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Executive summary
The food and beverage industry is bound to grow significantly in the next 10 years, but also poses unique
challenges. As a provider of ERP systems for the food & beverage industry, CSB-System has been assisting
companies in the industry for years in the digitization process. The aim of this report is to investigate the actual
challenges companies are facing and what role IT will have in this context. We have interviewed decision-makers
from the industry around the world on this topic. In our opinion, these are the seven main insights.

Excellent outlook for the industry
W hile the economic situation of surveyed companies is still
positive, expectations for the next three to five years even have
improved compared to last year.
Critical triangle of challenges
Although the USP of most companies is product quality rather
than low prices, the pressure around pricing is still a major
challenge, together with keeping up with customers’ and legal
requirements.
Strong market-oriented focus in digitization
To increase margins, companies aim at improving product
management & development and sales & marketing. They
believe that the IT division will have to follow suit, to provide a
solid infrastructure to both.
IT is getting more and more important
Companies see IT as increasingly important and therefore
invest more in it. The main obstacles to even higher
investments are the lack of employees‘ skills and not knowing
what technical possibilities are available. Data protection is
the most important use they make of IT resources, followed by
traceability.

The ERP system remains the central nervous system
of the companies.
ERP continues to be the central software system, and it is used
in all areas of the business. Companies are confident that ERP
will help them improve the level of integration in their supply
chain and increase their ability to respond.
Digitization will also disruptively change the market
86% of respondents believe that digitization will have a
great impact on the food industry. Most of them see food
manufacturers to benefit the most from it. Some also see new
digital players on the market.
The next big thing in the industry will be …
Collaborative robots and AI. According to surveyed industry
leaders these technologies have the highest potential in the
industry. On the other end, 3D printing did not keep up to its
promises and blockchain has yet to prove its impact.

“If you don´t have the right software driving your business today, you will not be in business in the future.
You need the right software and the systems that keep you efficient. That´s where our world is going:
Connectivity, globally and on all these platforms, is only continuing to increase.”
Jason Grobbel, CEO E.W. Grobbel Sons, Inc.
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I. Introduction: Promising and challenging
The food and beverage industry is growing at an impressive
rate. According to consulting firm Deloitte, global revenues
almost doubled between 2004 and 2014, going from $8.3T to
$15.1T, and are expected to almost double again in the next
10 years. As we will see below, data from the survey confirms
these positive expectations.
For food companies, this promising outlook comes with
important challenges from different directions:
•• competition from innovative start-ups that are developing
new foods like lab-grown meat, non-dairy milks, insectand plant-based proteins;
•• consumers’ demand of more personalized, high-quality
products;
•• pressure from the retail sector to keep prices low;
•• t he need to manage traceability effectively in an
increasingly globalized supply chain;
•• an increased market share and power of large retailers, due
to a wave of mergers and acquisitions.

Frank Braun
Head of Global Marketing, CSB-System AG

The purpose of this report is to investigate how the food
and beverage industry is managing such complexity, with
a focus on the role of digitization. It includes a quantitative
assessment based on a 20-question survey to 121 business
leaders across the world, and a qualitative assessment of
the data from the point of view of CSB as an IT company.
Whenever possible, we will also compare this year’s with last
year’s results to get a better idea of the current trends.
We believe this report can be a reliable reference for the
industry to understand the current situation and the future
perspectives of digitization. We would like to thank our
university partner, the Rheinische Fachhochschule in
Cologne, and our media partners Lebensmitteltechnik
(Germany) Food Processing (UK), Tecnifood (Spain) and
ProdIndustry (Russia), for their assistance in conducting the
survey.
The greatest thanks go to the participants of the study,
who took their time and shared their views and knowledge
with us.

Timo Schaffrath
Manager PR, CSB-System AG

II. About the survey
With this study, CSB would like to analyse the current state of
digitization in the food and beverage industry. And this also
over time.
For the most part, the questions were the same as last
year, with only minimal additions and changes. The most
important exception was the question about the future of the
market (section V), where we presented four completely new
scenarios.
In the first part, we collected data to provide an overview
of the respondents’ background, with information such as
sector, annual turnover, number of employees, etc. In the
second part, the aim was to evaluate current challenges and
future expectations of the industry.
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In the assessment questions we asked respondents to evaluate
single aspects of their business (for example the challenges
coming from legal requirements, changed consumer behavior,
globalization of procurement, etc.) by assigning a score from
1 to 6, with the following values:
•• 1 = very low
•• 2 = low
•• 3 = slightly below average
•• 4 = slightly above average
•• 5= high
•• 6 = very high
We then calculated the weighted average for each series of
answers.
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III. Overview of respondents
Two thirds of respondents (about 66%, 12% more than last
year) are executive managers, while the rest is made up of
managers one level below. About one third come from large
companies with more than 250 employees.
For the most part (almost 75%), surveyed companies are
food manufacturers. Many of them – about 40% of the total
– are also engaged in trading but still have manufacturing
as their main activity. Like in the 2017 report, meat is the
most represented sector, with also an important presence of
beverage manufacturers and bakeries.

Overall, this year’s survey has a much more international
profile. About 22% of the companies were from Germany –
last year they were 35% – while the rest of responses came
from 28 other countries. Italy was the second most present
country (10% of respondents).
All in all, the study provides a good overview of the state of
digitization in the food and beverage industry.

Industry segment
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Function within the company

67%

Executive
management

15%

Other management
function

12%

IT management

3%

Finances/controlling
management

3%

Production
management

Positioning of the companies

39%

More manufacturer,
but also trade

8

% Sweets &
confectionery

15

% Other forms of
food and beverages
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35%
Manufacturing
company

8

% Fruits &
vegetables

10% Beverages

14%

8%

More trade, but
also manufacturer

4% Poultry

3

% Multiunit
restaurants

Food retail

4% Dairy

3%
Wholesalers

3% Fish
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III. Economic situation and challenges of food and beverage companies
Economic position of the company

very high
6

4.35

4.53

Main strengths of the company

52%

38%

10%

3,5

%

1
very low

The current economic
times for food producers
are very good.

The outlook of the
next 3-5 years
is even better.

Present and future economic situation
Overall, companies have a positive view of their current
economic situation. The 4.35 average matches last year’s
value. Expectations for the next three to five years, however,
are higher: the average went from 4.44 to 4.53, with 92% of
respondents (5% more than last year) assigning a score of 4 or
higher. The percentage of those who think that the outlook is
very positive has doubled.

Product
leadership

Customer
relations

Cost
leadership

Strengths and challenges
For most of the surveyed leaders, the main strength is in the
quality of their products. Conversely, only 10% rely mainly on
price to compete in the market. Strengths ranked the same as
last year, although – interestingly – those who see customer
relations as their main strength increased by 6%.
We asked the companies about their greatest strengths
respectively competitive strategies according to the
framework that Michael Treacy and Fred Wiersema
developed in “The Discipline of Market Leaders”. Of
course, companies today have to be competitive in all three
categories. Increasingly also in information processing.

“IT has also become a vital competitive factor. It’s just not enough anymore to focus “only” on your products.
Data is crucial too, such as origin, production, quality and billing. This information partly has to be transmitted
online to make it available for vendors and customers. Without data, you won’t get a listing on the market.”
Jan Seidel,
Managing Director of Wolf Wurstspezialitäten GmbH
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Triangle of 3 main challenges

Top 3 business divisions to improve

High price pressure

4.36
Sales &
marketing

Legal
requirements

Increased
consumer
requirements

IT

4.32

4.32

4.54

4.58

Product
management
& development

6

4.49 5
4

Like in 2017, price pressure is still the number one concern,
although its weighted average is lower. Higher-quality
products can command higher prices, but food companies
still have to face the tendency of retailers to keep prices
as low as possible. This pressure could even intensify if
large procurement alliances – like the recent one between
Carrefour and Tesco – continue.
The pressure of keeping up with requirements from
consumers (for product quality and freshness), and
lawmakers (for legal compliance) ranked second and third
respectively. However, their trends go in opposite directions
compared to last year: the challenge from the consumer is
higher, while legal compliance is somewhat less demanding.
If we put these three results together, it appears that the
biggest challenges for food and beverage manufacturers seem
to happen in the triangle formed by legal compliance, trade,
and consumers’ demands.

When asked which business divisions have the highest need
for improvements, respondents ranked sales & marketing
first. IT ranked second, losing last year’s top position, and
product management & development went from fourth to
third place, with a significant average increase (from 4.21 to
4.29).
The importance of IT in these results is connected to the
other two aspects, as it is seen as a support both to new sales
and marketing strategies (for example online sales) and to
product development and management.
Overall, data suggests that companies believe the right
strategy to increase margins is to develop new and better
products and convey their value with effective sales and
marketing strategies. At the same time, digitization must
provide a solid infrastructure to support those divisions.
Interestingly, now the focus of digitization is very much
on market-oriented topics. Production, supply chain
and administration are not (any longer) that high on the
digitization agenda.

“The value chain can only be optimally organized using the right IT.
This starts with software-supported, cost-effective purchasing and extends to secure calculation
and efficient production through to automatic packaging and order picking.”
Walter Frey,
Owner of Frey´s Food Brands

©
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IV. Status, obstacles and trends in digitization
As data show IT is no longer the division with the
highest need of improvement, although its weighted
average remained practically unchanged. Its importance
for companies, however, is higher compared to 2017.
Significantly, the percentage of respondents who think IT is
very important (17%) has more than doubled. This result is in
line with the trend in all industries, where decision-makers
across the board are more aware of the benefits of higher
digitalization.

Importance of IT within the company

4.38

17%
8%
2018

2017

More than twice as many respondents as last year
rate information technology as very important.

Investments in IT are still rather low
As a consequence, IT investment in relation to sales is also
on the rise. A direct comparison with last year’s results
is particularly interesting in this case. While there is no
significant change in the middle range (between 0.5% and
1.5% of sales), fewer companies invest in the lowest range,
while those investing in excess of 1.5% more than doubled.
This drastic change has almost halved the gap between the
highest and lowest investors, from 32% to 17%
If we cross-reference the data of the last two graphs, we find
a near-perfect consistency: the more companies consider IT
important, the more they invest on it, and vice versa.
The decision-makers walk the talk. However, IT investments
appear to be rather low. For example, in 2017 Forrester
analysts have calculated significantly higher figures for US
companies. According to these figures, large companies
spent 3.1 percent of their revenue on IT. The figure for SMEs
was as high as 4.3 percent (Forrester: 2017 Tech Budgets
Benchmarks).

IT investments in relation to sales

37%
0.5%-1.0%

32%
<0.5%

15%

15%

1.0%-1.5% >1.5%

IT investments are on the rise, but almost 70%
do not invest more than one percent of sales.

“As a dairy company in a niche market, with small batches, many different processes and products,
we need a sophisticated IT solution. In the past ten years, we have massively upgraded our IT in order to be
able to reflect the market requirements.”
Christof Züger,
CEO Züger Frischkäse AG
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Five hot IT topics in the food and beverage industry
Today, IT plays a role in almost all areas of a company.
But which IT topics are currently of particular interest to
companies? Based on the current trends and requirements of
the food and beverage industry, we asked respondents to rate
five topics.
IT security and the cloud are still the most and least
important aspects respectively, although the cloud scored
a significantly higher average this year. Obviously, the
recent cyber-attacks with ransomware like Petya and
Wannacry (with Mondelez and Cadbury in the list of affected
companies) left their mark in the industry. The concern
of industry leaders is that increasing digitization may also
cause vulnerabilities. IT security is higher on the agenda
and they are therefore still cautious about outsourcing data
management to cloud services.
Traceability is the aspect where companies use IT resources
the second most (indeed, it has been top-of-mind in the
industry for the past 20 years). It involves the whole value
chain, both upstream (suppliers) and downstream (retailers or
other manufacturers) and is becoming even more important
in a globalized market.

IT helps to become more successful
In general, companies believe that IT can help them in many
areas to meet the central requirements of food and beverage
companies: increase the level of networking of the supply
chain, improve the ability to respond and manage complexity.
In practical terms, that means having all the necessary
information, for example about inventory, production,
ingredients and finances, in order to act quickly when
delivering customers’ orders or in case of product recalls.
Conversely – and in spite of price pressure – the use of IT
to reduce costs is not a priority for food companies. There
are likely other tools they employ to optimize procurement,
which is where most of the costs come from.

“If I cannot rely on my software and my
technology, then I cannot guarantee my services to
my customers, which I would lose. That’s why this
is an immensely important issue.”
Thomas Schmiedbauer,
CEO of Wiesbauer Österreichische
Wurstspezialitäten GmbH
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How important are specific IT topics?

4.35

IT security and data protection

4.00

Traceability

3.98

Factory ERP

3.90

Quality management & certification

3.34

Cloud

Safety first is an important principle
of food and beverage companies.

The top six benefits of IT

4.70

Increase of the
ability to respond

4.59

4.62

Management
of complexity

4.57

Management of
your company

Networking of
the supply chain

4.37

4.19

Maintenance of
quality standards

Reduction of
costs

For CEOs information technology
is the key to many improvements.

Page

12 | Digitization in the food and beverage industry

The obstacles to further digitization
Considering the growing importance of IT, in this year’s
survey we decided to add a question to find out what is
preventing companies from investing more in it. Results
show that the main factor is the lack of employees’ skills. This
is a challenge for food companies at all levels: while smaller
companies often cannot afford in-house IT experts, large ones

Biggest obstacles to digitalization

3.07

Legal uncertainty

3.22

Missing norms and standards

3.24

Insufficient IT security

3.36

Missing digital infrastructure
(broadband expansion)

3.41

Missing contacts to digital
service providers (suppliers)

3.59

Missing knowledge about the
purchasing behavior of consumers

3.64

Capital / other resources

3.77

Interfaces to customers
and suppliers

4.02

Missing knowledge of the
technical possibilities

4.10

Missing competences
of your employees

end up engaging in the “war for talent” with players from
other – maybe more attractive? – industries.
The second most important obstacle to digitalization is not
knowing what solutions – of those available on the market –
may be a good fit for companies.
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ERP as nervous system of food and beverage companies
When we move from IT to ERP systems, the importance
of reliable information coming from both customers and
suppliers remains high. ERP has a cockpit function to
optimally control operations. In particular, companies believe
that ERP systems have the potential to increase transparency
and make management more efficient throughout the entire
value chain. For 63% of the respondents, the potential of
improvement in those areas is either high or very high. The
final average – 4.68 – is the highest in the survey.
Another aspect that ERP providers must consider is
improving usability, which ranked second with the same
average as 2017.

When we asked about the three key objectives of ERP
investments – the only question in the survey with openended answers – responses were very different. The majority,
however, can be grouped into one of these categories:
•• Increasing transparency and reducing costs
(top-floor level).
•• Optimizing processes and improving efficiency
(shop-floor level).
•• Improving quality and traceability (product level).
These responses clearly show that for food companies ERP
software is the central nervous system, which is used at all
levels, not just in individual areas.

Where ERP systems need to improve

4.68
Transparency and
management throughout
the entire value chain

4.40
Evaluation possibilities
(Big Data Analytics)

4.35

Use and integration of mobile devices,
for example in intralogistics

4.09

Release capability

4.45
Usability of the
business software

4.42
Implementation and
documentation of food law
requirements (laws, directives)

4.39
Connection of hardware such as
scales, production machines, etc.

4.31

Predictive capacity
(What-if scenarios)

4.08

Depiction of industry-specific processes

4.37
Quick adjustment to
new processes

4.19

Integration of
external partners

3.87

Integration of automation solutions and
of industrial image processing

“We don’t have the time to ask where data comes from and how it was prepared,
which is why we have developed our ERP system with CSB-System to provide a decision-making basis
whenever we need it. We no longer have piles of paper documents and Excel spreadsheets,
from which we used to have to laboriously extract the information we needed.”
René Guhl,
Managing partner of Privatmolkerei Bechtel
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V. Outlook and new technologies: Digitization will disrupt the market
Digitization has radically changed many industries such as
media, finance and telecommunications. How fundamental
will the consequences be for the food and beverage industry?
And who will profit from it, the retailer, the manufacturer or
completely new competitors? In the first scenario, digitization
will not bring any significant change. In the other three it
will, but with different winners: the platform economy, trade,
and manufacturers.
The first result to highlight is that 86% of industry leaders
believe digitization will have a great impact on the food
system. Far from alienating consumers from food, it will
allow them to have better and more personalized food
experiences. Where there are different opinions is on who will
come out on top.

For more than one third of respondents (36%), manufacturers
will be the winners of digitalization. This optimistic view –
most of them were manufacturers – is consistent with the
positive outlook we have described at the beginning of this
report.
The other interesting aspect is the second place of the
platform economy, especially because the proposed scenario
– quite radically – says it will completely change the market
structures.

What will happen in the next 20 years?

36%

27%

Digital transformation has brought manufacturers
and consumers closer together over the last 20 years.
Ordering directly from the manufacturer has become
a standard today. Networked production has established
the technological basis so manufacturers can produce
more and more customized food at a reasonable cost.

2038

The platform economy has completely changed
the market structures in the food industry. Besides
the big players like Amazon and Alibaba, some
food-specific platforms have established a firm
foothold. Manufacturers as well as retailers use
the platforms to sell their products.

23%

In 20 years, trade will be the big winner of digitization,
with bricks and mortar stores and online shops supplementing each other. Retailers, too, offer individualized
products to attract consumers to their stores. The price
continues to be the most important purchase criterion.

14%

The start of Industry 4.0 is promising, but it will not
have had the predicted effect in the food industry
20 years from now. A few efficiency improvements
will have been introduced in production and in the
supply chain. However, the market will not change
significantly as a result of digitization.
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Promising new technolgies for the food & beverage industry

Blockchain

3.81

Collaborative robots

4.46

What’s the next big thing?
Talking of disruption, some new technologies come to mind.
We have selected four technologies that experts say will
change the world and that we believe have great potential for
the food and beverage industry. We received a clear feedback
from the respondents.
The highest averages scored collaborative robots and
Artificial Intelligence. The result of AI is also confirmed by
a 2017 report by consulting firm Gartner, where it ranked as
the most strategically important technology trend for 2018.
On the other end, 3D printing and blockchain ranked last
and second to last respectively. While 3D printing clearly lost
momentum after a promising start, in the case of blockchain
we believe there are different reasons.

Artificial intelligence

4.41

3D Printers

3.31

Blockchain recently started to be applied to the food system
by large players such as Walmart, Carrefour, IBM and
Microsoft. The technology is showing promising results that
could really improve the level of value chain transparency,
which is exactly one of the main concerns of the food
industry. In spite of that, industry leaders do not seem yet to
believe blockchain will have an impact. This is probably due
to the low level of adoption: typically, food companies are not
early movers, so for many of them blockchain still seems to be
a solution in search of a problem.

VI. Conclusions
For food companies, the economic situation has not changed
drastically since last year, but there is more optimism about
the future.

Apart from data protection and security, companies see
digitization as a way to build a network around the supply
chain, improve traceability and respond faster.

Rather than competing on the low-price segments, for most
of them the preferred strategy is to respond to consumers’
demands for better quality products and personalized food
experiences, trying to convey their value to consumers with
efficient sales and marketing campaigns. In spite of that,
however, pressure on pricing is still high.

ERP systems are an invaluable tool to increase transparency
and integration and make management more efficient
throughout the entire value chain. However, companies think
that ERP software could provide better-quality data from
external sources and be more user-friendly. What they look
for in an ERP system is a tool to optimize processes, increase
transparency, and improve traceability.

Companies are investing more in digitization, the main
obstacle to even higher investments being lack of skills of
employees and lack of knowledge of technically available
solutions.
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Overall, food manufacturers think digitization will allow
them to better connect with consumers and offer better and
more personalized products, especially thanks to robots and
AI. Despite the challenges, there is a promising outlook for
the food and beverage industry.
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