
of industry. To get some answers, Managing Automation 
Media, with its Managing Automation and Manufacturing 
Executive publications, recently fielded its first-ever reader 
poll on leadership. More than 200 senior-level manufactur-
ing leaders from across the industrial landscape weighed in 
on how they think about the leadership role, the emphasis 
they place on key activities, how they are organized today 
and wish to be in the future, and how they expect customer 
engagement to change going forward. 

What comes through loud and clear in the poll is that 
manufacturers firmly believe that customer relationships 
— understanding customer needs, satisfying those needs 
and retaining customers — are central to any future. In fact, 
nearly 74% of survey respondents said customer satisfac-
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Business Direction, courage  
linked to leadership 

Q: Which 
statement best 
describes what 
leadership 
means to you?

Doing right by the customers, employers, 
and shareholders

Knowing in which direction to take the company 
and having the courage to do so

Achieving consistent growth and profitability

35.1%

33.2%

10.6%

Relying on my own experience, instincts, and judgment 
to make decisions

2.9%

2.9%

Striking the right balance between what we should and 
shouldn’t do 

5.3%

10.1%
Inspiring everyone around me, every day

Being ahead of the competition

1.4%
Educating others on the right things to do

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to 
rounding. Source: Managing Automation/Manufacturing 

Executive reader poll

Customer satisfaction is by far 
the top strategic priority

Q: What degree 
of emphasis do 
you place on the 
following strate-
gic activities?

Regulatory compliance is top 
business initiative 

Identifying new markets, customers

Identifying new automation technologies

Establishing partnerships, alliances

25.8%

Regulatory compliance

Identifying new production techniques

Q: What degree 
of emphasis do 
you place on the 
following busi-
ness initiatives?

37%

36.1%

21.3%

18.8%

Section i     defining the leadership role
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Not surprisingly, sales is the 
top internal focus

Design, product development

34.4%

Assembly/production
36.1%

50%
Sales

Service and support

30%

25.4%
Marketing

Q: What degree 
of emphasis do 
you place on the 
following inter-
nal activities?

4

Vision and overall strategy

Customer satisfaction

Operational excellence

73.9%

46.4%

48.1%

Financial performance 

42.9%

43.3%
Establishing and maintaining the right culture

mation have become key watchwords of the manufacturing 
faithful intent on creating a better future.

The linchpin of that brighter future, of course, is lead-
ership. What’s required of manufacturing leaders as they 
grapple with long-term market forces beyond their own 
four walls as well as national boundaries? What should de-
fine leadership in the second decade of the 21st century? 
How should a manufacturing company be organized to-
day and in the years ahead? And what kind of relationship 
should a company have with its customers as new forms of 
communication and interaction take hold in our wired and 
increasingly wireless society?

These are just some of the critical questions in front of 
manufacturing leaders in every country and in every sector 
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