
Customer Satisfaction Survey

O
ver the past two years,
Control Engineering
has conducted reader
surveys to determine
user satisfaction with

the principal product categories cov-
ered by the publication. To make
these surveys more manageable, we
split the total 29 product categories
into two studies (16 categories in the
first survey, 13 in the second) to be
conducted in consecutive years and
then repeated. As a result, this year’s
survey revisits the same categories
first addressed in the 2004 survey
publication (March 2004). The 2004
survey was conducted in fall 2003,
and this year’s survey in fall 2005.

Over 1,300 Control Engineering
readers—all of whom purchase prod-
ucts across all categories covered—
participated in this year’s survey. Cat-
egories with the largest response
rates were PLCs (644 respondents
ranked products in this category),
sensors and/or transmitters (324
respondents ranked products), oper-
ator interface hardware and software
(ranked by 257 respondents), and I/O
products and systems (ranked by 236
respondents). Categories attracting
the fewest respondents were valve
positioners (44 respondents),
process analysis and loop-tuning
software (24 respondents), and solid-
state motor starters (23 respon-
dents).

Respondents were fairly evenly dis-
tributed across the manufacturing
and non-manufacturing sectors cov-
ered by Control Engineering. The

biggest concentrations of manufac-
turing respondents work in industries
defined as producers of industrial,
commercial, agricultural, and other
machinery or as producers of instru-
mentation, measurement, control
systems, and related devices. In non-
manufacturing industries, the largest
group of respondents are employed
in system integration and engineer-
ing.

Notable changes
Not surprisingly, most changes

between the 2004 and 2006 survey
are small—statistically insignificant.
But even with such a short time span,
some shifts were noticeable. Out of
all the satisfaction areas covered by
the survey, two areas that saw the
biggest shifts were “repair” and
“technical support.”

Shifts in repair satisfaction were
most significant in ac motors, block
valves, distributed control systems
(DCSs), and PLCs. Shifts greater than
5% were considered worthy of nota-
tion. With this in mind, only one cat-
egory—ac motors—saw an improve-
ment in repair satisfaction since the
2004 survey. 

Following are percentages of
respondents indicating “very satis-
fied” or “somewhat satisfied” with
their repair experiences in the 2004
and 2006 surveys:

Despite decrease in repair satis-
faction in three of the four categories
with shifts of any significance, the fact
that most categories shifted less than
5% indicate that since conducting
the first survey, repair satisfaction in
survey categories covered remain
largely unchanged.

In contrast to the lower repair rat-
ings in three of the four categories
listed above, users indicate they are
increasingly more satisfied with ven-
dors’ technical support. PC-based
control software, process analysis
software, and valve positioner buyers
reported greater levels of technical
support satisfaction in 2006 than
they did in 2004.

Following are percentages of
respondents indicating “very satis-
fied” or “somewhat satisfied” with
their technical support experiences
in the 2004 and 2006 surveys:

Having only one of the six cate-
gories with significant shifts report
decreased satisfaction since the last
survey indicates that vendors are get-
ting the message about the impor-
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tance of good technical support. Cost
savings and better customer relation-
ships are surely key to this shift.

End-user demand for this service
must also be a driver for vendors’
improved technical support. Accord-
ing to the survey, 47% of respon-
dents, on average, required technical
support for products in the cate-
gories covered by this survey. Of all
the services examined in this survey,
technical support ranked highest in

terms of need, followed by software
upgrades/bug fixes at 22%, hard-
ware repair at 18%, and recalibration
at 3%. 

Products requiring the least
amount of technical support are: ac
motors and block valves and actua-
tors, with 25% and 26% of respon-
dents, respectively, reporting a need
for this service. However, tech sup-
port was requested at significantly
higher rates for DCS (75%), operator

interface hard-
ware and soft-
ware (60%), ac
a d j u s t a b l e -
speed drives
(57%), and
process analysis
and loop-tuning
software (56%).

On the sur-
face, it can be
assumed that
systems requir-
ing higher levels
of tech support
are more com-
plex, largely soft-
ware-based sys-
tems. Or, could
the need for
higher levels of
services in these
areas be gener-
ated by the pres-
ence of fewer
skilled engineers
populating the
manufactur ing
environment?

Key areas
Though the survey examines spe-

cific satisfaction across 40 different
areas, four areas stand out as key dri-
vers across the board: price/value for
the dollar, product performance,
legacy product support, and quality
of documentation/accuracy of Web
site material. 

Respondents ranked ac motors
and block valves and actuators as the
products with the best price satisfac-
tion (86% each), followed by photo-
electric and proximity sensors (84%),
and sensors and/or transmitters

(83%). Products with the lowest price
satisfaction are DCS (43%), solid-
state motor starters (35%), and PLCs
and operator interface hardware and
software (30% each). 

Unsurprisingly, value-for-the-dol-
lar rankings closely mirrored price
rankings. The only differences are
that PLCs did not rank as low in value
for the dollar as they did in price, and
valve positioners and control valves
and actuators tied for second place
in value for the dollar with a 90% pos-
itive response.

In the all-important category of
product performance, top perform-
ers are: ac motors and control valves
and actuators (97%); block valves and
actuators, photoelectric and proximi-
ty sensors, PLCs and sensors and/or
transmitters came in second with 95%
positive response, followed closely
by I/O products and systems at 94%.
The bottom performers are: vision
system software and hardware with
16% satisfaction; followed by solid-
state motor starters at 12%; and DCS,
operator interface hardware and soft-
ware, and process analysis and loop-
tuning software at 11%.

With so many devices installed
throughout manufacturing—an
industry not inclined to regularly
upgrade plant-floor systems every
few years—a vendor’s commitment
to legacy product support can be
critically important. Top performers
in this category are: photoelectric
proximity sensors (95%); sensors
and/or transmitters and control
valves and actuators (91% each); and
ac motors (90%). Products with the
lowest legacy support satisfaction
are DCS (23%), motion controller
and/or positioners (22%), and PC-
based control software (19%).

Considering that tech support is
used so often—and has apparently
become a center of expertise for
many vendors—it’s reasonable to
expect that these same vendors
would put a great deal of effort into
product documentation quality and
resources available on their Web site
to serve as a resource of first resort
before calling tech support. Fortu-
nately, this does seem to be the case

Percentages shown indicate category’s response rate for
respondents claiming to be “very satisfied” and “some-
what satisfied.”

Positive tech support experiences

AC adjustable-speed drives 8822%%

AC motors 9900%%

Block valves and actuators 9955%%

Control valves and actuators 9900%%

Distributed and/or hybrid control systems 7799%%

I/O products and systems 8877%%

Motion controller and/or positioner 6699%%

Operator interface hardware & HMI/SCADA 8844%%

PC-based control software 9911%%

Photoelectric & proximity sensors 9922%%

Process analysis & Loop tuning software 110000%%

Programmable logic controllers 8855%%

Sensors and/or transmitters 8899%%

Solid-state motor starters 8833%%

Valve positioners 110000%%

Vision system software & hardware 7766%%



playing out in the market.
In terms of “quality of documenta-

tion,” only one product category—
solid-state motor starters—received
a double-digit percentage (12%) of
respondents claiming to be dissatis-
fied. Categories doing the best job of
satisfying users in this category are:
control valves and actuators, photo-
electric and proximity sensors, and
process analysis and looptuning soft-
ware (all receiving a 94% satisfied
response rate); valve positioners
(92%); and sensors and/or transmit-
ters (91%).

The only product category receiv-
ing a double-digit dissatisfied
response (20%) is solid-state motor
starters for the “completeness and
accuracy of Web site material” cate-
gory. The top performers in deliver-
ing satisfaction in this area are: block
valves and actuators (100%), photo-
electric and proximity sensors (92%),
and valve positioners (91%).

Overall satisfaction
Per survey results, PLCs ranked

highest overall with a weighted score
of 33,565, followed by ac adjustable
drives at 18,704, and sensors and/or

transmitters at 14,849. Valve posi-
tioners received the lowest overall
satisfaction response at 1,967. Vision
system hardware and software and
motion controller and/or positioners
fared slightly better at 3,749 and
5,835, respectively. 

Based on examination of key
areas, it would be easy to believe that
software systems would suffer the
lowest overall satisfaction ratings. But
results do not bear that out: only one
of the product categories among the
bottom three is held by a software
product. And in this case—vision
software—the product was grouped
with its hardware counterpart, mak-
ing it difficult to determine whether
the vision software or hardware was
the primary source of dissatisfaction.

The two pure software products—
process analysis and loop-tuning soft-
ware and PC-based control soft-
ware—did well with respondents
when asked: “Based on your experi-
ence with the manufacturer’s product,
how likely are you to purchase from
them again in the next 12 months?”
Process analysis received a 94% posi-
tive response and PC-based software
received a 93% positive response.

Even the DCS product category—
which is largely software-based—
received an 87% positive response.
The top most-likely-to-purchase-
again winners are: ac motors (98%);
I/O products and systems, photoelec-
tric and proximity sensors, and valve
positioners at 97% each; and control
valves and actuators (96%).

Only one product category—
process analysis and loop-tuning
software—received a 100% satisfied
response to the question: “Consider-
ing everything, not just the most
recent interaction, how satisfied are
you with the manufacturer’s prod-
uct?” Valve positioners came in a
close second with a 98% positive
response, followed by ac motors,
block valves and actuators, photo-
electric and proximity sensors, and
sensors and/or transmitters at 97%.

All in all, users seem to be quite
satisfied with the products covered in
this survey. When examining all
responses to the “considering every-
thing” question, the lowest positive
response was received by DCS and
motion controller and/or positioner
product categories, which both came
in at a very respectable 88%. ce

V
endor rankings on these
pages—across categories
included in this year’s sur-
vey—are based on overall
satisfaction with a product

and/or manufacturer rated by respon-
dents. Product/manufacturer overall
satisfaction is derived from response
to survey questions dealing with: ease
of installation and setup, quality of
documentation and factory calibra-
tion, product availability and perfor-
mance, price and value for the dollar,
product upgrades and legacy system
support, vendor Web site resources
usefulness, and understanding of cus-

tomer needs. Also considered in this
section’s rating is likeliness to pur-
chase from that vendor again, and
willingness to support continued pur-
chases from that vendor in opposition
to corporate wishes to purchase from
a different manufacturer.

To adjust for vendors with lower
response levels and high ratings from
outranking vendors with similarly
high ratings but even higher
response levels, total responses for
each vendor were multiplied by the
vendor’s weighted score. The result
enables us to rank the top vendors—
in terms of customer satisfaction—for

each category.
Only those companies with weight-

ed averages higher than or equal to
the category’s weighted average are
included in these listings.

The numbers in parentheses fol-
lowing the category names are the
weighted average score for the cate-
gory as a whole. Vendors’ weighted
scores appear directly after their
name. The bracketed number—used
to determine ranking order—is the
result of the calculation multiplying
the total responses for a particular
vendor by the vendor’s weighted
score.

Respondents Rate Vendor Satisfaction
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