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Background 

 

Martin Guitar (formally, C. F. Martin & Co., Inc.) was a globally-known manufacturer of high-

quality guitars and guitar strings, located in the small town of Nazareth in Eastern Pennsylvania. 

In 2018, Martin Guitar had $116 million in revenue, 934 employees in Nazareth and Mexico, a 

highly regarded brand name, and a profound influence on American and global music since the 

mid-19th century. Since 1986, Martin Guitar was led by sixth-generation C. F. Martin IV 

(Chris). In 2019, Chris Martin looked back, and looked ahead. He reflected on four decades of 

work to sustain the business, build a strong market competitor, manage and lead hundreds of 

workers, and develop a powerful culture. Now, looking ahead to his retirement, he and the 

company continued to prepare for a successful future as a family-owned business.i 

 

Insert Exhibit 1 and Exhibit 2 here 

 

Cycles of growth and regeneration  

 

Founded in 1833 by German immigrant Christian Frederick Martin in New York City, C.F. 

Martin & Co. relocated to Nazareth in 1859. Trained in instrument and cabinet building, Martin 

was an innovator in design, using “X- bracing” supports for the top of the guitar, which 

 
1 This is Author’s Accepted Manuscript of: Kushner, R. (2019), "Building, leading, and sustaining a cultural 
enterprise: Martin Guitar in 2019", The CASE Journal, Vol. 15 No. 4, pp. 306-336. https://doi.org/10.1108/TCJ-07-
2018-0086.  There is also a Teaching Note, available from Emerald Publications, for instructors adopting the case.  
Students are asked to consider these questions: 
1. Chris Martin routinely describes Martin Guitar as a “family business.”  What family business characteristics 
contribute to his leadership practices? 
2. Assess the distinguishing characteristics of Chris’ leadership?  What practices has he adopted that have 
contributed to Martin Guitar’s success? 
3. Describe the ways in which Martin Guitar is a “cultural enterprise?” Are they isolated, individual characteristics, 
or do they work together?  
4. What resources does Martin Guitar have that help explain its strong long-lasting performance?  How can those 
resources be preserved and extended to support future success? 
5. As Chris approaches retirement, he wants the company to be a success in the future.  What practices should the 
company preserve, and what resources should it protect, to support that goal?   
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contributed to Martin guitars’ distinct tone and durability. Its most popular innovation came in 

1916 with a new style of guitar called the dreadnought, still the company’s most popular and a 

favorite among musicians worldwide. Martin instruments were widely recognized for tone and 

for “playability,” the feel in a musician’s hands. Compared to many competitors’ instruments, 

Martins were durable, and some appreciated in value.  

 

After World War II, in a strong post-war economy with interest in country, folk, and folk-rock 

genres sweeping the country, Martin experienced strong demand, and production did not keep up 

with incoming orders. During the 1960s, with Chris’ father Frank Herbert Martin as President, 

Martin instruments were back-ordered almost three years. In 1964 the company invested in a 

62,000 square foot facility just outside Nazareth. With the new capacity, Martin was able to 

increase output to over 23,000 guitars in 1972, using primarily handcraft production methods.  

 

Post-War Leadership timeline 

1945-1971 C. F. Martin III 

1971-1982 Frank Herbert Martin 

1982-1986 C. F. Martin III 

1986-present C. F. Martin IV (Chris) 

 

As the 1970s continued, Frank Martin’s leadership faltered, starting with a series of failed 

acquisitions of other companies. One enduring success was a guitar string company he bought, 

but acquisitions of another guitar company, and manufacturers of drums and banjos were costly 

failures. His practices drove a wedge between the leadership and factory workers, culminating in 

a 1977 strike. The slowing folk boom and the rising prominence of electric guitars, electronic 

keyboards and disco music in the late 1970s drove Martin’s production down to only 3,000 

guitars in 1981. Production and quality problems increased.  

 

In the early 1980s, Martin Guitar was in peril of shutting its doors. Despite strong brand 

reputation and respect, cash flow was poor, and the company’s credit facilities were stretched to 

the limit. By 1982, Frank Martin retired from the company after conflicts with the Board, and his 

father C. F. Martin III resumed his role as CEO, in addition to chairing the company Board.  

 

His work to stabilize the company succeeded. The mid-1980s saw the start of an upturn in the 

company’s fortunes, and a new leader. Frank Martin’s son Christian Frederick Martin IV (Chris) 

was born July 8, 1955 and from a young age was involved in all phases of the family business: 

packing strings, designing and building instruments, and working in a Martin dealership. After 

graduation from Boston University in 1978 with a B.A. in Business Administration, he returned 

to Martin Guitar in the early 1980s, and became Vice President of Marketing. Chris learned new 

roles under his father’s and grandfather’s tutelage, anticipating a time when he would lead the 

company. After his grandfather C. F. Martin III’s death in 1986 at 93, Chris was appointed Board 
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Chair and CEO, positions he held through 2019ii. Chris married District Judge Diane Repyneck 

in 1990 (They met when he pled “not guilty” in her courtroom to a traffic violation). Their 

daughter, Claire Frances Martin, arrived in 2004.    

 

The revived popularity of acoustic music, increasingly efficient yet high-quality production 

processes, and expanding global demand all helped put Martin Guitar on an upward trajectory in 

the early 21st century. Investing in manufacturing capacity in Nazareth and in Navojoa, Mexico 

facilitated expansion of the Martin Guitar product line to include mid-priced guitars.iii  

 

Sales eclipsed $100 million in 2012 and rose for three more years.iv   Martin also benefitted from 

new demand for ukuleles, small four-stringed instruments. “Ukes” had been a successful product 

for Martin Guitar in the early 20th century. In 2016, Martin Guitar suffered its first year-over-

year sales decline since the Recession, and Chris faced a difficult problem: how to reduce labor 

costs without forced layoffs. He felt strongly that job security was his highest obligation to his 

workers. A combination of methods was used in Nazareth; overtime and extra-shift work were 

eliminated. A number of senior employees took early retirement packages. Some workers 

implemented temporary work share arrangements. Many production workers had their hours 

reduced. But these cuts did not endure: 2017 sales rebounded, and in 2018, some plant workers 

were on overtime as throughput picked up, and the company invited referrals to find new hires in 

a crowded job market.  

 

Over the years, some issues were perennial, requiring constant attention from Chris. He was 

proud of his family’s heritage and its significance in the business. He always had to focus on the 

core guitar product and its performance for consumers, competitors, and distribution and sales 

partners. The core products were built from increasingly rare woods in short supply. Inside the 

company, he was a visible leader to hundreds of workers carrying on a complex production 

process, and requiring regular infusions of capital. He used a Board of Directors as active 

fiduciaries to help govern and lead his business. His company did business globally with 

customers, suppliers, and music industry partners. But he knew, from decades in the industry and 

his awareness of his family’s business history, that the music business, like the economy, was 

cyclical. 

 

Now 64, Chris and the company had to plan for a future with these same recurrent issues, and, at 

some point, a new CEO. He knew that the company would face new market and environmental 

changes. At the same time, he wanted his successors to retain core principles and practices that 

would be the best foundation throughout future cycles of change. 

 

The product  
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The acoustic guitar had a critical role in the evolution of American popular music. A product that 

evolved over multiple centuries from variants in Europe, Africa, and the U.S., it attracted users 

because it was portable and could accompany singing. Three significant characteristics of the 

product for consumers and users were sound, ease of playing, and durability.  

 

Acoustic guitars had a sound chamber with a top, back, and curved sides. To these were affixed a 

neck that supports a fingerboard with “frets,” metal rods crossing the fingerboard at positions 

that let players select specific notes for each string. A “bridge” on the top of the guitar held one 

end of each string; the other end passed over another fixed point, the “nut,” and then was fit to 

tuning pegs at the other end of the neck. As the player struck one or more strings, sound was 

projected forward from the sound hole. The sound was affected by the guitar’s shape, the 

particular woods used on top, back, and sides; where the bridge was located on the top of the 

guitar, and how the top was “braced” or supported. For the guitar to be in tune, all components 

had to be located precisely and meet rigorous design requirements. Guitars also had visual 

decorative characteristics with less impact on the sound, but appeal to different consumer 

segments. Since the 1930s, guitar manufacturers also made guitars that projected sound via 

electric amplification. Specific kinds of woods were used for the different parts of the guitar, 

including spruce, rosewood, ebony, mahogany, maple, koa, and more. Other components include 

plastics, metals, adhesives, lacquers, pearl or plastic inlay or decoration. Since the mid-20th 

century, Martin primarily made steel-stringed guitars, a successor to animal gut strings. 

 

The ease of the user’s physical interaction with the guitar affected another key demand attribute. 

Players used both hands: one to strike one or more strings, and the other to press strings to the 

fingerboard to form specific notes or chords.  Guitars built mainly from wood were vulnerable to 

deterioration, so raw material, design and construction methods were important to users. Over 

multiple decades, Martin’s reputation was one of manufacturing guitars of high quality in sound 

and playability that were very durable, even with regular use. New instruments were sold with a 

limited lifetime warranty to the original buyer. 

 

The acoustic guitar marketplace 

 

Martin Guitar’s market environment included consumers, distributors, retailers, competitors, and 

its own used products.  

 

Fretted instruments were the largest product category in the U.S. musical instrument industry, 

with $1.6 billion of a $7.4 billion market in 2017.v  Guitar consumers made up a diverse and 

segmented market. Demand was influenced by a customer’s age, musical style interests, skill 

level, time horizon of musical ambitions and interests, and financial capacity. During Chris 

Martin’s tenure as CEO, the Baby Boom generation grew, and then receded, as the core of 

Martin Guitar’s market. Shifting popular music preferences had an especially strong influence, 
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one that was sometimes favorable and sometimes less so to acoustic stringed instrument makers. 

Guitar players often bought multiple guitars over time as their skills, financial resources, use 

patterns, and collection interests evolved.vi 

 

From the early 20th century, Martin acoustic guitars competed with Gibson, Fender, Guild and 

Washburn. In the 1970s, a number of small American companies developed market followings. 

At that time, Japanese competitors entered the market, notably Yamaha, Takamine, Ibanez, and 

Alvarez Yairi. This trend of Asian competitors continued unabated into the next century.vii   One 

prominent competitive change was rivalry with a successful American brand, Taylor Guitar. 

Founded in 1974, Taylor competed vigorously with well-made instruments that were a high-

quality alternative to Martin at comparable price points.viii   

 

Chris had the luck to be CEO when the popular show “MTV Unplugged” (1989-1999) boosted 

another of Martin Guitar’s dramatic impacts on American culture. MTV saw that rock musicians 

playing their music with acoustic instruments would resonate with the nostalgia of baby boomers 

for the acoustic music of their youth, while also appealing to their children.ix  Unplugged 

featured A-list rock musicians of the day reprising their biggest hits on primarily acoustic 

instruments. The creators turned to Martin Guitar – two short hours from MTV’s Manhattan 

studios – who provided acoustic guitars to the performers for nearly the show’s entire run. This 

reached millions of television viewers who watched the world’s biggest musical acts using and 

enjoying Martin guitars. 

 

Other new marketing strategies followed. Martin Guitar began working more with popular 

artists, and expanded “Signature” and “Ambassador” programs, working with well-known 

guitarists to develop guitars exactly meeting their needs. Eric Clapton, famous for his electric 

guitar playing, performed with a Martin 000-28 on Unplugged; in 1992; his fans wanted an 

instrument like he used (see Exhibit 3). The limited-edition Eric Clapton guitar x had great 

success as foreign buyers alone were prepared to purchase the entire run. This set the stage for 

Martin Signature models with other prominent musicians, and limited-edition guitars for other 

causes and activities. A brand-building success came when a Martin Backpacker guitar went to 

outer space on a shuttle mission. 

 

Insert Exhibit 3 here 
 

Martin sound and playability usually did not deteriorate; in fact, as decades went on, their sound 

often improved. Demand for used Martins grew in the global marketplace of musical instrument 

dealers, professional musicians at all levels, antique dealers, collectors, and others.xi  New Martin 

guitars had the burden of competing with used Martins in the minds of some buyers. In late 

2018, an internet search showed 15 used Martin guitars of various ages with asking prices over 

$50,000. One leading dealer of new and used Martins was Gruhn Guitars in Nashville. George 



 6

Gruhn observed that Martin was making better guitars than 40 years earlier, and agreed that 

quality has greatly improved. He saw how the company responded to competition with broader 

product lines, different material choices, and expanded Custom Shop capabilities. Even though 

the biggest buying period for the Baby Boomers was over, Martins were his best-selling acoustic 

guitars from the store’s opening in 1970 through 2018.xii  

 

While the competition cost some market share, Martin Guitar exploited the high regard for its 

older instruments by promoting their durability, re-usin designs from earlier decades, and 

featuring old Martins in catalogs to show new customers what their guitars might become over 

time. The high opinion of used instruments helped support sales of new ones.  

 

As mainstream music saw emerging pop sounds – rock, disco, new wave, punk, power rock, 

grunge, alternative, hip hop, EDM, and more – Martin Guitar was able to sustain its market 

position. In the 1950s, Elvis Presley; in the 1960s, the Beatles; and in the 2010s, prominent 

performers like Ed Sheeran, Mumford & Sons, and Jason Isbell were Martin users. In addition to 

guitars, Martin brand strings represented about 15 percent of Martin’s overall sales. 

 

Martin instruments were priced at the high end of the range for factory-made guitars, though 

many individual luthiers (a historic term for guitar makers) had pricier offerings. A Martin D-28 

guitar, popular in genres from bluegrass to rock, had a suggested retail price of $1,490 in 1986 

and $3,5,99 in 2019. Corresponding prices for a top-of-the-line D-45 were $3,655 and 

$11,599.xiii The highest 2018 suggested list price for a D-45 V (for vintage) made with some of 

Martin’s limited stock of Brazilian rosewood was $64,999.  

 

All guitars were sold through about 800 licensed and authorized dealers worldwide. Mindful of 

the importance of the dealer network, the company maintained strong relationships with its 

dealers including trade show participation, sales visits, and in-store promotion.  The company 

welcomed dealer visits and implemented dealer-driven recommendations on Martin product 

design and sales practices.  

 

The dealer population also evolved.  Historically, musical instrument retailers were mostly 

independent, with no real regional chain businesses. Guitar Center challenged this independent 

model, and began opening large stores from coast to coast; by the 1990s it had close to one 

hundred stores across the country,xiv and over 200 stores by 2014. An estimate in 2009 was that 

almost 30% of Martin sales went through Guitar Center, though in 2017, that share had declined 

to 20%-25% of Martin sales.xv  Long & McQuade had a similar presence throughout Canada, a 

key export market. Channel partners with such big shares necessarily affected product, 

promotion, and brand strategy. This shifted the dynamics in Martin Guitar’s relationships with 

independent dealers who now competed with corporate enterprises capturing proportionally more 

of the company’s output. 
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Throughout his career, Chris was deeply engaged with the marketplace. He traveled the world 

representing the company to retail dealers, and attended regional sales events, helping him 

develop a global industry network.xvi  Martin Guitar documented its own history well, and Chris 

was good at telling the story to different audiences. Books were written about the company, and 

prominent museums including the Metropolitan Museum of Art featured Martin instruments.xvii  

Every year, Martin Guitar exhibited at major semiannual sales shows of NAMM, the National 

Association of Music Merchandisers in Nashville and Anaheim, and similar global events in 

Frankfurt and Shanghai.xviii   

 

Martin Guitar used high-touch, person-to-person methods and practices to serve customers and 

sustain demand. In Nazareth, Martin was a tourist attraction.  Visitors were attracted by the 

Museum, expanded in 2006xix, and other experiences that emphasized the strong bond between 

Martin Guitar and musicians, amateur and professional, who used Martin products. Along with 

the Museum and tours, the 1833 Shop sold Martin-branded clothing, souvenirs, Martin strings 

and accessories. There was a free daily guided plant tour, which from 1998 to 2018 drew 

395,000 visitorsxx. Tours showed details of the process, and visitors could watch Martin 

craftsmen and craftswomen at work on intricate stages of guitar manufacturing. Guitars were 

available for visitors to play. The Martin Owners Club, which began in 2004 and had 3,200 

members in 2018, connected users to the company, with discounts, literature, and opportunities 

to meet Chris and play Martin guitars. The annual “Martin on Main” festival in Nazareth was a 

well-known tourism attraction that annually attracted 3,000-4,000 people.xxi  The company 

maintained a strong social media presence on major platforms, and had 930,000, 228,000, and 

456,000 followers on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram respectively in 2019. 

 

Insert Exhibit 7 here 

 

Labor, materials, technology, and supply chain 

 

In 2018, Chris recalled his grandfather saying “The Martins are all mechanics,” emphasizing the 

importance of manufacturing in his work. xxii When he began as CEO, he led a manufacturing 

and selling organization with 260 employees. In 1986, Martin Guitar produced about 7,600 

instruments generating $13.98 million in net sales. In the then 20-year-old Nazareth plant, his 

continuing challenges were to simultaneously increase sales and volume while maintaining 

quality values that mattered to the market.  

 

Guitar making involves material science, industrial engineering, acoustical design, and global 

sourcing of organic raw materials.  Each instrument was comprised of specific kinds of wood, 

metal, adhesives, coatings, and decorative material, all integrated in a single product. About 300 

separate steps went into creating a guitar, a process spanning up to three months. Production 
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combined detailed hand work with various automated methods to speed some processes. Some 

stages included waiting time for adhesives and finishes to dry, or for assembled instruments to 

settle. The organic materials and assembly processes required fine control of temperature (68 F°-

78 F°) and humidity (43% ± 3%) ranges.  Energy use across the seasons was a critical efficiency 

factor.   

 

Martins had been known for decades for very high-quality designs and material. However, many 

produced in the mid- through late 1970s had high levels of defects, a costly problem that Chris’ 

father had not been able to solve. Chris progressively moved manufacturing away from long-held 

rigidities and implemented more productive and quality-focused processes, while selectively 

introducing automation technologies. The 1980s coincided with the quality movement, and Chris 

knew the work of W. Edwards Deming and Joseph Juranxxiii. He attacked difficult production 

problems with more current management and workplace practices. While always on the lookout 

for competitive opportunity, Chris was also receptive to ideas from other builders, and 

collaborated eagerly with luthiers in the development of the trade.xxiv 

 

Volume and quality increased by redesigning production sequences and layout. Speaking to 

students in the early 1990s, Chris described how he had invited workers to participate in 

redesigning their own workflow, taking on the “sacred cows of management”. In one early 

meeting, an older worker took a defensive pose, with arms crossed and a skeptical eye, and then 

gradually became more engaged in the transformation. Over time, that worker became an ally on 

the shop floor. Overall, errors declined, and throughput rose. 

 

Over decades, more automation and material handling were added to cut and shape wood and 

accelerate the process. Fred Everett, Director of Process Improvement, recalled throughput of 72 

guitars per day in Nazareth in 1994, and a target of 100 per day by the year 2000. By 

reorganizing the shop floor to rationalize the work flow, and expanding the plant’s production 

area, output grew to 145 per day by 1998 and over 200 by 2018. Table 1 below shows major 

capital investments expansion during Chris’ leadership. 

 

Table 1 Here 

 

While his father went outside the company to diversify, Chris intensified the company’s 

commitment to manufacturing with vigorous capital investment. The plant grew, as did the 

processes within it. Operating profits were adequate to invest in computer numerically-controlled 

(CNC) machineryxxv, fixtures, tooling, dust collection, temperature and humidity control, 

environmental health and safety,xxvi conveyor lines, and robotic spraying. Still, many key steps 

remained firmly in workers’ own hands. Exhibits 4 and 5 show the interplay of mechanized and 

manual techniques. Even with technology and automation, many handcraft production steps were 

retained (contrast old and new in Exhibit 6). xxvii  Everett and CFO Nathan Eckhart described 
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how the company maintained a disciplined investment evaluation methodology including Net 

Present Value, Internal Rate of Return given hurdle rates, and cash flow payback estimates.  

 

Insert Exhibits 4, 5 and 6 here 

 

Increased attention to the Martin brand stimulated demand in lower price ranges than the 

company’s historic product lines, resulting in a strategy shift. In the mid-1990s, Martin 

introduced lower price-point guitars made with a faster assembly for guitars with high-pressure 

laminate top, back, sides, and neck instead of solid wood. These product lines provided easier 

entry points for new Martin customers.xxviii The Navojoa plant was used to produce less 

expensive guitars like the Backpacker and Little Martin.xxixxxx  In 2004 the string division moved 

to Navojoa. In 2018, the company introduced lean initiatives focused on shortening the cash flow 

cycle to cut costs and increase cash flow.  

 

Retaining knowledge of manufacturing processes was seen as necessary for continued success. 

The company worked over the years to build and maintain a knowledge base of specialized 

knowledge of retiring workers. However, outside observers were worried: prominent dealer 

George Gruhn wondered how guitar-making skills and knowledge were preserved at the 

company.xxxi 

 

Management 

 

In his father and grandfather’s time, isolated high-level executives made decisions without 

consulting plant managers or other office personnel. Chris practiced a participative decision-

making style, engaging his Vice Presidents and many of their direct reports, and getting Board 

buy-in for big decisions.xxxii   He practiced an open-door policy and consistently developed 

connections with employees. One technique was annual adventures with Outward Bound, a 

program of team-building activities in demanding outdoor conditions. Chris estimated that over 

the years, his Outward Boundxxxiii trips included more than 500 of his colleagues (his preferred 

term for all Martin Guitar employees). Not just “camping with the boss,” these were vital team-

building activities.xxxiv   

 

There were difficult labor relations during his father’s era, when workers saw a small number of 

executives harvesting rewards of the company’s success.  Chris addressed worker concerns as 

part of rejuvenating the company’s culture. Evoking the company’s family heritage, he conveyed 

to workers a sense of “we’re all in this together,” and publicly offered to share company gains 

with them. In 1987 Martin Guitar began a profit-sharing program which awarded $87.8 million 

to workers through 2018, about four percent of total sales over that period.xxxv  Throughout his 

tenure, Chris met all Nazareth employees once every quarter for a “Town Hall” meeting with a 

report and their profit-sharing check.  
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In the local labor market, Martin was generally regarded as a good employer.  Many employees 

at Martin worked there for decades, and some workers recruited members of their own close and 

extended families. The company often promoted from within, and many workers who started in 

manufacturing ended in management or sales. This dedication to its workers and their wellbeing 

was returned in how strongly employees were bonded to the company.xxxvi Fluctuations in 

demand and increased technology periodically reduced labor demand. However, Martin Guitar 

never had involuntary layoffs in Nazareth.xxxvii   It occasionally adjusted workforce levels in 

other ways, such as shared work programs, and in late 2016 offered severance packages to some 

long-term employees to reduce labor count.  

 

As he approached 20 years as CEO, Chris needed to replace people who had worked under his 

predecessors. In his first years, Chris appointed insiders to the post of company President. In 

2003, he went outside and hired Keith Lombardi, a successful executive in private equity 

settings, to run day-to-day operations. Lombardi’s “by the numbers” focus emphasized 

profitability and ROI. Sales in the mid-2000s were volatile, but Martin Guitar had the wind at its 

back coming out of the financial crisis, and sales grew rapidly from 2008 through 2014 with 

Lombardi’s help. Anticipating continued growth, the company ramped up staffing in Nazareth 

and Navojoa in the early 2010s.When Lombardi was hired, Chris was 47, and his daughter Claire 

had not yet been born. It was clearly prudent for Chris to consider and prepare for the future of 

the company, and a strong executive was a valuable resource.xxxviii    

 

The middle of the decade brought both success and challenge. On Lombardi’s departure, Chris 

took on the operational role of President in addition to his work as CEO and Chair. At that time, 

he met regularly with a “Core Team” of 23 Vice-President and second-level managers. In 2015, 

Jacqueline Renner became Martin Guitar’s president.xxxix  Renner had been a successful 

executive in home luxury goods. The Executive Team incorporated six direct reports to Renner, 

who in turn reported to Chris and also participated in Board meetings. However, Chris chaired 

the Executive Leadership Team (see Exhibit 8). 

 

Insert Exhibit 8 here 

 

Long-time colleagues of Chris including Chief Financial Officer Nathan Eckhart, Retired Vice 

President for Human Resources Deborah Karlowitch, and Fred Everett, Director of Process 

Improvements described Chris’ evolving management style in separate interviews. Eckhart 

described it as one of consensus and collaboration. Retired Director of Artist Relations and 

Archive Manager Dick Boak recalled how Chris earned the workers’ trust early in his tenure 

with accountability and an open door. Karlowitch said “I would advise that you do this” was a 

characteristic way for Chris to direct a colleague. All four, and many other Martin workers over 

time, confirmed that their commitment to their work was strongly influenced by Chris’ personal 
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demeanor. Chris and others also noted his caution, always recalling the company’s brush with 

bankruptcy in his first days. Chris described himself more than once as being reticent regarding 

marketing expenditures, saying “it’s hard to draw a solid line from the marketing dollar to the 

results.”  He acknowledged that his long tenure made him more cautious because of how many 

marketing and business development moves he watched fail, along with those that had worked 

well.  

 

By 2019, having worked at Martin Guitar over 40 years, Chris was one of its longer-tenured 

employees as well as leader. Many long-time colleagues had retired. The longer-term leadership 

of the company remained a question, as Claire was years away from having a defined role in the 

company. 

 

Martin Guitar as a cultural enterprise 

 

Organizational culture was central to Martin Guitar’s evolution over its entire history, including 

during Chris’ leadership. The cultural attributes were in three main categories. First, the guitar 

itself was a cultural product, seminal to many forms of American music. Acoustic guitars had a 

place in most vernacular American popular music genres from the 1930s to the 2000s music – in 

some cases the central place, especially country and folk music. It was also a lifestyle product; 

the mobility and flexibility that guitars provided to musicians solidified its allure and place in 

popular culture. Its sounds had broad appeal, and acoustic guitars accompanied singing in many 

cultures with European and African roots. The company’s business model was always founded 

on meeting that allure. Exhibit 3 has a small sampling of the many influential musicians who 

used Martin guitars. This was not incidental to the work at Martin Guitar: Workers were well 

aware of the broad impact of their efforts on music and culture. 

 

A second element of culture was in the relationships between the company, its dealers, its 

consumers, and its communities. Over the decades, Martin Guitar invested heavily in 

relationships with its channel partners in the retail music trade, with a sales presence and active 

participation in musical instrument industry events and programsxl. This was a global effort, and 

Martin’s distributors and retailers were in 90 countries around the worldxli. 

 

To consumers, Martin offered numerous ways to stay engaged with the company. Company 

employees participated in festivals and events where musicians and fans gathered, and the 

company sponsored music events and activities as part of its marketing. Like the factory tour, 

these enhanced the organic bond Martin Guitar built with its market base. xlii They reminded 

workers how the product was used, and who was using it; at the same time, it showed consumers 

the “love” that went into the product they aspired to own and play. Social media was a regular 

channel for market communication of Martin products in use.   

 



 12

Within the company’s walls, Chris’ collaborative decision-making nature was mirrored in 

supervisory practices that he promoted among lower-level managers. Having started work in a 

conflict-driven environment with numerous managerial challenges, Chris progressively modified 

the company’s internal operating culture, to help it recover from those initial difficulties. Decade 

after decade, Martin Guitar’s heritage as a family business informed how he made decisions 

about labor-management, marketing, investment, and customer relationships. He viewed 

solidifying the company’s culture as central to its success. This was an enduring part of his 

leadership thinking and practices as his roles evolved from production worker to CEO and Board 

chair, and principal ownerxliii.  

 

Governance 

 

Along with Chris and Diane Martin, the Board included the Company’s long-time attorney 

Charles Peischl during most of Chris’ tenure, and also Carl Beidelman, Lehigh University 

finance professor. After Beidelman’s retirement, Tara Stephensen, a finance specialist from the 

Philadelphia area joined,xliv as did Steve Geiges, a college classmate of Chris and owner-manager 

of another family business in the region. 

 

In closely-held private firms with a controlling shareholder, a company Board could be seen as 

merely advisory. In 2017, Chris recalled seeing Martin Guitar Boards in earlier years mismanage 

financial crises and lose directors who quit when the company could not get Directors & Officers 

liability insurance. Chris chose to engage his Board substantively as true fiduciaries to the 

Company. He built a Board that was much more faithful to its task.xlv  He saw that he had to give 

them real authority in making decisions, he shouldn’t surprise them, and he had to build bridges 

between the Board and the executive team. As the 2000s progressed, Chris engaged different 

hierarchical levels of the company in strategic decisions as he looked to operate with agreement 

from the Board. In the 2010s, continuing Board roles included bi-monthly meetings alternating 

with conference calls, an annual retreat, and a strong consensus-driven culture and practice.  The 

Board updated the mission statement in 2013 and 2018 as shown in Exhibit 9.  

 

Insert Exhibit 9 here 

 

The Board exerted financial discipline on the capital investment process, requiring estimates of 

net present value and internal rate of return to compare to a company-set hurdle rate. In 1968, the 

company distributed shares through an employee stock ownership plan (ESOP), which ultimately 

held 10 - 15% of the shares. xlvi    Chris’ father used shares to gain support and engagement from 

key lieutenants in anticipation of a public offering. The plan was frozen in 1980. There were a 

few dozen shareholders including vendors, family members, and former employees, but Chris 

had a majority ownership stake. Winding up the ESOP through stock buy-backs over intervening 
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years further concentrated ownership in Chris’ hands. However, Chris and Diane recused 

themselves from Board decisions involving share buy-backs.xlvii 

 

Corporate social responsibility was part of governance work. In 2017 and 2018, Martin Guitar 

earned “B Corporation” certification. B Corporations were businesses committing to standards of 

“social and economic performance, public transparency, and legal accountability to balance 

profit and purpose” xlviii To be certified, the company voluntarily conducted a rigorous self-study 

to identify practices relating to environmental and social concerns. Martin Guitar joined 

Patagonia and Eileen Fisher as prominent national brands with “B Corp” credentials. External 

recognition was part of the rationale, while building the documentation for certification added to 

the knowledge base of effective corporate practices.  

 

Global presence and competition 

 

Chris regularly confronted significant challenges from global operations. The company’s market 

into the 21st century included 90 countries. Factors supporting global sales include rising foreign 

demand, from both the fall of communism and increasing consumer wealth in Asia. After the 

Berlin Wall fell in 1989, increased demand led to widening channels with more stores opening in 

the former communist countries.xlix  Japan, China, South Korea, and Taiwan were booming 

economies with disposable income to spend on quality products, and American-made acoustic 

guitars were in demand. A weak dollar in the early 1990s helped Martin, though as the dollar 

strengthened there was pullback during the end of the decade. The company maintained an active 

international sales operation.  

 

Global markets required Martin Guitar to build diverse marketing and distribution channels, 

payment and credit practices, and legal protection. In one intellectual property contest, a Chinese 

firm trademarked Martin’s distinctive logo in China. The resolution of this process was costly 

(legal fees over $1 million) and time-consuming, but Martin succeeded in a court judgment.l  

 

Martin Guitar’s use of specific “tonewoods” required a global supply chain for sourcing and 

moving distinctive raw materials. For decades, Martin representatives bought logs of species like 

rosewood, mahogany, and ebony. Many popular models through the 1960s used rosewood from 

Brazil, but since then Martin had sourced rosewood from India. Brazilian rosewood Martins 

commanded high prices in the used guitar market. Mahogany came from Latin America, ebony 

from Madagascar, spruce from the U.S.  In the early 21st century, Martin faced stiffening global 

restrictions on the harvest and movement of rosewood and other woods.li A 2016 global 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) 

created logistical challenges for both obtaining certain woods, and for exporting guitars made 

from those woods. 
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External leadership 

 

Chris committed time to leadership activities outside the company. Eastern Pennsylvania was 

home to many multi-generational family business leaders, as well as those leading strong new 

ventures. For years, Chris engaged routinely with the leaders of such companies in a CEO peer-

to-peer network. He heard the travails and challenges of CEOs of family businesses and similar 

size companies, each with its own production, family, governance, and management issues. He 

joined the Board of a small Nazareth bank that grew through acquisition in several rounds of 

bank mergers to 130 branches and $9.6 billion, before being acquired in 2016 by BB&T, a multi-

state bank with over 2,000 branches. He spoke often to local colleges and industry groupslii on 

business practice.liii 

 

In the musical instrument industry, Chris engaged with peers through NAMM, the trade 

organization for the $7.4 billion industry. Besides trade shows, NAMM represented the industry 

to the US and other governments, organized philanthropy and education around musical 

instruments, and promoted the interests of manufacturers, distributors, and retailers.liv  Chris was 

elected to the board in 2013, to the Executive Committee in 2015, and Board Chair in 2019. 

NAMM’s leadership was long held by companies in the school instrument market, especially 

wind and band instrument manufacturers. Chris was the first from the stringed instrument 

business to lead the NAMM Board. Throughout his career, he stayed in touch with the market as 

a public ambassador for the company, regularly visiting music festivals and retailers, and 

occasionally leading tours of the factory.lv   

 

Martin Guitar had a substantial portfolio of community support activity. The company made 

charitable contributions, decided by an employee committee.  Chris established Martin Guitar 

Charitable Foundation in 1996, and the company made annual contributions to the Foundation 

from its profit stream, totaling $5.8 million through 2018. The Foundation made $3.0 million in 

grants over those years to nonprofits with activities in acoustic music education and preservation, 

direct human service in the Nazareth areas well as music preservation and other arts 

nationally.lvi  The Board included Chris and Diane Martin, attorney Peischl, company retirees 

Boak and Karlowitch, a local academic, and a friend of Chris and Dianelvii. In addition, Chris and 

Diane as individuals supported local nonprofits with funding, and served on Boards of area 

social service, environmental, and arts organizations.  

 

Looking Ahead 

 

Brian Majewski was editor of Music Trades magazine and observer of Martin Guitar for Chris 

Martin’s whole tenure. Interviewed in fall 2018, he described the core of Martin’s success as the 

combination of product design and good builders. He saw the company’s leaders as being tough-

minded and focused people who took the instrument from regional craft product to a global 
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brand with value and significance, as well as being a symbol of quality and performance and 

durability. Asked to observe the company’s culture, he identified plusses (camaraderie, real team 

spirit, trust and cohesiveness) and minuses (harder to make difficult decisions).lviii 

 

As the 2010s approached an end, the “plusses and minuses” were part of Chris’ work as he faced 

new challenges along with familiar ones. Martin Guitar faced another iteration of conditions seen 

before: dynamic musical tastes and technologies, the pressures of globalization, stewardship of 

the successful business model and product, and responsibility for the well-being of hundreds of 

employees. But change was coming inside the company, too, as personally and with his Board, 

Chris confronted questions about succession: how to preserve the company’s value for his 

family, the strength and integrity of the brand for hundreds of thousands of past and potentially 

future customers, the company’s historic legacy in American and global culture, and the job 

security of hundreds of workers. He was keenly aware of his family heritage, and wanted to feel 

that he was fulfilling his grandfather’s early trust in his capabilities and vision. As Claire 

approached her high school years, he planned to step away from the day-to-day of the CEO’s 

work and move into governance roles. For his Martin Guitar story to have a happy continuation, 

he wanted the company to continue its strong business performance in the future using the best 

resources, managerial practices, and organizational culture that he had built up with capital 

investment and personal leadership.   

 

Exhibits and Tables 

 

Table 1 Martin Guitar plan expansions, 1989-2019 

Year Square footage increase Purpose Cost ($M) 

1989 4,900 Warehouse for finished instrumentslix 0.15 

1990 6,200 Warehouse for finished instrumentslx 0.16 

1994 19,200 Finishing roomlxi 2.6 

1995 18,000 String divisionlxii 2.2 

1998 120,000 Redesigning manufacturing processlxiii 7 

2002 Existing space Paint systems & HVAClxiv 3 

2005 16,000 Martin Museumlxv 5.5 

2010 25,000 Off-site distribution centerlxvi 2 

2015-16 Existing space HVAC, energy reductionlxvii 9 

2019 200,000 Off-site warehouse and distribution center * 

 

*Announced in early 2019, no capital cost revealed.  In a newspaper story, Chris describes it as 
“the biggest capital investment that the company has ever made.”lxviii 
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Exhibit 1 Net Sales and Production volume, 1986 - 2018 
 
 

 
 
Net Sales provided by Martin Guitar 
Volume estimated from data at https://www.martinguitar.com/about/martin-story/serial-number-
lookup/  
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Exhibit 2 Workforce count, 1986-2018 
 

 
 
Source – Workforce count provided by Martin Guitar 
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Exhibit 3: Notable Martin Players / Ambassadors 
Clockwise from top left: Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Ed Sheeran, John Mayer, Joan Baez, Eric 
Clapton. 
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Source: Photos provided by Martin Guitar 
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Exhibit 4- Still Handmade Posters 
 

 
 
Source: Provided by Martin Guitar 
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Exhibit 5- Automated and handcraft production methods 
 

 
Source: Photos provided by Martin Guitar 
 
 
Exhibit 6- Old vs. New Factory (Technology) 
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Source: Photos provided by Martin Guitar 
 
Exhibit 7- North Street Plant vs Current Plant 

 

 
Source: Photos provided by Martin Guitar 
 
Exhibit 8 – 2018 Executive leadership team structure 
 

 
 
Source: Provided by Martin Guitar 
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Exhibit 9 – Martin Guitar Mission Statements, 2013 and 2018 
 

2013 Mission 
Where the music begins 
 
To be an organization of dedicated co-workers committed to exceptional leadership and 
innovation in the fretted instrument and string manufacturing industries, while celebrating our 
heritage and traditions as a family-owned company. 
 
Operating Values 
We are committed to: 

• Providing a workplace with strong morale and open communications 

• Promoting an environment of teamwork and cooperation 

• Promoting a diverse workforce 

• Providing a safe work environment 

• Honoring and protecting our environment 

• Dealing fairly and honestly with all stakeholders 

• Encouraging active participation in charitable organizations 

• Maintaining high standards of musical excellence and artistic integrity 

• Improving our product, processes, and work life 

• Providing the world’s finest products and services to our customers 

• Respecting our heritage of quality craftsmanship while encouraging innovation and 
exploration of new technologies 

• Managing the risks associated with growth and innovation 

 

2018 Mission, approved July 25, 2018 
 
Inspiring musicians worldwide 
 
Operating Values 

• Inspiring consumers with the world’s finest guitar and string products 

• Honor and enhance the C. F. Martin heritage as a family-owned company 

• Protect and honor the environment 

• Foster continuous improvement, innovation, and education 

• Uphold accountability, execution, and agile decision-making 

• Demonstrate integrity, mutual trust and respect with all stakeholders 

• Cultivate teamwork and open communication 

• Celebrate success and learn from failure 

• Provide a safe, stable and diverse working environment 

• Give back through charity and volunteerism 

 
Sources: https://www.martinguitar.com/about/mission-statement/ (2013 Mission Statement), 
author’s photograph from plant tour (2018 Mission Statement) 
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