Manufacturers face cultural overhaul to succeed with subscription models
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The shift from traditional product sales to subscription models in manufacturing represents a profound transformation in how companies engage with their customers. Manufacturers are beginning to understand that this model goes beyond merely changing pricing structures; it requires a fundamental rethinking of their operational strategies and cultural dynamics.
A core aspect of this transition involves establishing a new standard of accountability among teams. Manufacturers must cultivate capabilities centered around data-driven insights and proactive service delivery. However, this cultural adjustment often encounters resistance, particularly within engineering-led firms where the focus has traditionally been on the physical assets being produced. These organisations can struggle to pivot towards a more performance-centric mindset, which is essential for successfully implementing subscription services.
One common misconception is that customer resistance to subscription models stems from a natural reluctance to change. Yet, industry experts, including authorities in subscription commerce, suggest that the challenge lies more significantly in demonstrating the viability of these models for customers’ specific business needs. As one expert noted, “The challenge isn’t convincing them. It’s showing them it works—for their business, not just yours.” This highlights the importance of proving value in a tangible manner, which is often achieved through small-scale pilots that allow customers to experience the benefits of subscription services without a significant upfront investment.
Successfully transitioning to subscription models requires manufacturers to eschew cumbersome product catalogs in favour of clarity and straightforward business outcomes. Customers today are less inclined to navigate complex service tiers; instead, they seek a clear understanding of what they are purchasing and the value that it brings. Industry leaders advise starting with simple offerings that are closely tied to specific business goals. Only after establishing trust and demonstrating results should manufacturers consider expanding their service scopes.
While the structure of subscription services can vary—ranging from usage-based models to fixed-fee arrangements anchored to uptime—what remains critical is internal alignment across the various functions of the business. Sales, service, and support teams must share a unified vision for the subscription offerings. If these departments do not communicate effectively, even well-structured models can falter when it comes to execution.
Metrics for success must also shift in focus. Recurring revenue is only one aspect of measuring success; manufacturers must also monitor uptime, usage patterns, customer retention, and renewal rates. These indicators better reflect the value creation that subscription models aim to promote.
The challenges of implementing subscription-based services are not unique to manufacturing; similar trends can be seen in sectors like automotive, where companies such as Volvo and Porsche are testing new ownership models that prioritise flexibility and convenience for customers. However, the pursuit of subscription services in manufacturing often requires significant technological investments and a willingness to adapt to customer needs. 
As businesses navigate these waters, it is essential to recognise that cultural shifts play a pivotal role in transitioning towards subscription-based models. Internal resistance can impede progress, and organisations must proactively engage their employees to foster support for new roles and expectations. Addressing these cultural challenges is vital for manufacturers to sustain customer commitment in a landscape that is continually evolving.
In summary, as subscription models gain traction in the manufacturing sector, businesses must focus not only on operational changes but also on cultivating the right organisational culture. Emphasising clear value propositions, aligning internal teams, and prioritising customer relationships will be essential in navigating this transformative journey successfully.
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