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2020 has been an extraordinary year, in the true sense of the word. 
But despite enormous upheaval, top manufacturing executives report 
a number of bright spots: most notably, expectations for growth and 
greater technology use, now and in the future, to ultimately make their 
organizations more successful.

Our third annual trends report offers a picture of the latest challenges 
and opportunities in the manufacturing industry. As before, our intent 
is to unlock insights that manufacturing companies can use to better 
prepare for the year ahead.

As we move into 2021, the global pandemic will continue to impact 
economic development and the manufacturing industry. Those we 
surveyed are less optimistic about the immediate future than they were 
last year. But as of this writing, it appears that an end to the pandemic 
may be in sight. This year’s questions are: How will manufacturers move 
on from the events of 2020? Where will they focus to recover from 
unexpected disruption? What are their immediate priorities to remain 
financially healthy, improve operations, and gain greater insight into 
their businesses and customers?  

One thing is clear: organizations in our survey are committed to the 
exploration and use of technology. We think that’s the right move. 
Advances in cloud computing, smart manufacturing, and business 
intelligence will help manufacturers emerge stronger, more agile, and 
more resilient than ever before. And that should help them thrive in 
2021 – and beyond.

Welcome 
2021 Manufacturing Trends:
Using Technology to Overcome Adversity
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Many respondents said they expect their organizations to meet or exceed 
projected industry growth rates for 2020. However, the impact of the global 
health crisis will continue to be a dominant factor in the manufacturing industry. 
It has changed priorities and projections and heightened pragmatism in some 
decision-making.

Key Findings

We conducted a 26-question survey to obtain insights concerning the manufacturing industry’s 
most pressing business challenges and opportunities. More than 130 manufacturers participated 
in the study. We have collected, tabulated, and summarized their responses into a robust report of 
key findings and takeaways. Our goal is to equip manufacturers with the right business intelligence 
to help them shape their growth initiatives for 2021 and beyond.

Methodology

When looking to the future, more manufacturers are prioritizing growth over profit. 
The financial upheaval of 2020 has pushed the industry to seek stability above all 
else, reducing mergers and acquisitions and capital expenditures.

Smart manufacturing will continue to be a critical priority going into the 
next few years, with manufacturers in a particularly cost-conscious mode and 
constantly seeking to do more with less. Tools and technology that enable agility 
will be critical.

Business intelligence, insights, and overall improved organization and use of 
data also remain top priorities. Most industry professionals are recognizing the 
need for support on this front and acknowledging where their organizations are 
falling short.

https://www.alithya.com/en
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A general profile of our survey participants shows:

• While responses were collected across a wide range of manufacturing sectors, the top three 
were food and beverage, industrial, and computer/electronics.

• The job level of respondents is somewhat more senior than in the previous year’s survey; 60% 
hold director titles and above, while 52% identified with the same group last year.

• Larger organizations have greater representation in this year’s survey; close to three-quarters 
of respondents are from companies with annual revenues of more than $250 million, about 10% 
more than the previous survey.

Demographics of Respondents
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For this calendar year (2020), the manufacturing industry growth rate is 
expected to be 1.39% annually. How does your organization’s expected 
growth rate compare to this average?

Question 1

Despite this challenging year, respondents indicated optimism about 2020 growth 
rates for their organizations. A combined 71% said their growth is in line with or greater 
than the projected annual industry rate of 1.39%. Last year, 62% of respondents 
indicated the same. However, the projected growth rate for 2019 was 3.9%, a 
significantly higher target to reach.

Answer & Key Finding

The reduced 2020 industry growth rate is a clear result of the general manufacturing 
slowdown, particularly in the first and second quarters of the year. In January, 
manufacturing was just starting to gain momentum. However, U.S. industrial 
production declined 4.5% from February to March, followed by a deeper decline of 
11.2% in April, according to Deloitte’s midyear outlook for the industry. 

While manufacturing levels dropped significantly during the first half of the year, 
manufacturers are putting “recover and thrive” strategies into place to emerge 
stronger, Deloitte reports. Strategies include developing new short-cycle revenue 
streams, examining supply and talent networks, and focusing on the changing 
workplace and ways to support remote workers. In addition, leveraging digital 
technologies is helping to increase visibility and transparency, allowing more flexible 
production and increasing manufacturer resilience.

Takeaway

Our growth rate is expected to be 
higher than 1.3%

Our growth rate is expected to be  
in line with 1.3%

Our growth rate is expected to be 
lower than 1.3%

Not sure/Don’t know

29%

42%

22%

7%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/manufacturing-industry-outlook.html
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In light of COVID-19, which of the following challenges most impact 
your business? (Select all that apply.)

Question 2

Supply chain disruption

Market volatility

Regulatory compliance

Balancing inventory levels

50%

37%

33%

29%

28%

28%

27%

Effectively utilizing data

Too many disparate systems

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Trade agreements/tariffs

Price reduction pressures

Rising material costs

Increasing labor costs

Visibility across all systems

System obsolescence

Driving speed to market with innovations

Developing repeatable & scalable processes

25%

24%

18%

16%

14%

14%

8%

https://www.alithya.com/en
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In light of COVID-19, which of the following challenges most impacts 
your business? (Select all that apply.)

Question 2 (cont.)

Unsurprisingly, given the events of 2020, continued supply chain disruption and 
market volatility are the top concerns of manufacturers, cited by 50% and 37% of 
respondents respectively. At 33%, regulatory compliance is a close third.

When taken together, enterprise system issues – disparity among systems, visibility 
across systems, system obsolescence – also are significant challenges. 

Answer & Key Finding

The ongoing impact of COVID-19 and the resulting economic slowdown is a shared 
concern among manufacturers, with 75% of U.S. manufacturing leaders citing it as 
their main cause of alarm in a recent Deloitte and MAPI study. A significant part of 
that concern – one perhaps less obvious at the beginning of the pandemic – are 
regulatory and compliance issues resulting from COVID-19. As Deloitte details in a 
recent analysis, those challenges include:

• Regulatory uncertainty amid changing safety, operational, and financial reporting 
requirements

• Technologies that support employee health and safety, but may add complexity to 
compliance processes and policies

• Cultural and ethical issues; for example, remote work can increase opportunities 
for noncompliance

Takeaway

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/press-releases/2020-deloitte-and-mapi-smart-manufacturing-study-accelerating-smart-manufacturing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/regulatory/articles/regulatory-response-to-covid-19.html
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With regard to your organization’s supply chain process, please share 
how satisfied you are with your level of visibility into this aspect of 
your company.

Question 3

Supply chain disruptions continue to surprise manufacturers and, in some cases, 
highlight previously unidentified weaknesses and issues. Accordingly, some 
respondents are less pleased with the transparency of their processes in that area. 11% 
said that they are not at all satisfied with their visibility into their supply chains, up from 
just 1% in the previous year’s survey.

As the Harvard Business Review says in a recent article on post-pandemic global 
supply chains, companies will be challenged to make their supply chains more 
resilient without become less competitive. Understanding vulnerabilities and risk, 
diversifying sources (including geographically), and increasing inventories and limiting 
product varieties when possible can help. 

So can process innovations and new manufacturing techniques. Technology helps 
companies reduce costs and easily manage production line changeovers. And as 
the cost of automation declines and robots operate more frequently among humans, 
more types of work are being automated – an advantage during a time of social 
distancing and general business weakness.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway
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Not at all 
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satisfied
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satisfied
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https://www.alithya.com/en
https://hbr.org/2020/09/global-supply-chains-in-a-post-pandemic-world
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Which of the following best describes your attitude/outlook on the 
future of manufacturing and how it will impact your company?

Question 4

An overwhelming 87% of participants are concerned that the manufacturing industry 
will trend downward and negatively affect their company in 2021. These results 
are less optimistic than those in last year’s survey—but even in 2019, almost three-
quarters of respondents expressed concern about a decline as the industry was 
showing signs of a slowdown.

Contrary to Alithya findings, a National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) study 
indicates an increase in manufacturers’ optimism heading into the end of the year.

Approximately two-thirds of respondents to that survey reported in August 2020 that 
they are positive about their own companies’ outlook. That compares to one-third who 
said the same in May, around the height of the pandemic shutdown and supply chain 
disruption – the most negative results of the survey since the Great Recession in 2009. 
They also expect production, pricing, sales and employment to increase slightly over 
the next 12 months. NAM study respondents also were generally more positive than 
Alithya respondents at the same time last year.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

I’m extremely concerned that the industry will take a 
downturn and negatively affect our company

I’m somewhat concerned that the industry will take a 
downturn and negatively affect our company

I’m slightly concerned that the industry will take a 
downturn and negatively affect our company

I’m not at all concerned about the industry;  
I’m confident that my company will prevail

13%

21%

45%

21%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www.nam.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/NAM-Outlook-Survey-Q3-2020.pdf
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Which of the following best describes the executive team’s view on 
technology within your organization?

Question 5

Close to two-thirds of respondents think their executives value technology and are 
open to incorporating it into their organizations. Slightly less than one-third report that 
their leaders view technology as necessary even though they are uncertain about it.

The fourth Industrial Revolution continues to shape the manufacturing industry, 
molding a future defined by digitization. The digital transformation underway among 
manufacturers provides invaluable data to streamline processes and increase 
efficiency, productivity, and profitability, much as the steam engine, electricity, and 
mass production did before. Deloitte calls it building digital muscle: using artificial 
intelligence (AI, cloud computing, advanced analytics, and robotic process automation) 
to help manufacturers move quickly in the face of threats – and opportunities.  

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

They value technology and are open to 
incorporating it into to our organization

They are uncertain about technology, 
but view it as necessary

They have trouble seeing the value in 
technology within our organization  

and are resistant to it

61%

31%

8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/manufacturing-industry-outlook.html
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Does your organization use technology in the cloud or on premise?

Question 6

An overwhelming majority of respondents said their organizations use a mix of cloud 
and on-premise technology or are already 100% in the cloud. Only a slender 6% are 
entirely on premise. These findings are in line with overall cloud computing adoption 
statistics reported by Hosting Tribunal, which says that 94% of enterprises use a 
cloud service.

Cloud-based computing is an essential component of the smart manufacturing 
revolution, according to the Information Technology & Innovation Foundation. Cloud-
based solutions offer manufacturers a wide range of benefits: scalability, operational 
efficiency, application and partner integration, and enhanced security. And the cloud’s 
data storage, management, and analytics capabilities offer better intelligence to help 
manufacturers manage their businesses more effectively. Cloud computing also 
speaks to some recent industry issues, such as supply chain management, with real-
time data availability that increases visibility into operations. 

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

We are 100% in the cloud

We are hybrid –  
a mix of cloud and on premise

We are 100% on premise

21%

73%

5%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://hostingtribunal.com/blog/cloud-adoption-statistics/#gref
https://itif.org/publications/2017/06/22/how-cloud-computing-enables-modern-manufacturing
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Have you evaluated your business processes that are not addressed 
(and automated) with your existing technology set?

Question 7

Business process automation is top of mind among manufacturers represented in the 
survey. Two-thirds of respondents indicated that their organizations have evaluated 
and identified business processes that need to be automated. Almost one-quarter 
said they have evaluated their business processes, but didn’t identify additional 
opportunities for automation. Only 11% haven’t conducted an evaluation. 

A move towards greater automation will impact every industry, including 
manufacturing. For example, analysts at Gartner predict that 85% of large organizations 
will deploy some form of robotic process automation (RPA) by 2022, with small and 
mid-size firms not far behind. To make RPA a success, Gartner says, organizations 
should evaluate possible use cases and focus on revenue-generating activities, not 
just potential reductions in workforce and labor costs, as part of an overall digital 
transformation. That would support manufacturers’ priority to grow as much as 
possible during an essentially low-growth period.

In addition, automation isn’t just an internal benefit. For example, automated self-
service portals can empower customers and partners and streamline how they do 
business with an organization, leading to greater satisfaction – and long relationships.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Yes, we have evaluated our 
business processes and 

identified additional processes 
that need to be automated

Yes, we have evaluated our 
business processes but did not 

identify additional processes 
that need to be automated

No, we have not yet 
evaluated this

24%

66%

11%
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https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2018-11-13-gartner-says-worldwide-spending-on-robotic-process-automation-software-to-reach-680-million-in-2018
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Thinking about your organization’s priorities with regard to product 
innovation, please rank the following in order of importance (1 being 
the most important and 11 being the least important).

Question 8

Traceability and tracking of materials

Speed to market

Sustainability of future supply

Changing consumer demands

Availability of raw materials

Raw material pricing volatility

Collaboration across business units

Prototype development and testing

Efficiency and productivity

5.6

5.6

6

6.7

6.4

5.6

5.4

5.5

7.5

Customer input

Competitor intel

6.4

5.4

https://www.alithya.com/en
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Thinking about your organization’s priorities with regards to product 
innovation, please rank the following in order of importance (1 being 
the most important and 11 being the least important).

Question 8 (cont.)

Efficiency and productivity remain the top priority in manufacturing innovation, 
reflecting the continued need to operate lean to meet bottom-line goals. Given 
the manufacturing disruptions of 2020, it is not surprising that changing customer 
demands are a close second. Nor is it a surprise that with the year’s supply chain 
issues, availability of raw materials, sustainability of future supply, and raw material 
pricing volatility all have risen in importance.

According to Security Today, the number of Internet of Things (IoT) devices is 
estimated to rise from 31 billion in 2020 to 35 billion in 2021 – and more than double 
to 75 billion in 2025. Right now, 127 new IoT devices are connected to the web every 
second. Many of them are being used in the manufacturing industry, which has 
an above-average IoT adoption rate and the most ambitious plans among other 
industries to use IoT in the next two years, a recent Microsoft IoT Signals Report says.

With manufacturers’ interest in growth and profitability, it’s no wonder: IoT excels at 
meeting key manufacturing needs such as real-time process monitoring and supply 
chain data and visibility, helping manufacturers achieve critical cost and production 
efficiencies. It’s important to collect the data generated by IoT devices in a centralized 
system such as an ERP to gain the most insight from it.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://securitytoday.com/Articles/2020/01/13/The-IoT-Rundown-for-2020.aspx?Page=1
https://azure.microsoft.com/en-us/iot/signals/
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Thinking about your organization’s technology priorities, please rank 
the following in order of importance (1 being the most important and 
10 being the least important).

Question 9

Enterprise Resource Planning

Customer Relationship Management

Analytics and BI

IoT and Machine Learning

Connected Field Services

Collaboration

Portals

Cloud Migration

eCommerce

5.9

6.3

6.6

4.9

5.4

5.4

5.1

4.9

5.8

Apps 5

https://www.alithya.com/en
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Thinking about your organization’s technology priorities, please rank 
the following in order of importance (1 being the most important and 
10 being the least important).

Question 9 (cont.)

The triumvirate of analytics and business intelligence, customer relationship 
management (CRM), and enterprise resource planning (ERP) continue to land at the 
top of their organizations’ tech priorities, respondents said. eCommerce also was 
high in the mix, which is not a surprise, given that B2B use of digital is a fast-growing 
segment, valued at $12.2 trillion in 2019 – six times the B2C ecommerce market.  
Collaboration and connected field services jumped in importance over the previous 
year, perhaps due to the increase in online purchasing and the work-at-home 
mandates of 2020. 

Technology is ever-evolving, with constant iterations and innovations that create 
opportunities for manufacturers to reimagine their products and operations. The 
question is, which technologies justify the investment? Digital transformation may 
help an organization gain a competitive edge, but in the end, technology is a tool that 
helps companies follow their business strategies – not a strategy in and of itself. 

Untangling the knot of technology options available today and deciding what to 
implement to meet organizational goals can be hard to do without advice and 
assistance. A good implementation partner can help a company successfully adopt 
new technology – connecting business processes, suggesting the right tools, and 
integrating data sources in one dashboard.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

https://www.alithya.com/en
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How does your organization use data?

Question 10

When compared to the previous survey, respondents reported a 10-point drop in 
the collection and regular use of data, and a 10-point increase in the collection of 
data with no plan to use it. Much like last year, 43% said they are collecting data and 
working on plans to use it effectively. But overall, that means 77% of organizations 
represented in the survey either aren’t collecting data or aren’t currently using it. 

Organizations that put data at the center of their vision and strategy have a 
competitive advantage over non-data organizations, according to a recent report, 
The Business Impact of Data Intelligent Management by Forrester Consulting and 
data intelligence company Collibra.

According to the report, 58% of organizations adopting data intelligence are more 
likely to exceed revenue goals than non-data intelligent organizations. But even in 
this survey group, a disconnect between data collection and use exists. While 84% 
of the 900 business analysts surveyed said it is very important to put data at the 
center of crucial business strategy, 43% said their organizations fail to routinely use 
data to guide such decisions.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

We collect data and are working on a plan  
for effectively utilizing it

We collect data but we don’t have a plan for utilizing it

We collect data and utilize it regularly

We do not collect data or utilize it at all

43%

29%

23%

6%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www.collibra.com/business-impact-of-data-intelligent-management?utm_source=press&utm_medium=press%20release&utm_campaign=Forrester%20Data%20Intelligent%20Management%202020
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Which of the following best describes your organization’s connection 
to your customer information?

Question 11

More than half of respondents reported that their organizations are collecting 
customer data, but not fully using it. Only one-third said they consistently collect 
customer information and use it to build connections with them. This is a notable 
switch from the previous report, when more than half of participants said their 
organizations effectively collect and use customer data, and represents a clear 
opportunity for improved data gathering and use.

Companies that see positive revenue growth collect more customer experience (CX) 
data than nongrowth companies, according to a recent survey by Gartner, Inc. Nearly 
80% of growth organizations use customer surveys to collect CX data, compared to 
58% of nongrowth organizations.

While surveys are the most popular tool to collect data, they offer some limitations in 
terms of timeliness and data quality. Instead, the use of near- and real-time analytics 
to collect CX data is a rising trend among growth companies, Gartner reports. While 
43% of product managers at growth companies use analytics to collect and analyze 
customer perception and sentiment data, just 22% of product managers at nongrowth 
companies do the same.

Artificial intelligence (AI) technologies can help organizations gather real-time data 
that can be used to predict and respond to customer needs for new features and 
solutions. Companies that leverage AI and other analytic applications will stand out as 
CX leaders in the next decade, Gartner says.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

We do not collect customer information currently

We collect some customer information,  
but it doesn’t impact our relationships with them

We consistently collect customer information  
and use it to build lasting connections with them

11%

35%

54%

None of the above 

0%

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-03-31-gartner-says-growth-companies-are-more-actively-collecting-customer-experience-data-than-nongrowth-companies
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Which of the following best describes your company’s primary focus— 
growth or profitability?

Question 12

Growth won out over profitability – a big swing from last year’s report. More than half 
of participants (57%) said that growth is their organizations’ top priority, while only 
39% said profitability is more important. Last year, profitability was key and growth 
was second, at 52% and 45%, respectively.

When staring down declining financial statements, focusing on growth is a fair 
strategy. And growth can lead to profitability. A number of studies in multiple 
industries point out that as market share increases, a business is more likely to have 
a higher profit margin. However, “more likely” means it isn’t always true. Seeking 
sustainable growth – balancing high growth and profitability – may be the answer, 
particularly as the manufacturing industry continues to recover.

Reducing spending, raw materials and inventory, retooling sales plans, and 
evaluating production processes are solid strategies during a downturn. So 
is investing in new technologies that offer fast returns, helping efficiency and 
productivity remain high whether or not the industry is in a slow period. 

 

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Overall growth is our top priority

Profitability is our top priority

Neither

39% 57%

5%

https://www.alithya.com/en
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Which of the following best describes your primary focus  
with respect to profitability?

Question 13

More manufacturers than before are focused on either total revenue or profit margin 
as a measure of financial success. The emphasis on total revenue increased most 
significantly, from 6% to 20%. The focus on profit margin grew more modestly, from 
18% to 22%. Approximately 52% of respondents said that both revenue and profits are 
important, a significant number, but still down from 70% in the 2019 report.

The combined measurements of revenue and profit still are critical to a significant 
number of respondents. However, the individual focus on each may indicate that more 
companies are being forced to prioritize one over the other in a challenging year. 
Either way, implementing or modernizing enterprise resource planning (ERP) efforts 
across manufacturing operations is one powerful strategy to meet both goals.

An effective ERP system offers real-time information and insights that can improve 
operations, increasing both growth and profitability. A modern ERP system also can 
help manufacturers better manage the types of challenges they experienced in 
2020, increasing their visibility into the supply chain, helping them respond quickly to 
changing market conditions, and aiding in compliance.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Total revenue

Profit margin

Both total revenue AND profit margin

Neither total revenue NOR profit margin

20%

22%

52%

3%

Don’t know/ Not sure 3%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
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Which of the following most accurately describes your organization’s 
market share?

Question 14

In a significant shift from last year’s report, respondents indicated far more parity 
between domestic and international market share than before. Forty-six percent of 
participants reported that their domestic and international business is about equal, 
compared to 15% last year. Conversely, domestic business dominance dropped from 
69% to 41%.

International sales represent enormous opportunity for U.S. manufacturers. According 
to Manufacturing Business Technology, as many as 95% of the world’s buyers with 
70% of the world’s buying power are located outside the U.S. The Internet and 
other technologies make attracting international buyers easier than ever, and while 
international business comes with challenges, resources (such as U.S. federal, state and 
local export assistance programs) are available to help manufacturers overcome them.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Domestic business represents  
more market share than international 

Domestic and international  
market share is about the same

International business represents  
more market share than domestic business

46%

41%

1%

12%

Not sure/Don’t know

Note: The results for this question also could have been influenced by the demographic makeup of survey 
respondents. Manufacturers with revenue of $500 million or greater accounted for 40% of responses, as 
compared to 33% in the previous survey. Those with revenue under $249 million accounted for 28% of 
responses, down from 36%. Since large manufacturers are more likely to conduct international business 
than small and mid-size companies, the year-over-year data comparison may be skewed.
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Which of the following best describes the part that mergers and 
acquisitions (M&A) play in your business strategy?

Question 15

In a significant shift, only 24% of respondents reported that their organizations have 
been involved in M&A and plan to continue in the future. The previous year, 40% 
indicated continued involvement in mergers and acquisitions. Another 27% said they 
were involved in the past but don’t plan to be in the future.

While growth may be on the manufacturing radar, inorganic growth isn’t. 
Manufacturing M&A has taken a hit with the economic downturn; deal value fell 46% 
and volume dropped 21% in the first six months of 2020 as compared to the same 
period in 2019, PwC reported in Industrial Manufacturing Deals Insights: Midyear 2020. 
This represents the weakest first half in deal value since 2014 as manufacturers seek 
to conserve cash and avoid the cost and risk of M&A.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

We were involved with M&A in the past 
and plan to be in the future

We were involved with M&A in the past, 
but do not plan to be in the future 

We were not involved with M&A  
in the past, but plan to be in the future

We were not involved with M&A in the past,  
and we do not plan to be in the future

None of the above 

16%

34%

27%

23%

0%
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Which of the following best describes how much your organization 
will invest in capital projects in 2021?

Question 16

More organizations are reporting year-over-year decreases in capital investment 
for 2021. One-third of respondents said expenditures will be about the same as in 
2020, down from 51% in the previous report. Another 33% said expenditures will be 
somewhat less than in 2020; only 11% reported reduced expenditures the year before.

As with M&A, preserving cash and containing costs to manage short- and medium-
term impacts on their business means that industrial companies plan to pull back 
significantly on capital expenditures, according to a recent Bain & Company analysis. 
Reductions in spending could be in the neighborhood of 20% to 30%, similar to those 
made during the Great Recession. 

The third quarter National Association of Manufacturers report is more optimistic, 
with respondents expecting capital spending to rise 0.7% over the next 12 months, a 
significant shift from the predicted decline of 2.5% in the previous survey. 

Either way, those who do invest will do so very strategically, focusing resources on the 
business segments where they can become market leaders. And as Deloitte says in 
its manufacturing industry outlook, many companies have shifted spending towards 
digital projects that help them increase agility and better manage risk, making them 
more resilient during tough times.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Significantly less 
 than in 2020

Somewhat less  
than in 2020

About the same  
as in 2020

Somewhat more  
than in 2020

5%

34% 33%

23%

6%

Significantly more  
than in 2020
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Are you aware of which customers are most profitable 
to your company?

Question 17

Year-over-year, an even greater percentage of respondents are confident that their 
organizations understand customer profitability: 92% of participants as compared to 
84% in the previous survey.

As business challenges and global competition increase, so does the importance of 
understanding the profitability of customers, products, and services. As Accenture 
says in Measuring the True Profitability of Products, Services and Customers, adopting 
a profitability analysis methodology can help organizations:

• Understand true costs and profitability

• Increase organization-wide transparency around costs and profits

• Respond with greater agility to business shifts

• Re-evaluate their business model

• Fine-tune their customer offering

• Figure out what to do with unprofitable products

Getting a handle on profitability can be a “significant differentiator” among 
organizations, Accenture says.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Yes

No

Not sure / Don’t know

4%

92%

4%
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Are you aware of which products are most profitable  
to your company?

Question 18

As with responses to the question of customer profitability, most participants indicate 
that they know what their most profitable products are: 88%, up slightly from 84% the 
year before.

Addressing poor data quality and cost transparency is a critical component of 
understanding product and customer profitability – often the largest hurdle, 
Accenture says in its report. While setting up new structures and processes and 
training individuals involved usually is necessary, so, too, is a re-examination of the 
technology manufacturers are using – most notably, enterprise resource planning 
(ERP). With an effective ERP system, manufacturers can understand and manage 
production schedules, capacity loadings, shop floor activities, and production costs 
in an integrated setup, and view client, contract, and project details for an accurate 
accounting of profitability.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Yes

No

Not sure / Don’t know

3%

88%

10%
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Thinking about your organization’s sales pipeline priorities, please rank 
the following in order of importance (1 being the most important and 8 
being the least important).

Question 19

While forecasting remains a top priority for sales, visibility and tracking have jumped 
in importance over last year. This is likely tied to increasing complexity and the new 
work-from-home normal, which requires an even greater dependence on accurate 
and accessible data and digital reporting. While sales forecasting has always been 
critical, it becomes even more so during a period of rapid ups-and-downs in market 
demand, which increases the need for real-time, quality data.

Customer relationship management (CRM) has never been more important than it 
is today. Forecasting and increasing sales, improving data collection and analysis, 
tracking activities and projects, collaborating with others – all are crucial to retaining 
and increasing revenue, and all become more difficult when markets are turned 
upside down and so many people are working remotely. But as was true before, 
investing in the right CRM isn’t enough; organizations must also pull together a skilled 
team and ensure that all are using the CRM tool to its greatest advantage.

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway

Improving Processes (or Sales Processes)

Forecasting

Accuracy

Visibility

Resource allocation

Tracking Activity

Progress reporting

Actionability

5

4.8

4.1

5.2

4.4

4.1

4.5

3.9
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Not at all  
effective

Not very  
effective 

Somewhat  
effective

Extremely  
effective

Very 
effective
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Thinking about your organization and your digital communications 
(emails, portals, e-commerce and websites), how effective is your 
communication with your customers and suppliers?

Question 20

While a greater number of respondents said they think their organizations’ 
communications are very successful (40% versus 32% in the last survey), 56% said 
they are not very effective or only somewhat effective. Manufacturers still have 
considerable opportunity to improve their digital communication strategies and make 
sure key audiences are well-informed.

Successful communication requires accurate customer insight to engage with the 
right people, at the right time, about the right products. But it’s impossible to slice 
and dice data that’s not there. That’s where customer relationship management 
(CRM) solutions come into play. The applications that store customer information for 
sales use also are critical for shaping digital platforms that meet customer needs and 
developing communications that inform and engage them.

Putting the customer first in communications is an important element of customer-
centricity. With the cost of customer acquisition typically several times higher than 
that of retention, all positive experiences help build relationships that deliver value to 
everyone involved. 

1%

17%

40%
40%

2%

Answer & Key Finding

Takeaway
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Manufacturers entered 2020 bracing for an 
economic slowdown or outright recession. 
Instead, they had to deal with circumstances 
that were entirely different, but still created 
economic turmoil. U.S. industrial production 
declined 4.5% from February to March and 
further dropped 11.2% in April. And while the 
outlook among at least some manufacturers is 
more positive for the remainder of the year, the 
events of 2020 will reverberate in 2021:

• Overall growth is the priority among 57% 
of our survey respondents. And though 
growth and profitability together are still 
important, more manufacturers than 
before will home in on one or the other, 
participants said. An either/or approach to 
growth and profitability may be a pragmatic 
decision for resource-challenged 
organizations coming out of 2020.

• As a further sign of financial pragmatism, 
both M&A and capital expenditures are 
on the decline, according to our survey 
participants and industry reports.

• While inorganic growth through M&A might 
be down, organizations are seeking organic 
growth by expanding into international 
markets to diversify geographically. Almost 
half of survey respondents reported that 
their domestic and international business is 
about equal, compared to just 15% last year.

• Supply chain transparency, an area 
of dissatisfaction among our survey 
participants, is a source of concern to 
the industry in general and a priority for 
retooling. Understanding vulnerabilities 
and risks, diversifying sources, increasing 
inventory, and limiting product variety 
when possible can help make supply 
chains more resilient.

Given the current climate, manufacturers 
that have money to invest will do so very 
strategically, where it counts most for their 
businesses. For many, that means they’ll 
be spending it on technology. Executives 
support it, and survey respondents said their 
organizations need it. Tech priorities haven’t 
changed much year-over-year: analytics and 
business intelligence, CRM, and ERP. While 
this also was true in 2019, the increased 
efficiency, productivity, collaboration, and 
customer focus offered by technology 
solutions might be even more important as 
manufacturers seek to recover.

Conclusion
Moving Onward and Upward 

While the outlook among at least 
some manufacturers is more 
positive for the remainder of 

the year, the events of 2020 will 
reverberate in 2021.
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Survey respondents identified a number of 
opportunities in their own organizations: 

• Additional business process automation, 
which their companies have evaluated and 
identified uses for.

• Enterprise system issues – disparity, 
visibility, obsolescence – that need to be 
addressed.

• Potential movement of more technology 
to the cloud, possible because most 
organizations still use a mix of cloud and 
on-premise technology.

• ERP, CRM, and eCommerce solutions that 
streamline operations, facilitate sales, 
provide valuable data, and make life easier 
for customers.

However, too many reported that their 
companies are collecting data, including 
customer data, but not currently using it. That 
needs to change. To thrive in an era of digital 
transformation, organizations have to break 

data silos by connecting disparate systems 
under one centralized platform so data 
becomes actionable business intelligence. All 
the smart manufacturing in the world won’t 
make up for the lost opportunities unused 
data represents.

Those lost opportunities include the chance to 
connect with customers and reap the benefits 
of closer relationships. Simply put: those who 
put CX data to use are far more likely to grow. 
Companies that take advantage of technology 
to create a better customer experience will 
win. It’s still the age of the customer, and 
ignoring that fact creates a challenge that may 
be harder than normal to overcome, given the 
road to recovery that’s ahead.

Manufacturers will move onward and upward 
as the economy heals through 2021 and 
beyond, and lessons learned during a time 
of uncertainty will help propel them into a 
brighter future. Technology will play a major 
role in that recovery, delivering flexibility and 
resilience to the manufacturing industry in any 
and all circumstances. 
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