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Imagine a large, global industry that competes on hair thin margins for the op-
portunity to deliver products continuously, requiring just-in-time (JIT) to pro-
cess and other nonstop production operations. Combine the urgency of delivery 
with the fact that many production sites are unmanned and downtime disrupts 
the customer’s production operations and triggers heavy contractual penalties. 

Put it all together and you have all the ingredients for the perfect unplanned down-
time storm. 

This is the competitive environment in which major industrial gases companies op-
erate. Many of their production operations are colocated with the manufacturing sites of 
customers because they’re supplying ingredients that are critical to customers’ produc-
tion processes. Uninterrupted on-site delivery is a key industry success factor. 
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The Last Frontier 
Global industrial gases suppliers squeezed 

out the last penny of operating efficiencies a de-
cade ago. The only remaining significant oppor-
tunity for both cost and strategic advantage in 
the bare-knuckled contest to serve some of the 
world’s largest process manufacturing operations 
is reliability. It is the last frontier, the holy grail of 
operators who know that every unit of available 
capacity can be turned into revenue if they can 
just operate at capacity full time.

To succeed in the global industrial gases 
market, there’s no room for reliability roulette. Re-
liability is the last best place for competitors to dis-
tinguish themselves. As with many fiercely com-
petitive industries, imitation in the industrial gases 
sector is the sincerest form of flattery because no 
competitor can afford to ignore innovations that 
become part of what marketing strategists call 
“the reference set,” that combination of features 
and capabilities representing the bare minimum 
requirements for prospects to consider buying. 
Consider the auto industry and the prevalence 
of airbags, Bluetooth® and USB ports. Would you 
consider buying a new car today that didn’t have 
them?

Companies in fiercely competitive markets 
have to maintain parity when it comes to proven 
innovations. This explains the pervasiveness of in-
grained predictive maintenance (PdM) cultures in 
the industrial gases sector. PdM is a staple because 
reliability is expected. 

The Financial and  
Performance Imperative

Industrial gases is a highly consolidated in-
dustry, which means only a handful of large glob-
al players vie for increasingly contested market 
share. Wins are scarcer and losses more costly. The 
financial and performance imperatives demand 
reliability.

But, financial and performance imperatives 
are not unique to the industrial gases sector, so 
PdM adoption rates should be broadly similar 
across industry. Curiously, that’s not the case. In 
fact, anecdotal data suggests PdM adoption may 
be as much as five times higher in the industrial 
gases sector than elsewhere in industry generally. 
Why has one industrial sector concentrated on a 
practice that few others have? Is the financial and 
performance imperative among industrial gases 
companies greater than in other sectors?

Managers, board members and investors 
from other industries would very likely cry foul at 
the insinuation, even though they would be hard-
pressed to argue the data suggests otherwise. It 
could be that PdM is like flossing or completing 
your daily 10,000 steps – you probably should, but 
you can’t be bothered and there’s no discernible, 
real-time cost to ignoring your dentist or doctor, 

respectively, until the visit at which you reckon 
with the toll of cumulative neglect.

Reliability Is Binary
Companies operating in tight markets can’t 

wait for their vulnerabilities to show or for ma-
chine failures to strike. Reliability is binary, a one 
or a zero. Zeros represent lost market share, which 
takes years to claw back and often at great cost.

Interestingly, the ingrained PdM cultures of 
industrial gas companies are present among lead-
ers in other highly consolidated, fiercely compet-
itive markets, but not with the same consistency 
across companies. It’s hard to explain the disparity, 
except to speculate that these may be sectors in 
transition. To be sure, industrial gases companies 
did not draw the same conclusion about the criti-
cality of PdM all at the same time. As the industry 
evolved, one, or perhaps a handful of companies, 
the so-called “first movers,” outperformed their 
competitors by distinguishing themselves on the 
basis of reliability. The “second movers” had no 
choice but to follow.

This may be the sequence of events play-
ing out in other global industries, especially as 
the Internet of Things (IoT) facilitates predictive 
analytics. The first movers are already in motion, 
securing competitive advantage by distinguishing 
themselves in the areas of higher capacity utiliza-
tion, higher return on capital and lower operat-
ing costs, with their customers and shareholders 
benefiting.

How likely is it that the concentration of PdM 
being seen in industrial gases will be repeated in 
other sectors? It may be too early to tell, given 
the relative novelty of the Industrial Internet of 
Things (IIoT) and the paucity of proven applica-
tions. What is clear, however, is that at least one 
fiercely competitive industry has added PdM to 
the reference set of operating strategies required 
to be competitive.

If financial and performance imperatives 
give reason for the pattern to repeat itself in other 
industries, then wherever first movers have sur-
faced, second movers will surely follow, especially 
where they have lost at reliability roulette and 
performance failures have shown that PdM is not 
optional.
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“.... Every unit of 
available capacity 
can be turned into 

revenue if they 
can just operate at 
capacity full time.”




