
 

 
 

OBSERVATIONS ON TOYS AND TRENDS 
 

 
In addition to providing updates on toy trends in the marketplace, Toy Industry Association (TIA) staff is monitoring 
trends in other industries that can influence future toys and games. Brief reports and observations are provided 
periodically to members; questions can be directed to TIA’s toy trends team.   
 

 
3D Printing Conference and Expo Recap 

 
Knowing that 3D printing and its implications is sure to have a major impact on the toy industry, members of the 
TIA team attended the Inside 3D Printing Conference and Expo held recently in New York. We’re sharing some of 
the details and insights that we picked up at the event: 
 
Increased Innovation and Job Growth 
 
3D printers have the power to revolutionize American manufacturing. Those already using the technology say 3D 
printing makes creating models a quick and inexpensive process. 
 
“Instead of sending your models off to another company and waiting for [them] to come back, or going four 
months with a mold to China and coming back … You can iterate on your desk,” said Todd Blatt, Vice President of 
Tinkerine, a two-year-old company that makes 3D printers in the $999 to $1,249 price range. 
 
Terry Wohlers, president of Wohlers Associates, an independent consulting firm that provides technical and 
strategic advice on the new developments and trends in rapid product development, pointed out that 3D printing 
technology lowers the barrier to entry for entrepreneurs.  
 
“You can design something today and start manufacturing it tomorrow … In the past, it would take weeks or 
months to get to that point. So it’s really opened up a whole big opportunity for startup companies,” said Wohlers. 
“There’s tens of thousands of new businesses that could develop.  That could mean hundreds of thousands, if not 
millions, of jobs worldwide.  
 
 
What 3D Printing Means for Toy Companies:  Varies by Size 
 
3D printing may eventually impact the entire toy industry, but there will definitely be some unique aspects based 
on the type and size of a toy business: 
 

Larger Manufacturers 
One of the biggest benefits for larger manufacturers is the ability to use 3D printers to create – or tweak – 
prototypes at significantly lower cost and turn-around time. When it comes to the final production run, 
however, traditional manufacturing methods are usually more feasible (at least at this stage in the game). 
 
Independent Inventors and Small Manufacturers 
For smaller manufacturers and designers, the use of 3D printers to fabricate finished consumer goods makes a 
lot of sense when small quantities of a wide range of SKUs are needed rather than carrying large quantities 
that may not have quick sell-through. Online 3D printing services may also enable smaller businesses to avoid 
carrying inventory and instead fulfill orders on request and if they’re fulfilling large orders. 
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Consumers 
3D printing truly allows consumers to be part of the maker movement. With a nod to the strong “hacker” 
trend, we are already seeing consumer products that come with links to 3D designs so the user can tweak the 
product and re-print themselves (e.g., RC drones). Though most printers are not yet “plug and play” – or “click 
and print” –friendly, the technology is expected to evolve quickly and the mass population will surely embrace 
it.   
 

Throughout the two-day event there was a constant deal of debate about “if/whether/when” 3D printers 
will/would become a mainstay in U.S. homes. Some say yes … as soon as the price drop below $500 for printers 
and the design software becomes more user-friendly. Others say no … because the limited needs could be met by 
other forms of access and experience – think of the ZipCar and NetFlix rental model rather than ownership or a 
software interface that allows users to design their own product but have a local printing service handle 
production (FedEx Office anyone?).  

 
TIA will continue to track and monitor the 3D technology and hope that this update provides you with some idea 
and insights for your next big idea!  
 
 
 

About the Author 
Adrienne Appell is the Toy Industry Association’s (TIA) leading trend specialist. She maintains 
close communication with TIA members to stay abreast of what’s new, next and cutting-edge in 
the toy industry and is constantly on the lookout for trends in other industries that will cross over 
to influence future playthings. 
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