
 

IDC INDUSTRY SPOTLIGHT 
Sponsored by: Salesforce 

 
Disruption Drives Digital Transformation in 
Discrete Manufacturing 
February 2021 

Written by: Aly Pinder, Program Director, Service Innovation and Connected Products  

 

Introduction 
Field service is a critical process within the service life cycle. The entire 
customer relationship can be positively or negatively impacted by the 
service provided during the installation of a piece of equipment or at the 
point of failure. Field service technicians are trusted resources who can 
quickly resolve issues and keep customers happy.  

Often in the past, discrete manufacturers primarily focused on selling 
products and equipment and not on how service would be delivered to 
meet customer expectations or drive value. Success was meeting a static 
service-level agreement (SLA) or delivery window and then moving on to 
the next job and work order. This approach no longer works because 
customers expect their business-to-business (B2B) relationships to 
resemble experiences in the consumer world. Efficiency, quality, real-time 
visibility, and customer value have become as important as the product 
performance itself.  

Field service technicians are the face of the brand for many organizations. 
They're also a trusted partner and hero to customers, especially if they  
can resolve the issue at hand the first time. The ability to empower the 
field service worker with the right data and insights via a mobile device  
can do more than just allow for one more job to get done in a given day. 
Discrete manufacturers must look at the field service team as an extension 
of the product.  

The field service team also provides an additional engagement channel 
with customers and can uncover unmet needs. In a time of disruption, 
many customers may delay new equipment purchases, putting product 
margins at risk. The field service organization has a new opportunity to 
become the driver of success and future growth. But to deliver on this goal, the field service team needs to have the tools 
to resolve issues safely and efficiently in an environment where service demand can be unpredictable.  

Disruptions have accelerated the need for discrete manufacturers to digitally transform. 
Field service operations are transitioning to more predictive and remote service models.  

KEY STATS 
According to recent IDC surveys of global 
discrete manufacturers: 

» 30.5% of manufacturers reported revenue 
growth returning, and they expect to invest 
in technology more aggressively.   

» 15.4% of manufacturers reported that as 
their business stabilizes into what is now 
the new normal, they are working to 
operate more as a digital business. 

» 55.6% of manufacturers plan to convert or 
are evaluating converting some or more 
business processes to support no-contact 
experiences.  

WHAT'S IMPORTANT 
» The COVID-19 crisis will have a lasting 

impact on the service experiences 
delivered to customers, increasing the 
need for safety, remote connectivity, and 
predictive service.  

»Discrete manufacturers can no longer take 
for granted service revenue because 
customers will demand better, faster 
quality interactions and issue resolution as 
the critical nature of product, equipment, 
and asset performance becomes more 
apparent.  

AT A GLANCE 
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Another opportunity discrete manufacturers have begun to explore is how field service technicians can drive revenue 
growth. Beyond consumables and labor, discrete manufacturers are looking to innovate the services that are associated 
with the customer life cycle. The field service team, being a trusted advisor and a hero at critical moments for customers, 
provides an entry point into how a manufacturer can extend the relationship beyond just the equipment, asset, or 
product. This is a delicate dance, and discrete manufacturers need to be mindful that the trust built by technicians is not 
eroded amid the shift to a more profit-centric view of field service.    

Field service management technology can help field service teams do the jobs they are good at while enabling the rest of 
the organization to tap into data insights to strengthen the customer relationship. The market is changing rapidly, and 
discrete manufacturers that embrace this change and support their field service teams with the tools and technology to 
efficiently deliver value to customers at scale will be successful.   

The Challenge of Delivering Enhanced Experiences with Personalization and Speed at Scale 

As discrete manufacturers navigate the next normal and future proof their businesses, the definition of an exceptional 
service experience will change. For example, the service experience may shift from a physical presence on the job site  
to a remote collaboration experience between a technician and a facilities manager or between a farmer and a field 
technician as a result of safety guidelines for distancing.   

Forward-thinking discrete manufacturers have made these pivots at an accelerated rate and at a scale that wasn't 
expected. According to IDC's COVID-19 Impact on IT Spending Survey (conducted August 26–September 6, 2020),  
36.8% of manufacturers had enabled or planned to enable product/service installation to be contactless, and 39.5% had 
enabled contactless experiences for customer and field service processes.    

There will be occasions when a physical presence is required, but discrete manufacturers need to leverage technology 
and digital tools to better understand and predict which jobs can be resolved remotely and which require a technician 
onsite. Also, if a technician must go onsite, organizations need to optimize scheduling so that customers know exactly 
when someone will be there. The discrete manufacturer also needs to ensure the technician has the right parts, skills, 
and on-demand information to fully solve the correct problem the first time.  

This disruption is driving field service teams to accelerate their move away from manual and paper-based processes or 
outdated legacy systems to implement more advanced systems. Although manufacturers are sometimes viewed as 
laggards when it comes to technology and digital transformation, 63.4% of manufacturers sampled in a recent IDC survey 
noted that they are current using cloud for field service with another 16.3% expecting to move to cloud within 24 months. 

A mobile, cloud platform for field service enables a real-time view into the customer experience, which creates a window 
into service history for a broader set of functions within the organization. Historically, field service technicians were by 
themselves fixing issues and moving on to the next work order. But through digital transformation initiatives and 
enhanced field service technology capabilities, field service technicians can drive sales, marketing, engineering, and 
supply chain to innovate and improve at scale and speed. 
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Discrete manufacturers recognize that the world is changing and that the ability of the field service team to deliver on a 
new brand promise will be integral to success. But this ability to deliver excellent service experiences must be 
implemented across a global network of customers, in many cases with disparate technology or manual processes, 
through a dealer or channel network, and with a remote workforce. The challenges of executing on field service don't 
stop there. Discrete manufacturers are tackling so much more, as detailed in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1: Challenges Facing Discrete Manufacturers in Service 
Competition, Connectivity, and the Customer  

Q What are the primary business concerns for your organization? 

  
n = 300 

Base = all manufacturing respondents  

Notes:  

The survey is managed by IDC's Quantitative Research Group.  

Data is not weighted. 

Multiple responses were allowed.  

Use caution when interpreting small sample sizes.  

Source: IDC Manufacturing Insights' Product and Service Innovation Survey, May 2019 

 
These challenges have stunted many discrete manufacturers as they strive to transform the service operations. In IDC's 
2020 Industry IT and Communications Vertical Survey, 33.8% of discrete manufacturers stated that they are at an early 
stage in coordinating and automating different activities within operating areas but have more work to do. Only 10.5% 
have derived real-time insights to drive optimization in processes and workflows. The ability to not only implement digital 
tools to transform the field service operation but also connect functions within the business, customers, and partners to 
service insight will provide the final step in service excellence.  
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Industry Definition and Core Attributes 
IDC Manufacturing Insights considers discrete manufacturers part of an engineering-oriented and technology-oriented 
value chain that consists of aerospace and defense, automotive, industrial equipment, farm, construction, medical 
device, and high-tech companies as well as the service organizations that support them. Within these industry verticals, 
the field service organization can operate differently being either a cost center or a profit center.  

Whichever business model is in place, there are similarities whereby a set of activities or processes must be coordinated to 
resolve equipment, product, or customer issues (e.g., work order management, scheduling optimization, route optimization, 
fleet management, workforce management, or contractor management) in the field or virtually,. Historically, many of these 
activities have operated in a break/fix or reactive manner to solve issues after notification of a failure.  

Field service operations are now extended to include predictive or prescriptive maintenance, installation, compliance and 
inspection checks, and remote monitoring. Field service management solutions that enable real-time insight into 
product/equipment performance, autonomously trigger a service work order, and track a work order through to 
resolution allow discrete manufacturers to shed manual, paper-based processes for an automated approach.  
As this evolution has occurred, new business models have been created such as servitization or product as a service, 
which can include selling usage, uptime, power by the hour, remote monitoring, and service analytics.  

The field service operation for discrete manufacturers is sometimes executed by third-party service organizations that install, 
maintain, and repair the equipment, products, and assets. This relationship demands the manufacturer have a close 
relationship with the service organization because brand equity can be built or lost in this case because of the service and not 
the product quality. Original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) are establishing their own field service teams to close this gap. 
In many cases, the field service workforce will consist of a hybrid of in-house technicians, third parties, contractors, and dealer 
service resources, all of which play a role in ensuring that service demand can be met efficiently and cost effectively.  

Key Business Priorities 
For some time now, discrete manufacturers and service organizations have been involved in a shift that prioritizes the 
service operation as a driver of differentiation and customer value. Some organizations are lagging, but this 
transformation has seen service — in particular, field service — evolve from being a cost center for discrete 
manufacturers to bolstering new revenue streams and customer-centric experiences. Today, discrete manufacturers are 
prioritizing the following initiatives to deliver value through field service and the service experience: 

» Increase service-related revenue 

» Respond faster to product quality issues and customer complaints 

» Capture and make accessible service knowledge and best practices 

» Improve collaboration between cross-functional teams 

» Identify, hire, and retain service talent 

» Increase key customer metrics such as Net Promoter Score (NPS) and Customer Satisfaction (CSAT) Score 

» Use information from actual product performance 

» Reduce service-related costs 
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Safe + Remote + Intelligent = Field Service in the  
Next Normal 
As the lifeblood of the service organization, the field service team must be protected and 
enabled with the technology and tools to do its job safely and efficiently. The COVID-19 
pandemic isn't the first risk to a field service technician, but it has brought the concept of a 
safe work environment to the forefront. A move to a more predictive, remote, and 
intelligent field service model not only improves the efficiency of service execution but also 
reduces the amount of time a field service technician needs to be at a customer site. 

Improving mean time to resolution may seem like an operational metric to ensure 
service technicians can close more work orders in a given time frame, but it also is a way 
to limit field service workers' exposure to COVID-19. Discrete manufacturers and service 
organizations need to have the intelligent capabilities to know when service resolution 
can be delivered remotely and when a physical presence is required.  

If a technician is needed to solve a customer issue onsite, it is critical that the technician 
know the reason for the failure, which tools are needed to resolve the issue, and when the 
asset will be available before traveling to the customer's location. Connecting real-time 
asset performance data with customer availability data to expediently resolve a service 
issue will be a differentiator for discrete manufacturers and service organizations.  

Takeaways  
Today more than ever, discrete manufacturers are at an inflection point. Disruption was already rapidly approaching as 
technology had begun to open up the possibilities for products and the services associated with them. The pandemic has 
only accelerated this disruption. Now, discrete manufacturers are challenged to move beyond disconnected pilot 
projects to a world that embraces digital transformation.  

The field service operation has long been on this road of moving from paper-based and manual processes to incorporate 
mobility, cloud, and social tools to deliver resolution more efficiently. The discrete manufacturers that will succeed will be 
those that tie together purpose-built technologies with the empowerment of the field service team to deliver valuable 
experiences for customers within the manufacturing industry. IDC believes discrete manufacturers will continue to 
deliver value through the field service operation.  

To achieve these goals, manufacturers should consider the following:    

» Integrate data flow across the enterprise to create a closed loop of innovation from service to sales, marketing, 
supply chain, design, and quality. 

» Create a culture of innovation and customer-centricity from the field to the back office through data sharing, 
access, and empowerment. 

» Embrace rapid change by accelerating a digital transformation journey.  

» Leverage ecosystem of trusted partners to transform at speed and scale.  

The time for siloed 
pilot "pet" projects 
is over. Discrete 
manufacturers 
must approach  
the next normal 
with a field service 
organization that is 
able to predictively 
resolve customer 
issues prior to a 
failure and deliver  
"wow" customer 
experiences. 
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Excellence in field service requires more than just superhero technicians on the front line. Whether a farm equipment 
manufacturer, an automotive OEM, a medical device manufacturer, or a construction equipment manufacturer, discrete 
manufacturers must accelerate their digital journeys to ensure predictive field service and remote issue resolution are 
the standard and not a far-off dream. And when a physical presence is needed, field service technicians need to have the 
digital tools to expertly deliver quality experiences for customers on each visit to achieve resolution and satisfaction. 

 
About the Analyst 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aly Pinder, Program Director, Service Innovation and Connected Products 

As Program Director, Service Innovation and Connected Products, Aly Pinder leads IDC research and analysis 
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service, warranty operations, service parts management, and how these service areas impact the overall 
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MESSAGE FROM THE SPONSOR 

About Salesforce 

Salesforce Field Service, built on the world's #1 CRM, empowers teams to deliver safe, mission-critical field service. It 
helps teams dynamically schedule work and streamlines complex assets to ensure every job gets done on time, every 
time. Connected customer experiences are elevated by equipping every frontline worker with the right data, 
regardless of cell signal. And because it's built on the Customer 360, Salesforce Field Service enables collaboration and 
visibility across your entire workforce and other systems to build stronger customer relationships that are built to last.  
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