
Industrial Buyer Pulse

From Interest to Internal Approval: 
The UX of ROI in Manufacturing

P
O
V

Q4
A quarterly research initiative capturing the evolving 
perspectives of industrial buyers across North America. 2025



Download the full report here: kulapartners.com/IBP-Q4

Industrial buying doesn’t usually stall because buyers can’t be persuaded.  
It stalls because buyers can’t prove. In the Q4 Industrial Buyer Pulse, 
the single most powerful accelerator for getting a planned investment 
approved was a proven payback or ROI case, chosen by 34% of 
respondents, ahead of delivery guarantees at 29%. That is a blunt signal 
for manufacturers: ROI isn’t just a message. It’s a decision task. And the 
interface you provide for that task can either accelerate a deal or quietly 
push a prospect back into “not enough certainty.”
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ROI is a decision task, not a 
marketing claim

Most manufacturers still treat ROI like 
content, if they talk about it at all. They 
publish a case study. They embed a 
spreadsheet. They offer a calculator that 
looks useful until it becomes frustrating, 
opaque, or clearly designed only as a lead-
capture device. From a UX perspective, 
the problem isn’t that marketing wants the 
lead. For many smaller and mid-market 
manufacturers, lead capture is a rational 
constraint. The problem is when gating is 
implemented in a way that undermines the 
very confidence the buyer is trying to build.

What strong ROI experiences look like 
in the real world

You can see the difference when a 
manufacturer frames ROI as self-serve 
decision support instead of as a pitch. Atlas 
Copco’s ROI calculator is a good example 
of task-oriented framing: it invites buyers to 
input their metrics and see results, rather 
than burying the value behind a narrative. 
Kaeser’s “Toolbox calculators” show 
another useful approach: modular tools 
that map to how engineers and operations 
teams reason about improvements—one 
constraint at a time. Gates treats calculators 
as part of the core information architecture 
rather than as a one-off campaign asset, 
which matters because discoverability is 
part of usability; a tool you can’t find is 
functionally a tool you don’t have.
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Where ROI tools fail usability tests

The most common failure mode in ROI UX 
is abstraction. Inputs are generic, outputs 
are vague, and the buyer can’t map the 
model to their plant. “How many units 
do you produce?” may be a reasonable 
question, but it’s not how industrial teams 
actually track performance. They live in 
shifts, downtime hours, scrap rates, energy 
costs, utilization, maintenance intervals, 
and throughput constraints. When an ROI 
tool asks for inputs that don’t resemble the 
buyer’s operational reality, the user’s confi-
dence collapses. They start wondering what 
else is detached from reality: the numbers, 
the assumptions, the vendor’s credibility.

A second failure is hidden assumptions. 
Every ROI model contains assumptions 
about baseline performance, improvement 
ranges, costs, and adoption rates. Hiding 
those assumptions doesn’t make the model 
stronger; it makes it suspicious. The buyer’s 
job internally is not simply to advocate for 
your solution. It’s to anticipate objections 
from finance, operations leadership, and 
procurement. If they can’t see and edit 
assumptions, they can’t defend the model. 
Good ROI UX makes assumptions explicit, 
legible, and adjustable so that the buyer can 
pressure-test the case without feeling like 
they’re breaking the tool.

A third failure is false precision. Industrial 
economics are noisy. Claims that present 
payback to the exact dollar and day can feel 
less credible than an honest range. The bet-
ter pattern is to design for sensitivity rather 
than certainty: show conservative and 
expected scenarios, and make it easy to 
see which inputs drive the biggest swings. 
Finance teams don’t ask, “What’s the num-
ber?” They ask, “How robust is the number 
if the assumptions are wrong?” A tool that 
supports that question reads as mature.

When gating is necessary, treat it as 
experience design

This brings us to gating. Sometimes gating 
is necessary – especially for smaller man-
ufacturers, where the lead is part of how 
you justify the tool investment at all. The UX 
mistake is to treat gating as a trap door at 
the exact moment the buyer expects clarity. 
If you gate poorly, the buyer experiences the 
interaction as extraction. If you gate well, 
they experience it as progression.

The most reliable approach is to separate 
“value creation” from “value continuation.” 
Let the user complete enough of the cal-
culation to feel that the model is credible 
and relevant before asking for anything. A 
simple way to do this is to show a preview 
result—directional savings range, indicative 
payback band, or a confidence score— 
then position the gate as the path to the  
full output and the shareable artifact. In  
other words, don’t gate the proof of useful-
ness; gate the portable deliverable and the 
next step.
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Ask for less, and explain why

Equally important is what you ask for. When 
a calculator demands a long form, it signals 
internal priorities over buyer effort. Best 
practice is to request the minimum neces-
sary to deliver the promised follow-up, and 
to explain why. In industrial contexts, an 
email and role is often sufficient to deliver a 
PDF summary or a link to saved results. You 
can always enrich later through progressive 
profiling once trust is established.

Make the post-gate experience feel 
continuous

Timing and framing matter. The gate should 
read as a service boundary, not a penalty. 
“Send me the full report” is a better mental 
model than “Unlock results.” The buyer 
should understand what they receive in 
exchange: a downloadable one-page sum-
mary, assumptions listed clearly, scenario 
ranges, and a record they can forward 
internally. If the gate produces something 
genuinely useful—especially something  
that reduces internal approval friction—buy-
ers tend to accept it because it aligns with 
their objective.

Finally, make the post-submission experi-
ence feel continuous. If the user submits 
their details, they should not lose the con-
text they just created. The ideal flow saves 
inputs, generates the summary immediately, 
and offers a clear optional next action such 
as booking a specialist review to validate 
assumptions. This aligns with how industrial 
journeys actually work: self-serve to con-
fidence, then human engagement to cer-
tainty. It also respects what the Buyer Pulse 
data suggests about acceleration: ROI is the 
primary trigger, but delivery assurance and 
human expertise still matter.

The takeaway: treat ROI as UX

The broader point is simple. If proven ROI is 
the top approval accelerator, then ROI expe-
riences are not peripheral marketing assets. 
They are differentiating interfaces. When 
gating is necessary, treat it as an experience 
design problem, not a conversion hack. 
Give buyers enough value to trust the mod-
el, ask only what you need, and exchange 
the gate for a meaningful artifact that helps 
them get to “yes” internally. That’s how you 
capture leads without eroding the very con-
fidence your calculator exists to build.
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