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1. Overview



The annual Epicor Global Growth Index survey measures the 

state of global business growth year-over-year in the 

manufacturing, distribution, and retail industries.

Every year, we reach out to thousands of businesspeople from 

around the world and ask about key factors in their business 

growth, potential barriers to success, technology in which they 

plan to invest, and more.

Gauging Growth
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We conducted the most recent survey online during March/April 2019. This is the 
third time this survey has been run—previous waves were run in 2017 and 2016.

We spoke with 2,390 business people from the following countries:

We covered the manufacturing industry in all countries, and 2,094 respondents 
represented manufacturing.

We also covered retail and distribution in Canada and USA only, so the remaining 
respondents—a total of 296—represented those industries.

Overview

(Finland* was included for the first time in 2019. France and Japan, included in 2017, were not covered in the most recent survey) 

• USA

• Mexico

• UK

• Sweden

• Germany

• Finland*

• India

• Australia

• Singapore

• Hong Kong

• China

• Canada

• South Africa
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Breakdown of Survey Respondents

2,390

163 129

1,743

355

931
819

640

2,094

170 126

Total CEO Finance Operations IT Americas EMEA APAC Manufacturing Retail Distribution

Job Function Region Industry



2. Highlights
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Business Growth

However, compared to previous surveys, the rate of improvement slowed down.

The ability to remain flexible and adapt to change was also key, as 68% of those 

experiencing the strongest recent performance believe their business is well placed to 

adapt to change.

Underlying year-on-year growth trends remained strong during 2018-19.

Businesses whose performance has held up the 
best recently were more likely to attribute their 
success to:

• Strategy and planning
• Work ethic and 

determination
• Technology and IT

• Integrated systems 
and processes

• Entrepreneurship 



Future Concerns

Additionally, nearly one in four (24%) worry about the impact of 

Brexit. Concern is greatest in the UK (72%) and to a lesser degree 

across the EMEA region in general (46%).
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1/3 respondents worry about the potential future 
impact of U.S./China trade relations, and 29% were 

concerned about the U.S. political landscape.
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Technology Playing a Key Role in Driving Growth

Only 25% of those experiencing no recent improvement have prioritized IT.

Improving businesses were more likely to believe the following technologies would play a key role 

in driving future business growth:

• Cloud

• Big data

• Artificial intelligence (AI)

• Digital transformation

• Internet of Things (IoT)



The Cloud

The most popular applications running in the cloud include:

• Warehouse management

• Finance

• Big data/analytics

• Mobile

• Supply chain management

Whether companies are currently using cloud or not, 92% predict further cloud 

investment next year.

Nearly half (49%) believe cloud will play a key role in any connected enterprise 

strategy.
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90% of respondents now run applications in the 
cloud. Additionally, 31% now claim to make 
significant use of cloud applications across 

their business. 

However, when looking at the connected 

enterprise, most people think in terms of cloud 

and big data. But fewer than one in five have 

considered how the changes this technology brings 

could impact corporate culture.
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Areas where respondents felt the greatest lack of understanding include AI/machine learning (29%) and 

big data (28%). One in five even admitted they felt they didn't know enough about the possibilities 

offered by the cloud.

Thirty-five percent felt that the rapid pace of change was a key reason why it was difficult to keep up 

with the possibilities offered by new technology.

However, 26% felt that IT companies often presented their technology in a manner that was 

pitched towards a technically literate audience of large corporate businesses—rather than small or 

mid-market businesses.

Ignorance—The Barrier To Success

A little over one in five (21%) identified a lack of knowledge about 
new technology beyond the IT function as a key barrier to change.
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Young Blood

Both the USA and EMEA claimed they were most likely to find it challenging. In APAC, 16% 

perceived this to be hard. However, both the USA and EMEA claimed they were most likely 

to find it hard (26%).

Because of this, 38% conceded they felt that the industry ought to offer more training and 

development to young people. 31% felt that by promoting some of the newer technology 

used, this would help inspire young people to seek a career in the industry.

Nearly 1 in 4 find it hard to recruit new, young talent into the industry.



3. Business
Growth Trends
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Reported Growth Trends 2016–2019

65% 64%
61%

49%

55%

48%
51%

45%

70%
68%

65%

50%

55%

48% 49%

43%

65%
67%

63%

51%

55% 54% 53%

47%

Sales/turnover Profits Product range Exports/overseas sales Market share Headcount/workforce Geographic coverage Facilities and business

locations

2016 2017 2019 The overall trend remains 
generally positive.

Q9  For each of these key indicators how much growth have you seen in the past 12 months? Please select one option for each answer – showing the % who indicated any business growth
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Perceptions of Recent Trends

Q15 How does the underlying trend in your business growth in the past 6 months compare with the growth trend you were seeing 
in the 6 months before that? Please select one option

3%

9%

24%

47%

16%

1%

7%

26%

47%

20%

2%

12%

38% 38%

10%

Significantly worsened Slightly worsened Same overall trend Slight improvement Significant improvement

2017 2018 2019

But more recently, fewer people 
report a positive improvement 
when compared to opinion in 

previous years.
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Perceptions of Recent Trends—By Region

Q15 How does the underlying trend in your business growth recently compare with the growth trend you 
were seeing in the 6 months before that? Please select one option

8% 11% 9% 14%
6%

16%

24%

39%
35%

46%

22%

38%

68%

50%
57%

40%

72%

57%

Americas 2017 Americas 2019 EMEA 2017 EMEA 2019 APAC 2017 APAC 2019

Worse Same Improving

All regions see fewer businesses reporting an improving past recently compared to our 2017 survey. 
EMEA emerges as the least likely to report recent improvements.
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The Experience of Growth in the Past Year

Q10 How would you describe the nature of any growth you have experienced and its impact on your 
business over the past year? Please select up to 3 from the following list

6%

6%

7%

13%

17%

22%

27%

30%

34%

34%

42%

Disruptive

Painful

Acquisitive

Organic

Opportunistic

Stressful

Exciting

Planned

Well managed

Rewarding

Challenging

27% for those experiencing a recent slowdown

17% for those reporting a recent improvement

However, significantly higher stress 

is reported by businesses who 

say they have not seen any 

recent improvement.
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Positive Influences on Growth—Differences Based on 
Recent Trends

Q11 Which of the following do you think has played the most important role in promoting a positive influence on your business growth during the past 12 months?  
Please select up to 3 from the following list

9%

15%

19%

20%

16%

23%

31%

32%

33%

28%

14%

20%

21%

22%

23%

28%

30%

32%

33%

39%

Entrepreneurial work culture

Integrated systems and

processes

Our level of agility and

flexibility

Market conditions

Technology and IT

infrastructure

Work ethic and determination

Our product range

Staff skills and experience

Our brand reputation

Planning and strategy

Reporting Improvement Reporting no improvement

Those experiencing recent business 
improvements were more likely to 

identify their strategies, work ethic, 
and entrepreneurism as important 

for their success. However, they also 
placed greater emphasis on 

technology, IT, and integration.
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Perceptions of Key Growth Indicators

8%

11%

12%

12%

12%

13%

13%

14%

14%

15%

17%

19%

21%

21%

22%

32%

Growing B2B market focus

Expand in local/domestic markets (new office/new facilities)

Growing high volume/low margin business

Growing high value/low volume business

Diversification into new industries

New acquisitions

Becoming established in international markets

Expanding distribution channels/options

Strong digital/online presence

Growing consumer market focus

Expanding workforce/recruiting more people

Increasing brand awareness, marketing and advertising

Gaining market share

Creating new partnerships/business relationships

Healthy margins and growing profits

Improved customer satisfaction and retention

One in three acknowledge customer 
retention as a key element of 

business growth.

Q16 What, in your opinion, are the key indications of a successful growing business in your industry?  
Please pick the three most important elements from the following list.
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Majority View Macro-Economic Trends as Positive 
Opportunities, But There Is Less Optimism Towards the 
Political Environment

Base: All respondents (2390). Negative = percentage selecting scores 1 – 4, positive = percentage selecting scores 6 – 10.
Q19: Considering the following list of macro-economic factors and trends, what impact do you think they will have on your business in the next 12 months? 

10% 13% 14%
10%

18%18% 20% 22% 25% 24%

36% 34% 34% 37%
33%34% 31% 29%

25% 22%

Access to right skills and

talent

The economy International trade and

competitive environment

Regulatory environment Political environment

Challenging (1-4) Limited Impact (5-6) Mildly Positive (7-8) Highly Positive (9-10)

Net Highly Positive 
Less Challenging:

+24 +18 +15 +15 +4
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18%

7%

9%

11%

12%

14%

15%

23%

24%

29%

29%

32%

None of these

North Korean issues

Territorial disputes in the south China sea

Volatility in the Middle East

Instability in Mexico and South America

Political unrest in Europe (e.g. Yellow vest protest in France etc)

Fiscal problems in the EU (e.g. Greek debts, Italian budget etc)

Local political changes/issues

Brexit

Exchange rate fluctuations

U.S. political environment

China/U.S. trade dispute/tariffs
Americas 30%

APAC 45%

EMEA 46% (UK 72%)

Overall, China/U.S. trade relations are 
seen as the greatest threat—especially 

for the Americas and APAC. Brexit is 
seen as a much greater threat in 

EMEA—especially in the UK.

Sources of Political Volatility

Q17 Which of the following areas of potential political volatility do you think are likely to have a negative impact on your own business growth over the coming year? 
Please pick any that apply
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Q14 What factors, if any, do you think could do the most to help overcome these stresses/challenges? 
Please pick any that apply

Perceptions of How Stresses and Challenges Might 

Be Addressed

1%

18%

22%

22%

25%

31%

32%

34%

38%

39%

40%

45%

Other (please specify)

Expanded geographical reach

Better facilities

Better visibility

Flexible business model

More capacity (staff and assets)

More training/education

Better incentives for staff

Better leadership

Better technology

Working more efficiently

Better planning

Planning, efficiency, technology, and 
leadership were seen as key to 

overcoming any emerging
stresses/challenges.
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5%
13%

6% 3%
7% 4%

38%

48%

43%

25%

47%

28%

55%

39%

51%

72%

44%

68%

Overall Weak growth 2018-19 Average growth Strong growth 2018-19 Reporting no

improvement (past 6

months)

Reporting improvements

(past 6 months)

Well placed

We can adapt if we need to, although sometimes

it can be challenging

Poorly placed

Q18  How well placed is your business to cope with significant changes in market conditions/working practices?
Please select one option

Perceptions of How Stresses and Challenges 

Might Be Addressed

Businesses most likely 
to experience recent 

improvements were also 
most likely to claim they felt 
well placed to adapt to and 

cope with change.



4. IT Trends
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How IT Investment Is a Priority for Businesses

IT investment priority levels

Very high

10%

Fairly high

28%

Moderate

43%

Fairly low

14%

Very low

5%

Base: All respondents (2039)
Q21: How much of a priority is IT investment for your business at present? 

Fairly low
19%

Fairly low
9%

Moderate
51%

Moderate
35%

Fairly high
19%

Fairly high
37%

Very high
16%

Reported same or worse Reported improvements

IT investment was 2x as 
important to organizations 

who saw recent improvements 
vs. those who didn't.

Very high 5%
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Key Technologies Expected to Make a Positive 

Impact on Industry Growth

10%

10%

17%

15%

20%

24%

22%

23%

23%

26%

19%

20%

23%

23%

31%

34%

34%

35%

36%

36%

Blockchain

Virtual/augmented reality

3D printing

Connected enterprise

Mobility

IoT

Digital transformation

AI and machine learning

Big data and analytics

Cloud

Reporting Improvement Reporting no improvement

Base: All respondents (2390)
Q23: Thinking about key technology trends that you can see emerging over the next 12-18 months, which do you think are likely to have the biggest positive,
direct impact on future growth in your industry? 
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Technologies Most Likely to Be Strategic 

Investment Priorities

7%

7%

9%

10%

12%

13%

16%

16%

16%

17%

17%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Blockchain technology

Virtual reality/augmented reality

Connected enterprise

3D printing technology

Industry 4.0

Mobility/mobile technology

Digital transformation

Big data and data analytics

Internet of Things (IoT)

Artificial intelligence and machine learning

Cloud technology

Base: All respondents (2390)
Q24: Which of these, if any, do you regard as a strategic priority for your business to invest in during 2019?  
Please select all that apply



31%
of businesses say they make 

significant use of cloud 

applications today

Base: All respondents (2390)
Q24: Which of these, if any, do you regard as a strategic priority for your 
business to invest in during 2019?  
Please select all that apply

10%
say they currently make

no use of cloud at all



Global Growth Index 2019

Running in the 
cloud in 2019

Warehouse
Management (31%)

Finance (28%) Big Data and 
Analytics (27%)

Mobile
Technology (27%)

Supply Chain 
Management (25%)
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Technologies That Are Priorities for Future 

Cloud Development

22%

22%

23%

25%

27%

29%

29%

30%

33%

35%

Blockchain technology

HR systems

CRM

ERP

Supply chain management

Mobile technology

Financial systems

IoT  technology

Warehouse management solutions

Big data and analytics applications

Although investment in cloud 
is common (92%), just 17% 

see cloud as a strategic priority.



84%
of businesses view investment in 

cloud as playing an important role 

in delivering their overall 

growth strategy

Base: All respondents (1601). 
Q34: How important do you feel your organization's investment in Cloud technologies will be in 
delivering your overall growth strategy. 
Important = to a limited extent + to a moderate extent + to a significant extent + critical.
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Level of Understanding of Connected Enterprise 

Concept (by Region)

Base: All respondents (2220)
Q35: How well do you feel you understand the concept of the “Connected Enterprise”?

6%

5%

9%

15%

16%

28%

22%

28%

38%

27%

26%

19%

30%

26%

6%

Americas

EMEA

APAC

Very familiar Reasonably familiar Not that familiar I know little about it apart from the term I’ve never heard of it

21%

21%

% reasonably 
familiar

37%

Connected Enterprise is significantly better understood in APAC.



Cloud Applications and Big Data Seen as Key to Success 

of a Connected Enterprise Strategy

Base: All respondents familiar with Connected Enterprise concept (1065)
Q37: Which of the following elements do you feel will be very important for the future success of a connected enterprise strategy? 

18%

26%

30%

31%

32%

33%

34%

35%

41%

…

Cultural change/cultural impact studies/consultancy

Change management strategies

Greater systems integration

Industry 4.0 strategies

Mobile technology

Blockchain technology

IoT technology

Digital Transformation projects

Big data and analytics projects

Cloud applications
49%

Only 26% acknowledge 
the need for change 

management, and fewer 
than 1 in 5 have 

considered the impact on 
corporate culture.



5. Future Challenges
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Barriers to Adoption of New Technologies

Base: All respondents (2390). 5% “Nothing is holding us back”
Q38: Thinking about new technology concepts like the Internet of Things, Industry 4.0 and Digital Transformation etc, what do you feel are the main barriers that prevent 
faster adoption and higher levels of investment across the manufacturing & distribution industries? 

13%

15%

15%

16%

16%

16%

16%

16%

17%

17%

18%

18%

21%

21%

The concepts are ahead of the reality (in terms of what IT companies can deliver)

The IT industry struggles to articulate tangible business benefits

Some of the IT terms used are off-putting for senior business executives

Business uncertainty makes any planning difficult at present

The ROI for many of these things is hard to measure

Uncertainty over where to start

A lack of more basic/fundamental technology holds us back

When technology spans different parts of the business it is hard to know who should take a lead

Lack of funds available for investment

General inertia/reluctance to change

Lack of available resources to manage implementing this technology

Legacy systems and technologies make it much harder to change

The human aspects are often forgotten

Lack of understanding outside the IT function

The top barrier 
was lack of 

understanding 
outside the IT 

function (21%).
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Technologies Respondents Felt They Lacked Detailed 

Knowledge of to Fully Assess Its Potential

Base: All respondents (2390)
Q26: Thinking about your own technical knowledge, which of the 
following areas do you feel you lack enough detailed knowledge 

to fully assess its potential for your business? 20%

21%

22%

23%

24%

26%

26%

26%

27%

28%

29%

Mobility/mobile technology

Connected Enterprise

3D printing technology

Virtual reality/augmented reality

Internet of Things

Industry 4.0

Digital transformation

Cloud technology

Blockchain technology

Big data and data analytics

Artificial intelligence and machine learning
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The Pace of Change Is Leaving Some People Behind

35% 32% 31% 28% 26% 25% 21% 20%

Technology 
is changing so 

fast I can’t 
keep pace

We’ve yet 
to understand 
the potential 
applications

It’s a new field 
and most people 

know little 
about it

Formulating 
a plan to 

implement the 
tech is challenging

Translating 
the idea 

into action 
is difficult

It’s difficult to 
know where 
to source the 
information

IT suppliers 
don’t explain 
the benefits 

in a language 
I understand

Base: All respondents (2023). 1% “Other”
Q27: Why do you feel you lack personal knowledge about these areas? 

The information 
is pitched at 

large businesses 
rather than 
mid-sized

The three most common reasons respondents felt 
they lacked personal knowledge of new 

technologies all dealt with its rate of change.
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Measures Organizations Need to Take in Order to Ensure 

Investment Delivers Real Benefits

Invest in staff training and education

48%

51%

37%

36%

35%

33%

32%

22% Invest in external consultants

Develop a solid business case for investment

Invest in change management

Work with key suppliers to obtain their buy-in

Work with key customers to obtain their buy-in

Put together the right team to manage the process

Select implementation partners with the right skills and experience

Base: All respondents shown question (1783)
Q25: What measures do you feel your organization needs to take in order to make sure your investment in these areas delivers real benefits for your business?

Training and development of 
staff and creating strong teams 

was believed to yield the 
greatest benefits.
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Ease of Attracting Young Talent With the Right Skillset

Base: All respondents (2390)
Q39: How easy do you find it to attract young talent with the right skillset and a desire to make a career in your industry to work for your business? 

Very 

hard

4%

Fairly hard

19%

Reasonably 

achievable

44%

Fairly easy

24%

Very easy

10%

Nearly one in four struggle to recruit 
new, young talent.
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Top Three Ways to Recruit Young People

Q42 What do you think needs to be done to attract more young talent to seriously consider careers in your industry?  
Please select all that apply 
Base: 2,390

38%
Offer more training and 
development support

35%
More active recruitment 

of young people

31%
Promote the newer 
technology we use



6. In Summary



Growth on the Horizon

While growth has continued year over year, the 

overall rate has slowed down. Geopolitical and 

economic factors had a hand in the global growth 

slow-down, but the bigger issue is the oft-discussed 

skilled labor shortage.

However, it's not all doom and gloom. Companies 

are counting on greater IT investments to both 

achieve future growth and attract a skilled, young 

workforce. Almost all respondents agree that 

moving forward, technology investment will be the 

key to navigating these changing waters.
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Want to learn more? 

Visit The Shop Floor

http://www.epicor.com/
https://www.epicor.com/en-us/shopfloor/

