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PRAISE FOR 
DARK, DIRTY, DANGEROUS




In more than 20 years covering the stories of business owners for Inc. magazine, Forbes, the New York Times, and now 21 Hats, I’ve come across few stories as moving and instructive as the story of what Karla Trotman has accomplished with Electro Soft. From figuring out that she actually did want to join the family business to taking part in today’s manufacturing revolution, Karla’s journey is relevant especially to manufacturers and underrepresented entrepreneurs but really to everyone building a business.


— Loren Feldman,


Founder, 21 Hats Media


Karla Trotman is a force to be reckoned with! Her provocative and practical insights about how to create more opportunity for a diverse workforce and revitalize manufacturing have been a long time coming. From how to attract a younger, more diverse talent pool, to building strategic partnerships to being a woman of color in a male-dominated industry, she covers a lot of ground. Sharing her experiences and her revelations in a direct, no-nonsense style, Dark, Dirty, Dangerous is an eye-opening and engaging must-read for every leader who wants to make a difference in the world.


— Cheryl Beth Kuchler,


Founder and President, CEO Think Tank


Dark, Dirty, Dangerous serves as a timely thought-piece that pulls the reader deeper into a story filled with relevance and prescience. Karla’s journey is told through the eyes of Woman in a profoundly male-dominated sector. This book is a must-read for all CEOs and aspiring corporate leaders in this increasingly diverse country called America that still struggles to embrace diversity and its value.


In the intricate landscape of electronic components manufacturing, there emerges a figure whose impact transcends the circuits and soldering joints. Karla Trotman, a visionary entrepreneur and the driving force behind Electro Soft, has not only revolutionized the industry through her very presence but has etched her name in the realm of transformative leadership.


As the pages of her journey unfold, one witnesses a narrative of resilience, innovation, and a relentless pursuit of excellence. Karla’s journey as a woman owner in a traditionally male-dominated field is nothing short of necessary and inspirational. She dismantles stereotypes, shatters glass ceilings, and paves the way for a generation of women aspiring to conquer the realms of science and technology.


At the core of Electro Soft’s ongoing success lies Karla’s unwavering commitment, as a second-generation owner, to innovation and growth. Karla also commits herself to ongoing personal and professional development in fashion rare amongst corporate leaders. Her keen business acumen, willingness to collaborate with peers and mentees alike, and dedication to delivering cutting-edge products have positioned the company for exponential growth.


What sets Karla apart extends beyond the confines of the manufacturing floor. She has cultivated a corporate culture that values diversity, fosters innovation, and champions sustainability. Electro Soft embodies a community where individuals are empowered to contribute their uniqueness and perspectives, driving the company’s innovation engine.


As the pages turn, the narrative expands to Karla’s philanthropic endeavors. Her commitment to diversity and representation exists in her efforts that reach beyond profit margins. From supporting STEM workforce development to championing supplier diversity, Karla exemplifies a holistic approach to business—one that embraces its role as a catalyst for positive change.


In the tapestry of leadership, Karla stands as a luminary, casting a radiant light on what is possible when brilliance, courage, and compassion converge. Her story is a beacon for those navigating unwelcoming waters, charted expertly by Karla to create routes to success. It lies as testament to the fact that only Karla can define the heights she can reach.


To close, Karla’s narrative is a source of inspiration, innovation, and impact. Her journey with Electro Soft is not just a success story; it is a tome of the transformative power of Black women in leadership, and it leaves an indelible mark on the landscape of manufacturing.


— Brian K. Oglesby,


President/CEO, Eastern Minority Supplier Development Council
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To my mother. Your sacrifice changed the trajectory of our family. 
Thank you for your strength and resolve to keep going.
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INTRODUCTION


To be honest, I never wanted to work in manufacturing.


Manufacturing was a constant in my life as a kid. It was like background scenery—not something I saw myself ever actually doing or taking seriously as a career. When you’re younger, you don’t realize how much your environment shapes your future. There I was, a Black girl growing up in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, being raised by college-educated parents who dared to take a risk by starting a Black-owned business.


But it wasn’t just any business. It was Electro Soft, a business created in an industry—manufacturing—where, at the time, 6 percent of the population of manufacturing business owners looked like them.1 This was doubly impressive because Black-owned businesses in the United States circa 1986–1987 were slim, accounting for a mere 3 percent of all US businesses operating at that time.2 To put it into perspective with more updated stats, in 2020 Black businesses with employed staff made up 2 percent of the business landscape, and the percentage of Black business ownership in manufacturing had only slightly doubled to 11 percent.3,4 The amount of insight and courage that took inspires me to this day. And I believe the same energy and passion that drove them to keep going are also within me.


Still, I didn’t want any part of manufacturing. Or at least that’s what I thought. What was I going to do in an industry that, at the time, I thought was dark, dirty, and unappealing? I saw myself with more of a “professional” job. I wanted to be like the businesswomen I saw on TV, and in my mind, the two images did not connect.


I worked in the family business from childhood through high school. When it was time to go to college, my father killed my dreams of becoming a dancer, rationalizing that I was an expensive human who was used to nice things. It was then that I had to decide whether to choose a major aligned with the family business or something else. It wasn’t a hard decision. I thought being an engineer was the only path I could take to get into the industry—and I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Even though I did fairly well in the business competitions and summer programs I participated in at high school, I wasn’t interested in any of the business majors most colleges offered.


Fortunately, Penn State offered a “new” major—business logistics. I was familiar with military logistics due to the logistics strategy implemented in the Desert Storm war and because of my father. So, business logistics was a natural choice for me. I finished my coursework, graduated, and went to work in corporate America. And that is when my perspective changed.


It occurred to me that I didn’t really care to work for other people. My degree gave me a different point of view. Logistics is a field of study that focuses on moving product from the point of origin to the point of consumption, no matter what it is. Its goal-centric scope intrigued me. Very quickly I was able to move past the so-called glamour of the career I imagined and found satisfaction in reaching goals logistically. As the years progressed, I continued to change, as did my vision for my future. I had gotten married and had children, so legacy was a new word that entered my mind. Eventually, I began to wonder why I didn’t put my time and effort into my family’s business instead—and build. I could put my effort into something substantial: building equity and creating legacy. Working for other people does not allow that privilege.


Business ownership was the bridge that brought me to the realization of what I had, of where I wanted to be, and it allowed me to begin entertaining the idea of running the company. Postcollege, outside the job I had been working, I’d started my own business. I had an online store where I sold products for women who were experiencing discomfort during pregnancy. Building that business showed me how to create value, and I loved how it felt. There is a certain amount of pride in putting in your own time and energy, making your own decisions, and enjoying your own results without having to have constant “meeting about the meeting” meetings and other corporate aggravations. Seeing your ideas come alive and grow into something that held value was nothing like what I experienced in corporate America—and that value was equity.


I knew from then on that I could never achieve that level of fulfillment working for another large company. I decided that day that I, Karla Trotman, the daughter who’d wanted no part of manufacturing, would take over the family business.


In terms of experience, it was a simple transition. The principles and the knowledge I’d gained from the business logistics coursework translated well into manufacturing. Thus, my interest in business helped me see manufacturing in a completely different light. I headed back to school to get my master’s degree in business administration and began my journey with my family-owned business.


Getting an executive MBA allowed me to grow in my personal development as a businessperson. To be clear, an MBA doesn’t teach students how to run a business. It teaches them to think differently and successfully find solutions for different scenarios in the corporate landscape.


Suddenly, I was interested in things that hadn’t necessarily piqued my interest in the past. Ever evolving with new and different initiatives, manufacturing has always been about innovation. What I once found dull and unglamorous, I began to see as exciting and full of potential: it was a brand-new world for me. And while this book is about manufacturing, it’s more than just that. It’s about how leading with what interests you can unexpectedly take you on a path of doing what you love.


Another goal of this book is to push against the stereotypical thought people hold about the transfer of power in a family business. There is a romanticized fantasy of the parent passing the torch to one of their children: as they run off with it, the parent stands there watching with a tear in their eye. The reality is far more complex than that.


A transference of business ownership can affect personal matters within the family and can cause friction. It’s real. I’ll share the experience my family and I had in the hope of helping other families to prioritize family-owned businesses transitioning effectively. I want to explain how it’s an investment tool. This book is also for the kids of business owners who, like me, felt that working for the family business was not for them. I want them to realize that if they find their footing within the company, they can create equity and something meaningful for themselves and generations to come.


Also, this book is for anyone in the younger generation who is striving to find their footing in the world. Look, I get it. After graduation, it might not be clear which direction to take. I want to reach those students who feel that continuing their education in college isn’t for them and help them realize there is another opportunity out there. It’s been projected by industry insiders that the next generation of manufacturers will be young people of color and immigrants. If this is you, get ready to find your place in this booming industry.


Within the pages of this book, companies who outsource labor for their projects to other countries may realize there are perfectly capable manufacturers right here on US soil, dedicated to helping them achieve their business standards. So, corporations, I didn’t forget about you; I wrote this for you, too.


Lastly, I’m writing this for every Black woman in America aspiring to be a CEO and business owner who knows the odds stacked against us but pushes through anyway, going for what she wants. There are a few Black voices in various barrier industries, which may surprise you, but we’re here. I’m here. Your voice can be heard, and you can change the narrative by being yourself and thriving. It’s important to me that you hear from me.


Overall, whoever picks up this book, I hope you discover that manufacturing just might surprise you. For example, despite popular belief, yes, you can have a college education or a GED and work in manufacturing. There are many facets and paths you can take.


Within the journey of this book, I’ll share with you the wins and challenges of being the president and CEO of a company I watched my parents build brick by brick or circuit board by circuit board. We’ll engage in a written dialogue of answers to questions I get asked so frequently that I had to make them into a book for as many people to access as possible.


We’ll chat about how to see the things that are not readily on the surface, how to modernize a company in an industry people sleep on, what it means to be a woman in a male-dominated field, actionable steps on how to access capital and financing, effective business strategies, optimal customer service tactics, forming strategic noncompetitive industry partnerships, and more. When you close this book, I hope you realize the possibility of building a very tangible vision for your life.




 


CHAPTER ONE


How Do We Build a Modern Manufacturing Company?




Manufacturing needs a makeover.


—Karla Trotman, CEO of Electro Soft





Although manufacturing is one of the timeless staples of our society, manufacturing is not sexy. It caused a dichotomy shift with its industrialized inception. Our nation would not be what or where it is without it. So, to be clear, it deserves to be held in high esteem. But still, even with all that it’s done and where it’s brought the nation, it’s still not sexy. Not even a little bit.


I realized this firsthand growing up in Pennsylvania with a front-row seat watching my dad, with the support of my mother, build our family company, Electro Soft. I remember seeing him at the kitchen table with a colleague busily working over a pile of multicolored wires. I wasn’t quite sure what they were doing, but as I watched them, I knew they were creating something. What I didn’t realize at that moment was that my dad was doing more than assembling wires; he was building a legacy. The modest team of two at the kitchen table grew to two more, then to three more, to eventually a full staff. The kitchen table stopped being the main workspace and was replaced by a larger building. Simultaneous with the growth, the company graduated from an idea to a reality. Although this journey was impressive to watch, I still cannot build a case for manufacturing being sexy.


Ironically, as I write this book as the current CEO of the fully actualized and contemporary version of Electro Soft, which celebrated its thirty-seventh year of business in November 2023, I consider the evolution of my perception. I know my definition of manufacturing was shaped primarily by only what I saw on the surface. A cool thing about being a kid of business owners was that I started working at a very young age.


As a child, I was obsessed with earning money. I would rarely turn down the opportunity to take on an odd job. In the early years of Electro Soft, the accommodations weren’t so great. I remember sitting at a workbench in the garage with the door open, getting paid twenty-five cents an hour to use a ruler to measure and cut wire for various projects.


Our first leased space wasn’t any better. In those early years, one of the company’s first buildings had been an automobile repair shop. I would again sit on a bench and get paid twenty-five cents an hour to use a ruler to measure and cut wire to the appropriate lengths for various projects. Grease and oil stains were everywhere. Worst of all, it was hot—no air-conditioning. It was then that I realized I didn’t want to suffer in those kinds of working conditions. I didn’t understand the magnitude manufacturing held, nor was I trying to.


My early thoughts on manufacturing were a mere fraction of the hub of progression the industry truly is. To me manufacturing was “dark, dirty, and dangerous.” There wasn’t much excitement, no cute office, which means I couldn’t dress well. But most of all, you don’t make a lot of money, and I wanted to make a lot of money. I had no idea about the industry’s creation quotient. I mean this in terms of innovation, reliable jobs for people, and more. The electronics manufacturing sector alone generates an average of $1.8 trillion in sales.5


Manufacturing as a whole plays a vital role in society. If I was unaware of its assets growing up in the industry, imagine how people who don’t have any proximity at all to manufacturing see it. This is the crux of the problem. The challenge is changing the perception of the masses so they will get invested in the modernization and evolution of the manufacturing industry. For manufacturing to evolve and simultaneously build successful modernized manufacturing companies, it is crucial to have, among other things but primarily, a sustainable, youthful, and engaged workforce. To do this, there are a couple of factors that need to be brought up to date.


I aim to share with you some concrete factors to consider in establishing a modernized manufacturing company to sustain a thriving and stable manufacturing industrial presence.


In the pages ahead, we’ll have a painless historical contextual overview of manufacturing’s impact on the US and examine where the industry is now and where it can potentially go. Not to seem cliché, but the old saying is true: those who do not acknowledge the past are doomed to repeat it. Briefly, we’ll touch on the innovative minds that are necessary to get us there, and we’ll explore them in greater detail later in the book. Trust this. Getting a portion of Generation Z and their parents on board is going to take some work. But it’s possible.


Understanding How We Got Here


Industrial manufacturing is the backbone of this country. The Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth century saw our nation reaching new possibilities of mass production, cemented the United States as a chief producer of goods, and placed it at the forefront of technology.


Industrial visionaries such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller and inventors such as George Washington Carver and Alexander Graham Bell shaped our nation’s manufacturing landscape. A by-product of this movement was the jobs industrialization provided for US citizens and immigrants, contributing to the diverse fabric of our nation and the formation of the working class. The postrevolution era saw the nation adjusting to support its growth, with labor protection for workers through the creation of unions and the transition of a rural society to a more urban landscape.


Again, the manufacturing industry was the driving factor. This foundational landmark occurrence had a vast impact on present civilization. Additionally, a well-deserved mention is the opportunity manufacturing gave Black American survivors and descendants of chattel slavery. Post slavery, emancipation, the Reconstruction era, and the Civil War, they migrated to the northeastern United States with the hope of societal advancement. They found manufacturing opportunities in towns with booming industrial factories. From there, they were able to establish the beginnings of financial structure.


Today, it seems manufacturing’s popularity has been publicly sideswiped by its first cousin, technology. Again, we look to history and see how it happened initially and how modern society is repeating it. In 1946, the first general-purpose computer was invented, followed by computer-aided design software in 1953.6,7


With those inventions, digital technology took off and stole the nation’s interest and attention, with anticipation of its latest developments, leaving manufacturing relegated to certain industrial enclaves in the US. Our society feels manufacturing’s impact more often than it sees it. The early 2000s saw people lined up in front of Apple stores for the latest Apple iPhone release, yet they didn’t line up in anticipation for the chips production installed in those phones on the assembly line. Manufacturing is the glue. It upholds the nation by generating vital assets for the Department of Defense’s many branches of the military. It supports businesses in the private sector at scale, pushing them toward engineering innovation.


Internally, labor conditions in manufacturing have improved as well. During the Industrial Revolution, workers faced many challenges that no longer exist. Presently there aren’t long, grueling hours and unsafe work conditions, and no one is trudging home after work dejectedly with an aluminum lunch pail under a dark and gloomy skyline. Manufacturing just isn’t that anymore. Also, diversity has entered the workforce. As a woman in this industry, I know it still has a very long way to go, but there has been slight progress. It’s very different today from the environment I experienced when I was younger. This is not my dad’s or granddad’s manufacturing. I want us to throw open our doors and let people take a good look at what we are and how we do what we do.


Manufacturing today is undergoing a revolution. It’s time to erase the antiquated perception and create a new one. It’s time for a shift.


Shifting the Perception: Creating a Renaissance of Revitalization


It’s safe to say that if the average person were to think about manufacturing based on their background and limited interaction with this vital industry, any number of images could come to mind. The mention of the word manufacturing may produce a mental image of men in sweat-stained uniforms working on an assembly line covered in soot. Again, not sexy.


Consequently, there aren’t many eager grads emerging from their educational institutions with the burning desire to have careers in manufacturing. This needs to change.


The future of a modern manufacturing company lies in ensuring that the workforce is replenished with new, young, fresh talent. A shift is necessary to alter how society at large views the industry. Manufacturing needs a makeover, or better yet, a revitalized renaissance.


Again, let’s use manufacturing’s more enticing first cousin, the tech industry, as a case study. The revamped technology industry has social media and major sexiness on its side. Log into any social media network, and you’ll see video clips of influencers jet-setting to tropical destinations with their laptops in tow, coding for three hours beside a beach with crisp, sparkling water.


When I was in high school, the image of a software programmer was a nerdy white guy named Ted, who sported a pocket protector, wore a short-sleeved button-down shirt, and had awkward social skills.


Fast-forward to today. The technology industry is now singularly called “tech,” and computer programmers are known simply as “coders.” Then, to elevate the status level, add in countless coding boot camps and organizations led by celebrities and media personalities. Their involvement helps make careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) be seen as solidified, credible, exciting, and pursuable careers.


Now, that’s how you reshape an industry—by utilizing the two “A’s”—accessibility and appeal.
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