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Objective

The following study was conducted by Control Engineering to obtain key 
insights from automation engineering professionals on purchasing 
automation systems and control systems across process, discrete and 
hybrid industries.

Sample

The sample for this study was selected from qualified subscribers of 
Control Engineering media with valid email addresses and who are involved 
in the purchase or specification of control systems, including HMIs, PLCs, 
PACs, DCSs, single-loop or PC-based controllers.

Methodology

Subscribers were sent an email from Control Engineering asking them to 
participate in this study. The email included a URL linked to the 
questionnaire.

• Data collected: March 3, 2022, through March 11, 2022
• Number of respondents: 158
• Margin of error: +/-7.8% at a 95% confidence level
• Incentive: Drawing for one $100 Amazon.com eGift Card
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Summary of Findings
Researching & Purchasing

• Survey respondents are involved in the purchase or specification of various 
products and systems, often selecting more than one category of product. 
Seventy-eight percent of respondents purchase or specify control systems; 
58% process, discrete or vision systems; 48% motion control systems and 
robotics.

• Looking at last year’s budget for automation systems and/or control 
systems, the average company allocated 28% to new systems, 25% for 
replacing equipment, 22% to upgrading systems, 18% for system integration 
and services and 7% to other functions.

• When researching and purchasing automation systems and/or control 
systems, respondents spend an average of 28% of their time researching 
vendors and products, 18% budgeting and return on investment (ROI) 
justification, 20% writing specifications or requests for quotes, 19% 
evaluating vendors and products and 11% making the purchase.

• Respondents spend an average of 5 months researching and evaluating a 
new products or system—one never previously bought—before purchasing; 
25% require more than 6 months and 5% only purchase products with which 
they are familiar.

• Sixty-five percent of respondents work within a team or committee when 
purchasing automation systems and/or control systems. The average team 
consists of five people.
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Vendor Considerations

• Forty-six percent of respondents’ organizations purchase the majority of 
automation systems or control systems directly from a vendor; 26% from a 
local distributor; 13% from a national distributor; 11% through a third-party 
contractor; 4% other.

• Automation system and control system vendors are able to better retain their 
customers if they offer access to knowledgeable engineers—not just the sales 
department (76%), demonstrate competence and dependability (66%), provide 
honest answers and information (57%) and good local support (57%).

• The majority of respondents’ organizations (88%) are willing to look at other 
supplier options when considering future automation system or control system 
purchases; 12% are very satisfied with their current supplier and would not be 
interested in switching at this time.

• Providing cost comparisons, both upfront and long-term, and being able to 
focus on helping customers with specific requests are key details that a new 
automation system or control system vendor can offer to distinguish itself and 
potentially win new business.

• After purchasing or helping recommend automation systems or control 
systems, implementation is often performed by the end user team (37%), 
system integrators (31%) or the manufacturer (13%). Subsequently, the end 
user team is most often responsible for maintaining and upgrading the 
systems (61%).

• Half of respondents (51%) expect to see an increase in factory automation 
projects in the next 12 months. Other products or systems that are anticipated 
to surge are control design (42%), control panels (41%) and human-machine 
interface (40%).
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Primary Job function
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System or product design, 
control or instrument 

engineering
30%

Process, 
production or 

manufacturing 
engineering

18%

General or corporate 
management

13%

System integration 
or consulting

11%

Operations or maintenance
10%

Other engineering, including 
evaluation, QC, standards, 

reliability, test, project, 
software, plant, electrical, 
mechanical or electronic

15%

Other
3%

What is your primary job function?
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Primary Business
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8%

8%

7%

6%

6%

6%

6%

4%

4%

4%

4%

4%

Instrumentation, control
systems, test, measure
System integration,

consulting, business, tech

Chemical mfg

Machinery mfg

Utilities: electric, gas, tele, water

Food, beverage, tobacco mfg

Miscellaneous or other mfg

Automotive and other
transportation equipment mfg
Computers, commmunication,

consumer elec
Electrical equipment, appliance

and component mfg

Government or military

Wood, paper mfg and
related printing activities

4%

4%

4%

3%

3%

2%

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

5%

Aircraft, aerospace or defense mfg

Oil, gas and petroleum,
including refining

Plant/facility/eng or maint service

Fabricated metal mfg

Plastics and rubber mfg

Mining and mineral product mfg

Pharmaceutical mfg

Primary metal mfg

Hospitals, health care facilities

Distribution centers, warehousing

Textiles, apparel and
leather products mfg

Other

What is the primary business at your location?
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U.S. Location
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New 
England

3%

Middle 
Atlantic

12%

South 
Atlantic

9%

East North 
Central

8%

West North 
Central

6%

West South 
Central

3%

East 
South 

Central
2%

Mountain
22%Pacific

6%
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Products or Systems Purchased or Specified
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78%

64%

58%

57%

50%

50%

49%

49%

48%

45%

34%

31%

Control systems, including HMIs, PLCs, PACs,
DCSs, single-loop or PC-based controllers

Motors, drives and actuators

Process, discrete or vision systems, sensors, transmitters,
relays, timers, RFID, bar code, power supplies

SCADA, historian, alarm management or data acquisition systems

PCs, IPCs, mobile devices, embedded components,
edge computing or other computer equipment

Wired or wireless networking (Ethernet, switches, routers),
device bus, Fieldbus networks, I/O modules and systems

Power distribution systems, power protection systems and enclosures

Pumps, valves, positioners

Motion control systems and robotics

Safety for process or machine systems

Analytical instruments, test or calibration equipment

Design, analytics, PLM, ERP, MES, batch, scheduling, SCM or IOT systems

Which of the following products or systems are you involved
in the purchase or specification of? Check all that apply.
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System Integration or Engineering Services
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Yes
54%

No
46%

Do you provide system integration or engineering services to manufacturing organizations?
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Less than 100
38%

100 to 249
18%

250 to 499
12%

500 to 999
13%

1,000 or more
19%

How many people work at your location?

Company Size

11

Average
417 employees
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Researching & Purchasing
Automation Systems & Control Systems
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Average Automation System, Control System Budget Breakdown
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New automation 
systems and/or 
control systems

28%

Replacement 
equipment for 

automation systems 
and/or control 

systems
25%

Upgrading 
automation 

systems and/or 
control 

systems
22%

System integration and 
services (including 

programming) related to 
automation systems and/or 

control systems
18%

Other
7%

Define the percentage of last year’s automation system or
control system budget that was spent in each of the areas shown.
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Time Spent Researching & Purchasing Systems
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How is your time broken up when researching and purchasing
automation systems or control systems?

Researching vendors 
and products

28%
20%

Writing specifications, 
requests for quotes

11%
Making the 
purchase

18%
Budgeting, ROI 

justification

19%
Evaluating vendors, products 

and replies for quotes
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Length of Research & Evaluation Process for New Products
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0 to 3 months
35%

4 to 6 months
35%

7 to 10 
months

9%

11 months or 
longer
16%

Not applicable (I only buy 
products I'm familiar with)

5%

When purchasing automation systems or control systems,
how long is the research and evaluation process typically before

you buy a new (never previously bought) product or system?

Average
5 months
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Recent Changes to Research & Evaluation Process
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No significant change
40%

Extended
35%

Shortened
25%

How has the research and purchasing process changed in the past 18 months?

Average
3 months

Average
2 months
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Committee Involvement for Purchases
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No
35%

2 to 4 people
34%

5 to 10 people
28%

More than 10 people
3%

Yes
65%

Do you work within a team or committee when purchasing automation systems and/or control 
systems? If yes, how many people are on the committee involved in the purchasing process?

Average
5 people
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Vendor Considerations
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Sourcing Automation Systems, Control Systems
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Directly from an 
automation systems 
or control systems 
automation vendor

46%

Local automation 
distributor

26%

National 
automation 
distributor

13%

Through a third-party 
contractor, such as system 

integrator, consultant
11%

Other
4%

Where does your organization purchase most automation systems or control systems?
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Top 10 Ways a Vendor Can Retain Customers
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76%

66%

57%

57%

56%

54%

54%

50%

49%

44%

Access to knowledgeable engineers, not the sales department

Demonstrate competence and dependability

Honest answers and information

Provide good local support

Technical accuracy of information and feedback

Drawings, diagrams

Responsiveness

Continue the consulting relationship after client receipt of product

Product and issue resolution

Educated equipment reps for ongoing support

In your opinion, what does a vendor of automation systems and/or control systems
need to do to retain your business? Check all that apply.
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Willingness to Consider Other Purchasing Options
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Somewhat 
interested; would 
need to be a good 
reason to look at 

new supplier 
options

53%

Interested; not tied to 
current supplier

26%

Not interested; very 
satisfied with current 

supplier
12%

Very interested; 
looking for new 

options
9%

How willing is your organization to look at other purchasing options when
purchasing other automation systems or control systems in the future?
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Top 10 Ways a Vendor Can Win New Business
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60%

59%

53%

49%

42%

41%

39%

39%

34%

29%

Access to knowledgeable engineers, not the sales department

Cost comparisons, both upfront and long-term

Honest, correct information

Focus on helping with specific requests, not simply pitching products

Proven track record and performance data

Responsiveness

Know details of competitive products and systems

Local representation

Maintenance details

Commissioning details for engineer

How can a new vendor (i.e., one you have not yet worked with) distinguish itself
and potentially win your business? Check all that apply.
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Implementing Automation Systems & Control Systems
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End user team
37%

System integrators
31%

Manufacturers of 
automation systems or 

control systems
13%

Distributors of automation 
systems or control systems

9%

Other contractors
6%

Other
4%

After purchasing or helping recommend automation systems or control systems,
how are they most often implemented?
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Maintaining Automation Systems & Control Systems

24

End user team
61%

System integrators
16%

Manufacturers of 
automation systems or 

control systems
11%

Distributors of automation 
systems or control systems

6%

Other contractors
3% Other

3%

After automation systems or control systems are implemented,
how are they maintained and upgraded?
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Top 10 Automated Process Technologies in Demand
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51%

37%

36%

29%

21%

19%

19%

19%

19%

17%

Factory automation

Process optimization

Robotics

Advanced process controls (APC)

DCS migration

Automatic test equipment

Model predictive controls (MPC)

Warehouse automation

Automated guided vehicles (AGV)

Automated assembly

For which technologies and services do you expect to see an increase
in projects in the next 12 months? Check all that apply.
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Top 10 Control System Technologies in Demand
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46%

42%

41%

40%

31%

27%

26%

24%

23%

21%

Controllers (dedicated control system, PCS, PAC, PLC, etc.)

Control design

Control panels

HMI, including flat panel computer, operator interface, etc.

Industrial PCs (IPC)

Supervisory control and data acquisition (SCADA)

Temperature control

Power control

Motion controllers

Flow control system

For which technologies and services do you expect to see an increase
in projects in the next 12 months? Check all that apply.
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Automation System & Control System Technologies in Demand
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For the technologies and services you selected in the previous question,
why do you expect to see an increase of these in projects?*

*Question was asked as an open-text field—data is displayed as a multiple-select.

24%

13%

10%

7%

6%

18%

High customer/company
demand, digital transformation

More accuracy, improve safety,
increase efficiency

Post-COVID-19 staffing issues

Advanced technology, features

ROI, budget, costs

Other

“More and more companies for digital transformation.”

“As we come out of the pandemic, people will start to return to the 
workforce. With just a reduction in staff as has been experienced 

over the past 3 years, companies will need to ramp up but might not 
get everyone back. Automation will be essential to filling the gap.”

“Manufacturing is requiring more precise control, 
so 20 year-old systems don't hack it anymore.”

“My company [is] moving toward usage of 
these products for customer use.”


