
 FROM GREAT DEPRESSION TO COVID-19, OAK HALL STAYS STRONG

CAP & GOWN MAKER 
STREAMLINES OPERATIONS, 
IMPROVES TRANSPARENCY 
WITH IPE SOFTWARE

CASE STUDY: OAK HALL

Founded in 1889, Oak Hall Cap & Gown has weathered 
its share of storms: the Spanish Flu, the Great Depression, 
even two world wars. But COVID-19 threw Oak Hall and its 
customers an extra-tough challenge — a complete halt to in-
person group events, the very reason the company’s products 
exist. Normally on a predictable ordering cycle for special 
event attire such as graduation caps, gowns and choir robes, 
organizations collectively hit pause in 2020, waiting for 
social-distancing requirements to lift.

Then as restrictions on public gatherings ebbed in 2021, 
business came back with a roar in response to pent-up 
demand for pomp and circumstance. Many schools scrambled 
to plan ceremonies to recognize not only 2021 graduates but 

2020 graduates, too. As it has for over 130 years, Oak Hall 
delivered. There is a reason why the business is the largest 
U.S. supplier of regalia for colleges and universities.

How did Oak Hall handle this historic demand dip and surge? 
It took an all-hands-on-deck effort across its 100-percent U.S. 
operations. And, as this case study will discuss, it took  
IPE production management technology.

https://oakhalli.com
https://www.incentivepayroll.com/index.html
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Challenges of Scaling  
with Growth
For sure, the most recent spike in post-pandemic demand was 
an anomaly, but Oak Hall is used to adapting to change. 
After all, you don’t get to be 132 years old without some 
growing pains. Starting from a small factory in Roanoke, 
Va., the company has acquired four businesses, and over the 
decades, bought and sold multiple manufacturing facilities. 
Through it all, Oak Hall has been family owned and deeply 
committed to its American workforce, not laying off a single 
employee. Today, Oak Hall’s operations span four Virginia 
sites with a cumulative 455,000 square feet and over 450 
associates, including approximately 250 sewing operators.

Through both organic growth and acquisition, Oak Hall’s 
product line has expanded to include not only high school 
and college regalia but also robes and accessories for use in 
judicial, religious, and other ceremonial settings. Oak Hall 
outfits graduates, professors, ministers, church choir singers 
and judges. Since acquiring Bentley & Simon in 1980, 
the business carries on the esteemed tradition of crafting 
custom robes for the U.S. Supreme Court justices. Oak Hall 
also makes pint-sized Kindergrad® caps and gowns. Plus, it 
produces stoles, cords, medallions, hoods, tams, and tassels, 
all available in different colors, materials, sizes and styles. 
Many are customized with embroidery, silk screening or 
stripes. Oak Hall encourages regalia recycling and reuse, 
offering both rental attire and eco-friendly graduation gowns 
made of sustainable fabrics. In fact, at some ceremonies, there 
are recycling bins where graduates have the option to toss 
their regalia if they don’t wish to save it. Oak Hall ensures the 
gown fabric is recycled and reprocessed into new products.

With expansion of its factory base and product assortment, 
Oak Hall’s methods for tracking production and managing 
incentive payroll struggled to keep up. Before it bought a 
new shop floor control solution from IPE, the business used 

Microsoft® Excel® spreadsheets and Microsoft Access® 
databases to maintain piece-rate operations data. All changes 
had to be made manually — four times, once for each factory.

Lacking automated data collection methods, Oak Hall faced 
frequent incentive payroll calculation errors. It took precious 
time and resources to correct the errors and issue new checks 
to employees. 

It also was time consuming and tedious to change sewing 
operation rates so that all factories were working from one 
version of the truth. A case in point: Prior to implementing 
the IPE system, Oak Hall introduced NuHorizon®, the regalia 
industry’s only shiny, silky-looking gown fabric made entirely 
from post-consumer plastic bottles. The popular knit satin 
finish is attractive and comfortable but more difficult for 
sewing operators to handle than other materials, including 
Oak Hall’s GreenWeaver®, a sustainable woven fabric with 
a matte finish. It was difficult for Oak Hall to roll out different 
piecework rates for NuHorizon styles to reflect additional time 
operators required to manage the material.

“As the business grew, those spreadsheets and databases 
became too cumbersome to manage,” says Mike Williams, 
Oak Hall information technology manager. “We were trying 
to standardize our plants and operations, and the piece-rate 
pay was getting more and more complex. It was very difficult 
to make any kind of changes.”

Streamlining Operations 
with IPE Software
Oak Hall knew it needed to move quickly and flexibly 
to serve new customers, add new styles and make more 
products. It wanted a software supplier to help it transition 
off stand-alone spreadsheets and databases and onto a 
standardized solution for:

 » Manufacturing data collection
 » Piece-rate incentive payroll management
 » Production tracking

“Changes that used to take 
days are now accomplished 
across our business in just 

minutes in a single system.”

https://oakhalli.com/product/college-nuhorizon-caps-gowns/
https://oakhalli.com/product/greenweaver-college-cap-gown/
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The company also sought strong technical support, preferably 
based on the U.S. East Coast. Oak Hall’s solution search led 
to Greenville, S.C.-based IPE, a provider of incentive payroll 
and shop floor control technology since 2010. IPE’s solutions, 
based on the Microsoft .NET® platform, manage operations, 
styles and cut orders for manufacturers in sewn products and 
other industries where incentives are paid. IPE stands for 
“Improving Productivity and Efficiency.” By leveraging IPE’s 
production management solution, Oak Hall achieved both 
these goals while gaining greater visibility to its operations. It 
has attained measurable time savings, payroll accuracy and 
productivity improvements.

“The IP system has completely streamlined the piecework 
payroll process for our workers, managers and payroll 
administrators,” Williams says. “We no longer need to setup 
and maintain separate databases and spreadsheets for each 
plant. Changes that used to take days are now accomplished 
across our business in just minutes in a single system.”

Now, to add a new product or change a sewing operation 
rate, Oak Hall makes the adjustment easily in the IPE system, 
and changes automatically roll out across all factories. When 
Virginia’s minimum wage increased from $7.25 to $9.50 
in May 2021, IPE was ready with a simple change to the 
configuration. Oak Hall shifted to the new wage smoothly and 
painlessly. “Before, that would have been a total nightmare to 
try and make all those changes,” Williams says. “But with IPE 
it was really seamless.”

Likewise, when Oak Hall introduces a tricky-to-handle fabric 
or new operation, making the changes behind the scenes is 
a cinch.

“Perhaps the biggest  
benefit overall has been  

the transparency that  
IPE provides.” 

In addition, payroll is consistently accurate, eliminating non-
value-added time to address problems and issue new checks. 
With the IPE system, barcoded bundle tickets are scanned as 
work flows through every operation on the factory floor. The 
solution includes codes for standard and off-standard pay, 
including make-up work, overtime premiums, differentiated 
shift pay and many other situations commonly encountered in 
a sewn products business. The IPE system:

 » Collects data
 » Processes it
 » Calculates incentive payroll
 » Tracks work-in-process
 » Integrates with ADP and other gross-to-net  
payroll systems

 » Provides production reporting on productivity by plant, 
including operations completed and the history and 
progress of each production employee.

Gaining Visibility  
and Transparency
Associates receive daily reports showing their incentive 
pay rates, targets, individual performance, and earnings. 
This has helped Oak Hall build trust with associates about 
their compensation. “It’s very important to us to pay our 
employees fairly and be able to show them exactly what they 
are being paid and why they are getting paid that amount,” 
says Williams. “With IPE’s accurate reporting, we can offer 
associates more transparency. That was hard to do in our 
previous system.”

That transparency also benefits Oak Hall management. “The 
system provides authorized users with access to the same 
data, so there is no confusion as to what each plant and 
employee is accomplishing,” says Williams. “We can easily 
compare plant to plant to keep things more consistent across 
our entire operation.”

https://www.incentivepayroll.com/index.html
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With ready access to production data, it’s also easier for 
managers to see opportunities for continuous improvement, 
such as adjusting operator training to teach and adopt 
a standard operating method used by the most efficient 
operators. “Perhaps the biggest benefit overall has been the 
shop floor transparency that IP provides,” says Williams. 
“We can now see how each individual employee is doing 
in meeting their goals. Supervisors can identify operations 
that are not performing as expected and take appropriate 
action. Or if we have an employee that’s a superstar, we 
can duplicate their methods to bring everybody up and raise 
overall productivity.”

Ready for the Next 100 Years
As spring 2021 approached and Oak Hall customers saw 
signs of COVID-19 restrictions about to lift, they started 
placing orders — a deluge of orders. “It was just like turning 
on a water hose,” Williams says.

Armed with an outstanding American workforce, a 
sustainable product line, a leading production management 
technology and a century-plus of experience, Oak Hall 
plunged confidently into action and remains ready for the next 
big challenge or opportunity to come it’s way.

Would you like to learn more about how shop floor control technology can benefit your 
business in many of the same ways it helped Oak Hall Cap & Gown? Visit IPE online at 
www.incentivepayroll.com, call 864-498-1310 or e-mail info@IncentivePayroll.com to 
explore how our Incentive Payroll solution can automate your incentive payroll processes. 
Let us help you bring transparency to your factory floor operations, reduce costs, speed 
production, and improve your bottom-line performance.

http://www.incentivepayroll.com
mailto:info%40IncentivePayroll.com?subject=

