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Short-Run Production:
Why Small Quantities Demand the
Most Skill

When a client needs five units, not five thousand, the standard

manufacturing playbook does not apply. Here is what does.

By Studio Sowow  ·  High Wycombe, UK studiosowow.com

Volume manufacturing is forgiving in ways that short-run

production is not. When a process runs ten thousand times,

variation averages out, defects are caught in the run and tooling

cost amortises to almost nothing per unit. When a process runs five

times, every unit is a hero piece and there is no statistical safety net.

This is the reality of short-run production, and it is why the studios that do it well are

not the ones with the biggest machines. They are the ones with the most

considered processes.

What short-run actually means

Short-run production sits in the gap between a one-off prototype and a volume

manufacturing commitment. It is the territory where a client needs enough units to

be useful, but not enough to justify tooling investment, minimum order quantities

or the lead times that production suppliers require to make a job commercially

viable.

In practice this means anything from two units to a few hundred, depending on the

process. A set of five fully functional display units for a trade show. Twelve identical

packaging prototypes for a retailer ranging meeting. Thirty vacuum-cast

components for a product validation programme. These quantities are too large to

treat as one-offs and too small to hand to a production supplier without penalty.

The projects that land here tend to be time-sensitive, high-visibility or both. A

board presentation that needs physical samples next week. A campaign shoot that

needs props built to a production standard. A new product launch that needs pre-

production units before tooling is signed off. In each case, the pressure is real and

the tolerance for error is low.

"When a process runs five times, every unit is a hero piece. There
is no statistical safety net."

Where the skill sits

The challenge in short-run production is not making the first unit. It is making the

fifth unit to the same standard as the first, using processes that were not designed

for repeatability in the way that production tooling is.

CNC machining, vacuum forming, vacuum casting and hand finishing all introduce

variation when they are not controlled carefully. In a production environment, that

variation is managed by process engineering, statistical sampling and automated

quality checks. In a short-run environment, it is managed by the skill and attention

of the people doing the work.

This is why team experience matters as much as equipment capability. A studio

with the right machines but the wrong people will produce five units where the first

looks right and the fifth shows the accumulated effect of small inconsistencies in

setup, material handling and finishing. A studio with experienced makers who

understand what they are looking for will produce five units that are functionally

indistinguishable.

What this means for agencies

For agencies commissioning physical production work on behalf of clients, short-

run sits at an awkward point in the supply chain. Production suppliers will not take

the job at a viable cost. Prototype studios can produce one or two units but

struggle to maintain consistency across a set. The agencies that navigate this most

effectively are the ones with a studio partner who can honestly tell them which jobs

they can and cannot execute to the required standard.

FROM THE STUDIO

We produce short runs across CNC machining, vacuum forming, vacuum casting,

bespoke fabrication and hand finishing. Our honest position on quantities: we are

most effective up to a few hundred units depending on complexity. Above that

threshold, we will tell you when production tooling makes more sense and help you

understand the transition. We would rather lose the job than oversell our

capability.

The other thing agencies should ask a short-run supplier is how they handle

variation across a set. A good answer involves specific process controls, inspection

methods and what happens when a unit falls outside tolerance. A vague answer

about quality commitment is not sufficient for a job where the client will be

presenting five identical units side by side in a room.

The timeline reality

Short-run production is often commissioned under time pressure, which is part of

what makes it difficult. The time pressure is real, but it does not compress the

physics of the process. A vacuum cast component still needs to cure. A CNC-

machined part still needs to be finished. A painted surface still needs to dry

between coats.

What a good short-run studio can compress is everything around the process: the

setup time, the scheduling, the decision-making and the communication. Running

processes in parallel where the design allows it. Having materials in stock rather

than ordering them. Being the kind of studio where the person who answers the

phone is also the person who understands exactly where the job is.

That is what short-run production actually requires. Not just the right equipment,

but a studio organised to make small quantities well, quickly and consistently. The

difference is visible in the finished units, every time.
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