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INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW 
This report summarizes the results of a survey of bicycle fabricators—“framebuilders”—working commercially 
in the United States. The survey, which was open for about 10 months, covered a wide array of concerns, 
ranging from builder and household demographics and experience to business structure and output, but 
placed particular emphasis on builder livelihood.  

In the absence of any centralized “industry” organization or data-collecting entity, most of what is known 
about the handbuilt bicycle segment in the U.S. is fundamentally anecdotal—derived from a mix of online 
discussion forums, social media posting, publicly-visible interviews from framebuilder profiles in the media or 
a growing number of podcast series, or just “conventional wisdom” reproduced in ongoing conversations in 
those spaces.  

The work summarized in this report represents, as best I can tell, the only successful attempt to 
systematically analyze U.S. framebuilders with a large sample size derived from a high survey-response rate.  

The primary orientation of this report is descriptive: summarizing a range of variables of highest interest to 
framebuilders themselves and those curious about the trade. I have refrained from extended interpretation 
and analysis in order to simply provide the basic evidence for the state of the trade. I also continue to work 
with these survey data in support of a series of academically-oriented articles that incorporate more analysis, 
and I welcome further correspondence and questions as part of that work! 

All that said, from the standpoint of analysis and conclusions, overall I see this report as being fundamentally 
confirmatory. That is, much of what is reported here actually underscores many parts of that “conventional 
wisdom” passed along anecdotally, particularly with respect to builder livelihoods. The survey revealed no big 
surprises with respect to builder demographics, and it confirmed that most U.S. framebuilders are producing 
a limited number of custom/bespoke/made-to-order units, sold directly to consumers. The analysis also 
confirms that many builders are making very little money from their framebuilding—even while a still-
significant percentage do indeed make what they view as a reasonable living. Most builders are married/
partnered and most of those spouses/partners make as much, or more, money than the builder does. While 
framebuilders are producing a wide array of different bikes, the segment as a whole is still dominated by the 
more “traditional” output of enthusiast-oriented drop-bar bikes and, to a lesser extent, hardtail mountain 
bikes. 

As promised to respondents on the survey itself, this report is freely available for download and circulation, 
under the Creative Commons BY-NC license. This allows others “to distribute, remix, adapt, and build upon 
the material in any medium or format for noncommercial purposes only, and so long as attribution is 
given to the creator.” 

Ben Brewer 
brewerbd@jmu.edu 
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SURVEY DISTRIBUTION & SAMPLE 

This fully-online survey—approved by the James Madison University Institutional Review Board (IRB)—was 
open for responses from 3.25.2019 through 1.20.2020. Participants were solicited through multiple waves of 
email invitations as well as direct contact at a major trade event in March, 2019, and through podcast 
interviews publicizing the survey. While the survey link was open for general access (rather than private 
invitation), multiple screening questions were used to filter out non-targeted respondents. 

The survey was comprised of 67 items, some of which contained multiple responses and follow-up 
questions, producing roughly 130 variables for analysis. Respondents were given the option of total 
anonymity or confidentiality, and about 88% of the final sample responded confidentially (meaning their 
identity is known to the researcher). 

The original solicitation was sent to about 330 email addresses connected to anyone who appeared to be in 
the U.S. and offering for sale bicycle frames they fabricated in the U.S. About 40 of these bounced back as 
dead accounts, leaving roughly 290 possible active recipients. After initial data cleaning (excluding non-U.S. 
builders and responses from people who wanted to view the survey and only responded to the initial 
informed consent question), I was left with 123 unique respondents with at least 20% of the survey 
completed. From the active email solicitation list, this represents a roughly 42% response rate. This is an 
excellent rate for an online survey with no participation incentive, particularly one targeting a population that 
has high rates of turnover, is often resistant to this kind of solicitation, and is mainly comprised of single-
person shops with little spare time. 

Data Filtering and Sample Used for Analyses: 

From those 123 respondents, I excluded the following builders from final analysis: 

• Those who were completely retired. 
• Those who were not yet in business. 
• Those with a far higher annual production output than the rest of the sample. 

The exclusion of higher-output builders complicates aspects of the analyses of this report and thus warrants 
further clarification. Even a quick scan of the U.S. “handbuilt” bicycle segment shows what became evident 
from this survey: the vast majority of U.S. framebuilders have a relatively low annual production output, 
generally well under 100 units a year. However, there are a relatively small number (probably fewer than 30) of 
larger framebuilding shops in the U.S. Each of those shops each have a far higher output than the typical/
median framebuilder—typically in the 200-300 range, with a couple often reported in the 1200-1300 range. 
My survey solicitation email list intentionally excluded larger shops whose high output seemed very clear 
publicly, though email invitations were sent to some larger builders whose output was unknown in advance. 
Because of that intentional exclusion of larger shops from the invitation, I decided to also exclude those few 
large shops who did respond to the survey. Not only was this a non-random sample of larger shops, 
incorporating just a few larger-output shops would have heavily skewed results from the randomized, 
smaller-builder sample. 

Applying those filters yielded a total sample of 109 respondents. 

Most respondents (104 of them, or 95%) completed all survey items, with 5 respondents completing 
somewhere between 21-87% of survey items. These 5 respondents with partially-completed surveys explain 
the discrepancy in many tables below between the sums of “full-time”, “part-time” and “all” builders. 

Most tables and figures report results for the full sample of all builders as well as broken down by part- or full-
time work status. Those “full-time” and “part time” designations are based on builders’ own self-reporting, 
not my classification. 
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BUILDER DEMOGRAPHICS 
Demographic information for builders is summarized in Table 1A. 

Framebuilders are predominantly—indeed, almost exclusively—middle-aged white men with relatively high 
educational attainment (69% of builders have a bachelors degree or higher). 
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Table 1B reports on marriage and parenting. Builders were asked about their parental status overall as well 
as more specifically about whether they currently have children in the house or for which they have financial 
responsibility (as opposed to having adult/grown and independent children). 

While builders would seem to have a relatively high marriage rate (89% of builders are married, divorced or 
widowed), a smaller portion (25%) have children at home. Of course, these results would need to be normed 
to the age distribution of builders for full comparison with the general population. 
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BUSINESS DEMOGRAPHICS 

Table 2 reports on various business demographics. Almost all builders are the sole owners of their business 
and most builders have no employees. Even amongst those 22% of full-time builders who do have 
employees, fewer than half have a full-time employee. However, with these figures we must take into account 
the exclusion of larger-output shops from the sample. I have included information on home ownership along 
with business information, given how many builders work in a home-based shop. While more full-time 
builders have a separate shop space for the business (compared with part-timers), the majority still work 
from a shop located at their residence. Taken together, these variables underscore the common impression 
of the typical framebuilder working from a “one-person shop” in a garage or home-based workshop. 

Figures 1.1-1.3 show the distribution of business age for the full sample, and broken down by work status. 
With a single point in time, one cannot infer much about change over time! But, the larger number of part-
time builders in the 0-9 years range perhaps indicate a bit of a transition point in the 9-10 year business age 
range where builders transition from part- to full-time status, or leave the field. And clearly there are a number 
of builders who may have transitioned to part-time status after being in business for quite a long time. 
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Tables 3 and 4 report on customer location and sales channels. Builders were asked to broadly estimate 
what portion of their annual output was sold at different scales (e.g. local, regional) and through different 
sales channels. Builders were not asked provide a precise percentage for any of these categories, so it is 
possible for their estimates to be inconsistent (e.g. a builder could respond “most” multiple times when 
technically only one category should receive this ranking). Nonetheless, these provide a useful rough view of 
customer location and sales channels.  

While most builders are selling to a mix of customer locations, full-time builders are very clearly selling more 
regionally and nationally, with 44% of full-time builders selling “all” or “most” of their output on a national 
scale (compared with 19% of part-timers). By turn, 43% of part-timers are selling all or most of their output 
on a local scale. Also of note is that 13% of full-time builders report selling most of their output globally.   

Direct-to-consumer is by far the dominant sales channel for all framebuilders (95% of all builders sell “only” or 
“mostly” direct-to-consumers), though fewer full-time builders report selling all of their output consumer-
direct compared to part-timers (60% vs. 76%, respectively). 
 

Taken together, the evidence in Tables 3 and 4 mainly confirms what is casually apparent from looking at the 
handbuilt trade: virtually all of these builders are selling direct-to-consumers, with part-timers mainly focusing 
on local and regional markets and full-timers broadening that scale to the national (or even global) market. 
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PRODUCTION OUTPUT & SALES 
Turning to what these builders are making, Table 5 reports on wait times, volume of output and selling 
prices. 

Given perennial discussion amongst builders and customers about wait times and waiting lists, actual 
reported wait times are perhaps surprisingly low, with a median of only 5 months for full-time builders.  

The typical full-time builder is producing roughly 30 units a year, with a small majority (55%) of those being 
complete bikes. 

Figures 2.1-2.3 show the full distribution of annual output. While these distributions clearly show that the 
large majority of part-timers are making under 20 units a year, even amongst full-timers, 36% are making 
fewer than 20 units annually. 

Full-time builders are commanding higher prices than part-timers, with the median complete bike price for 
full-timers being about 12% higher than that of part-timers and the median frameset price from full-timers 
about 15% higher. 

While the full-timer price “premium” may simply reflect the ability to charge higher prices based on status or 
reputation, this may also be a reflection of the materials with which they are working. Most builders charge 
more for frames made in either carbon or titanium, and, as Table 8.1 later in the report also shows, more full-
time builders are offering titanium and carbon options than are part-timers. 

Moving past the average selling prices listed in Table 5, Figures 3.1-3.3 show the full distribution of 
complete bike prices and Figures 4.1-4.3 do the same for frameset prices. 

Table 6 shows the typical amount of output for different categories of bikes. There is a great deal of 
information embedded in this table, but a notable trend—or, really, confirmation of a widespread impression 
of the small-builder marketplace—is that various forms of traditionally “drop bar” bikes (e.g. road, racing, 
gravel, cyclocross) still dominate the handbuilt market, even if hardtail MTBs represent a sizable portion. 

U.S. Framebuilder Survey Report	 Page 10



 

U.S. Framebuilder Survey Report	 Page 11



 

U.S. Framebuilder Survey Report	 Page 12



 

U.S. Framebuilder Survey Report	 Page 13



 

U.S. Framebuilder Survey Report	 Page 14



Focusing in on different production types and formats, Table 7 shows the different production types used by 
builders. True batch or production building—in which frames are built prior to receiving an order—is quite 
rare, even amongst full-time builders (with only 10% of such builders doing “most” or “some” of their 
production as prebuilt). Conversely, 82% of full-time builders report doing “all” or “most” of their output as 
fully custom/made to order. 

Table 8.1 reports on building materials. Steel remains by far the dominant material, though a sizable portion 
of full-time builders (32%) also build in titanium.  

Of course many builders offer multiple materials, especially full-timers. Table 8.2 shows the prevalence of 
those different materials combinations. Each cell in this table should be interpreted simply to reflect the 
proportion of full-time builders offering that combination (i.e. 24% of full-time builders offer both titanium and 
steel). 
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Table 9 reports on various joinery techniques offered. As with building materials, these joinery techniques are 
not necessarily mutually exclusive; most builders offer multiple techniques, and fillet brazing and lug work 
obviously (for technical reasons) tend to be offered by the same builders. Notable in Table 9 is the much 
higher proportion of full-time builders offering TIG welding (more than double the percentage compared with 
part-timers).   
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BUILDER LIVELIHOOD 
Turning to how builders make a living in the trade, we can move through a series of questions from the 
survey that addressed different dimensions of builder livelihood and broader household income and 
livelihood. Table 10 summarizes multiple items focused on income, livelihood and goals for the framebuilding 
business. 

The most direct way of evaluating the livelihood of the typical builder is through their own self-evaluation, and 
the survey asked whether respondents’ recent income from framebuilding could, or does, sustain what they 
deemed a comfortable or reasonable living. Only 20% of the full sample reported that framebuilding provided 
a livelihood, though, as Table 10 shows, this is strongly influenced by no part-time builders making a living 
from building! Even then, only 36% of full-time builders felt they could make a reasonable living from building 
alone.  

Given the “non-traditional” career path of framebuilding, we might wonder to what extent most builders (even 
full-timers) might actually have a goal of earning a full living from the trade. In response to this question we 
see significant differences between part-timers and full-timers. A large majority (~89.5%) of full-time builders 
have a goal of making a living from the trade, or report already being able to do so. And, although 
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conventional wisdom often suggests that many or most part-time builders are essentially “hobbyists”, a 
sizable portion (40.5%) of part-time builders report the goal of making a living from building.  

The livelihood “shortfall” for full-time builders is also reflected in their participation in non-building work, with 
30% of full-time builders engaging in outside work that pays more than they earn from framebuilding, and 
23% engaging in additional work for less. Or, more simply put, 53% of full-time builders are engaging in 
some work outside of framebuilding. The percentage of full-time builders reporting outside work may be 
surprising, but this should be placed in the context—already noted above—of how few full-time builders 
report that framebuilding income does/could provide a living on its own. Put differently, if about 54% of full-
time builders could not sustain themselves on framebuilding alone, it seems less surprising that about 53% 
of builders are engaging in outside work.  

Table 11 provides more information on both non-cycling fabrication work as well as contract building. 

Returning to Table 10, Self-reported “recent income from framebuilding” is presented as well.  

Given the sensitive nature of the topic, fewer respondents reported income information—even though a 
sizable number (77 total) did so. Concern may be raised over some bias in who chose not to answer the 
income question. Having reviewed the responses (and recall that close to 90% of respondents confidentially 
revealed their identity to me), there did not seem to be any discernible systematic pattern in the non-
responses. Response rates for full-time/part-time respondents to the income question are generally similar to 
the overall balance in the sample; the full sample was 57% full time (43% part time) while the income 
reporters were 61% full time (39% part time). Thus—if anything—the income reports are biased more toward 
the full-time builders, whose incomes are probably more analytically interesting and who are viewed by more 
in the field as the “legitimate” builders. 

With respect to average incomes, a very large difference between part-time and full-time builders yields 
average values for all builders that disguise this variation. While the median annual framebuilding income for 
full-timers is $30,000, the equivalent for part-timers is only $7500.  

There is also further significant variation in the distribution of incomes within these categories that can be 
disguised by the measures of central tendency, so Figures 5.1-5.3 show the full distribution of framebuilding 
incomes for all categories. While part-time income drops quite significantly after about $15,000, a sizable 
portion of full-time incomes fall in that sub-$15,000 zone as well (with ~32% of full-time builders making less 
than $15,000 a year from framebuilding). All told—and especially with respect to full-time builders—the 
reported income amounts would confirm the oft-repeated complaints about the challenges of making a living 
as a framebuilder, even if these figures also show that there is a sizable minority of builders (~32% as well) 
making in the $45,000-95,000 range. 
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Income figures are especially interesting to many in the field, and the findings here may be surprising to some 
in that they show relatively low levels of builder income.  

To help think through the implications of these findings more generally, we can also make a very rough 
estimate of the total number of builders overall in these various income ranges. Using Figure 5.1 (which 
reports typical income for all builders, both part-time and full-time), we can calculate the rough percentage of 
the distribution falling into four basic income categories. We can then apply those percentages to our 
estimate of the total number of builders in the U.S. As already noted, the survey invitation was sent to about 
300 builder email addresses, which I take to be a reasonable rough estimate of the number of active builders 
in the U.S. at any given moment. 

Applying those income category percentages to this estimate of the total number of builders yields an 
educated guess of the total number of builders in each the following income categories: 

$0 to < 25k = ~175 builders (at ~58% of the sample) 
$25k to < $50k = ~70 builders (at ~23% of the sample) 
$50k to < $75k = ~35 builders (at ~12% of the sample) 
$76k to < $100k = ~20 builders (at ~6.5% of the sample) 

As a broader point of comparison with the general population, median annual earnings for full-time, year-
round workers in 2019 were $57,456 for men, and $47,299 for women.  Amongst people 25 years and older 1

and with a bachelor’s degree or more, median annual income was $77,326 for men, and $51,766 for 
women.  Median household income in the United States in 2019 was $68,703 for all households, with a 2

“family” household median of $88,149 and a “non-family” household median of $41,232.  3

Returning to the survey data and looking more broadly at framebuilder livelihood and household income, 
Table 12 reports on spouse/partner work status and income. 

Table 12 breaks down spouse/household work data in two different ways, which could lead to some mis-
interpretation: 

• The table first reports on a few aspects of spouse/partner work and income as a proportion of all 
builders, regardless of their marriage status. 

• This speaks to the larger question of the conditions under which all handmade bikes are being 
produced, and to what extent the handmade segment as a whole is situated in a household 
context of pooled income. 

• The table also reports on those same two questions with a sub-sample of only those who are married/
partnered.  

• These figures speak to the question of how many of these married/partnered builders rely on 
spouse/partner income to provide a sufficient household livelihood. 

About 21% of full-time builders have a spouse working in the framebuilding business in some capacity, 
though the survey did not allow me to distinguish between a spouse who helps with the business in any 
fashion (helping out on occasion) or who works in the business more formally.  

 U.S. Census Bureau, 2020, Income and Poverty in the United States: 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.census.gov/1

content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/p60-270.pdf

 U.S. Census Bureau, 2020, Historical Income Tables: Table P-16. Retrieved from: https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2

time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-people.html

 “A family household is a household maintained by a householder who is related to at least one other person in the 3

household by birth, marriage, or adoption and includes any unrelated individuals who may be residing there. A nonfamily 
household is a householder living alone (a one-person household) or sharing the home exclusively with nonrelatives.” 
(Income and Poverty in the United States: 2019, Page 3)
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Close to 74% of all full-time builders (regardless of whether they are married or not) have a spouse working 
outside of the framebuilding business. And, amongst those who are married/partnered, close to 90% have a 
working spouse (with 64% of those spouses working full-time in a different line of work).  

That amount of spousal work also translates to a significant portion of household income. Again for all full-
time builders (regardless of marital status), about 56% have a spouse making as much or more than the 
framebuilding business. Amongst those full-time builders who are married/partnered, almost 69% have a 
spouse making the same or more than the framebuilding business.  

Taken together, the results in Tables 10-12 and Figures 5.1-5.3 underscore that:  
• Most of U.S. framebuilding is being undertaken within the context of a multiple-income household. 
• The large majority (70%) of all builders earn as much or more of their own income from other, non-

framebuilding work, and—even amongst full-time builders—a small majority (53%) are also doing 
some outside work. 

• About 37% of full-time builders feel they could make enough from framebuilding to provide a 
livelihood, while another 53% of those builders would like to make a living from building but currently 
do not.
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