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STRUCTURAL FOAM MOLDING AND THE
EVOLVING STRUCTURAL PLASTICS PROCESSING BUSINESS

The business of structural foam molding has undergone several shifts of focus and fortune since its commercialization in the 1960s. In the early days when plastics processors were licensing this technology, the focus was on replacing wood, metal, concrete and other “traditional” materials used to fabricate large, structural parts. As a result, the initial high-priority applications were in materials handling, building and construction, and automotive. Soon after a wide range of other consumer and industrial applications were successfully targeted and penetrated, based on the ability of this process to deliver strong, yet light-weight, parts.

In the 1970s structural foam molders adopted a radically different strategy as they pursued opportunities to fabricate enclosures for customers in the burgeoning “business machines” marketplace — that is, housings for electronic equipment, telecommunications equipment, medical equipment, etc. Structural foam molders were indeed among the pioneers in converting the traditional metal cabinets used to enclose computers, copiers, printers, mailing machines et al. from metals (steel, aluminum and zinc) to plastics. However, as the revolution in electronic devices proceeded and electronic components became more and more miniaturized, the electronics and telecommunications OEMs switched from thick-walled structural foam molded enclosure parts to thin-walled, molded-in-color injection molded enclosure parts. As a result, the structural foam molding business languished in the 1980s, and the cast of players changed dramatically. Some companies sold off their low-pressure, multiple-nozzle machines and invested in high-pressure, single-nozzle machines that could be modified to “switch-hit” between structural foam molded and injection molded part programs. Others merged with or were acquired by companies with a strong, long-term commitment to this process Corporate consolidation among the custom and proprietary structural foam molders proceeded up through the 1990s.

Here at the start of a new decade, however — indeed, for the past several years — structural foam molding is enjoying a veritable renaissance, and all the players in this business — processors, as well as suppliers of machinery, molds, blowing agents, commodity and engineering resins — are participating in this renewed growth dynamic, There are, in effect, two “camps” within the contemporary structural foam molding business. On the one hand, there are the custom processors utilizing high-pressure machines and chemical blowing agents to produce high-tolerance, high-performance parts such as electronic, telecommunications and medical enclosures. The consensus among these processors is that average annual growth has been (and will be) of the order of 4-6%. On the other hand, there are the custom and proprietary processors utilizing low-pressure machines, along with a combination of nitrogen gas and chemical blowing agents, to produce a wide range of “traditional” strong, thick-walled parts such as pallets and other materials handling units, underground and above-ground utility boxes, pool and spa panels, lawn-care products, building and construction products, and lattices. These processors by contrast have been experiencing — and foresee experiencing - double-digit growth.

In order to continue at this pace of growth, the structural foam molders and their suppliers must continue to refine and diversify this process. The objective is to not only continue to convert large metal and other non-plastic parts to plastics, but to compete more effectively against the industrial thermoformers, industrial blow molders, rotational molders and injection molders targeting the large and lucrative structural part business.
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