes.”

Senior management supports civic initiatives because it’s the right thing to do and it is necessary to improve the quality of life in this remote town. 

“It’s important for us to have a strong workforce here,” Stitt said, “and we do our best to improve the Olean area. This allows us to attract and retain outstanding craftsmen. We’re proud that our knives are made by people earning good wages with outstanding benefits.”

These efforts were rewarded when Cutco received the 2002 Labor-Management Award for its work with United Steelworkers of America Local 5429.

Civic activities include spearheading major capital campaigns for the YMCA, Jamestown Community College (Cattaraugus County campus),  and Olean General Hospital. The company makes major contributions to St. Bonaventure University and Alfred University. Through a partnership with a nearby elementary school employees also work as mentors in the city’s public school system.

Civic involvement enhances quality of life for employees
“Our industry, the product, and the community make everything work, both for us and the people of Olean,” Laine said.

A perfect example of Cutco’s civic activities involves its funding of a nursing scholarship at Jamestown Community College. Recipients must commit to working for at least two years at Olean General Hospital.  Cutco provided initial funding for the “Growing Our Own” scholarship which was subsequently supported by others in the community. 

“There is a nationwide shortage of nurses which is even more severe in this area,” Stitt said. “This scholarship has revitalized the nursing program and is keeping nurses here, which improves the city’s healthcare.”

Cutco also was the major contributor for the 200-seat Cutco Theatre at the local junior college. This was part of the major capital campaign, chaired by Laine, to build the new $30 million campus. This theatre is the home for community and college-produced shows. Cutco was named Company of the Year by the Cattaraugus County United Way for being the largest corporate contributor in 2003.

Stitt was chairman of the capital campaign for the YMCA which has a state-of-the-art  athletic complex. This was a cooperative venture with Jamestown Community College which uses the YMCA for its athletic activities and other functions. This is a model of public/private collaboration resulting in both entities having access to outstanding facilities.  Laine and Stitt also sit on numerous boards in the area.

“Cutco participates in every event and program that enhances the quality of life here,” Sayegh added. “These include making major donations, underwriting lighting for the streets during Christmas, improving local parks, and making employees available for work in schools and at the Chamber.”

And, at the core of this quality company is its proud commitment to being made in America.


“It’s the cornerstone of our company,” Laine said. “It’s who we are.” 
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