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Innovation and safety are critical to successful brands. 
Innovation drives progress to meet the demands of a 
new age: demands like connectivity, sustainability and 
performance. Safety should underlie the foundation of 
all things, ensuring products and services support human 
and environmental health. In an increasingly complex 
world, forward-thinking businesses strive to optimize both 
innovation and safety.

In 2018, UL released the results from surveys designed 
to gain insight into companies’ approaches to innovation 
and safety. Responding business executives revealed 
discrepancies in the stated importance of these issues 
versus the level of resources dedicated to them in their 
organizations. Leaders also expressed uncertainty regarding 
the role of emerging technologies. The complete research 
study, The Nexus of Innovation and Safety, examined top 
trends where innovation and safety intertwine to gain 
efficiency and a more comprehensive view of product 
performance. With that study as an initial benchmark, UL 
continues to track trends in innovation safety, examining 
new trends, challenges and directions as we enter a new 
decade. This report shares the latest findings.

Innovation and safety  
in a new decade: 2020

Introduction
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1. Customer expectations are the top 
driver of innovation

Companies are looking to market needs and demands 
to shape their new products and services. Brands 
thrive on innovation and it’s essential to ensure 
continued viability. In the information age, customers 
are more likely to know what’s possible and what they 
want, making their input vital to successful innovation.

TREND TREND

Top 5 trends 
in innovation 
safety in 2020

In the 18 months between the first 
and second surveys, confidence surged. 
Companies are focused on improving 
their innovation processes and believe 
their approach to innovation is generally 
well developed. Only 18% said they had 
clear processes in place to ensure product 
innovation in 2018. In the 2020 report, 
confidence has doubled to 36%. This is 
an indication that companies are actively 
making changes that impact innovation 
processes and incorporate safety features. 
Here are the Top 5 trends revealed in 
the survey.

1. Customer expectations are the top 
driver of innovation

2. Sustainability surges on the list 
of priorities

3. Cybersecurity emerges as a top safety 
concern

4. Regulations impact business in 
significant ways

5. Lack of transparency continues to 
trouble businesses

IMPORTANT TO 
INNOVATION

71%

2. Sustainability surges on the list 
of priorities

The importance of sustainability considerations in 
innovation is a strong indication that sustainability 
regulations are no longer theoretical but are in place 
and impacting businesses today. Jumping from No. 
15 (2018) to No. 3 (2019) on the list of important 
drivers in innovation, sustainability is a clear priority 
for businesses.

77%
INNOVATION

indicated customer 
expectations are a 
top driver of

indicated sustainability is

Top 5 trends
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U.S.

Mexico

China

3. Cybersecurity emerges  
as a top safety concern

When asked to rate the importance of critical safety 
challenges, concern over use of open source risks 
and managing intellectual property (IP) risks ranked 
an insignificant 2.58/5.0 in the 2018 survey, but 
jumped to 3.6/5, second place, in the 2019 survey. The 
2020 study also reveals that companies are putting 
their money where their mouths are, allocating 
a significant percentage of resources to combat 
cybersecurity issues.

4. Regulations impact  
business in significant ways

Executives across the globe agree that regulatory 
compliance is a key societal change that will impact 
innovation. Speculation about the role of regulations 
is over. They are in force and companies are actively 
moving to ensure compliance, structuring internal 
teams to help guarantee success. A reinforcing 
indicator is that the number of companies conducting 
product testing has jumped from 48% to 60%.

5. Lack of transparency  
continues to trouble businesses

Lack of supply chain transparency is still a challenge 
for most companies, indicating that more work is 
needed. The call for increased transparency will 
require technology and attention as companies 
resolve to work more closely with suppliers and 
partners to achieve true visibility.

2018 2020

13th place in a 
list of concerns

Second place 
in a list of 
concerns 

5

4.5

4

3.5

3

2.5

2

1.5

1

0.5

0

Concern rises over use 
of open source risks and 
managing IP risks.

Regulatory control and 
compliance will have 
a major impact on 
product innovation.

Indexed on a five-point scale
Percent of respondents  
by country

70%

67%

63%
55%
PRESENTS A CHALLENGE

TRENDTREND TREND

indicated lack 
of supply chain 
transparency

Top 5 trends
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Regional differences were significant, specifically with 
regard to respondents’ attitudes about the impact of new 
technologies and societal changes on their businesses. 
Respondents in Asia and South America are much more 
inclined to feel as though they clearly understand the 
implications of emerging technologies on innovation.

Examining 
regional differences

51%

50%

47%

Greater efficiency

Faster innovation

Improvements to 
existing products

Companies anticipate 
technologies will bring the 
following improvements 
to innovation:

Respondents who 
indicated that emerging 
technologies will have 
a major impact on 
innovation.

Expected benefits

Regional perspectives on innovation AI/machine learning IoT/connected technologies

China
80%

90%

Brazil
77%

77%

India
77%

70%

France
53%

63%

U.S.
67%

60%

Exam
ine and explain
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Leapfrogging

While developed nations are transitioning from deeply 
entrenched legacy systems, emerging nations have 
developed capabilities using innovative technologies, 
leapfrogging infrastructure and readying the population 
for advanced technology use. This provides a familiarity 
with advanced technologies that may not be innate in 
all regions. As an example, drivers in China are nearly 
twice as trusting of autonomous cars as their peers in 
the U.S. 

Troves of data

Mass adoption of technologies, either due to government mandates or popular adoption, leaves many 
emerging economies with more data yielding insights into customer needs, preferences and buying 
patterns. This provides deeper insight into the implications of these technologies and additional data 
to reveal future trends. In China, a large population coupled with unencumbered government and 
industry sharing, and less strict privacy laws gives them access to more data to feed the AI engine. 

Innate to business

Surrounded by data and the latest technology, businesses in emerging countries have AI at the top 
of their priorities. Aggressively planning to incorporate these technologies, the number of businesses 
with plans to deploy AI is greater in China than in the U.S. 

Explaining 
discrepancies
It’s clear that technologies like Internet of Things 
(IoT), artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain and 
robotics will have a massive impact on all facets of 
innovation: from functional requirements for many 
new products, to safety implications, to internal 
processes for communications and reporting. To what 
do we attribute these discrepancies in insight? Several 
factors may impact respondents’ understandings of 
technological impact on innovation and safety.

Drivers in China are nearly twice 
as trusting of autonomous cars 

as U.S. drivers¹

Percent of companies that have a comprehensive, companywide AI strategy³

46%
China

37%
U.S.

28%
France

China²

1.38 billion

>1 billion

750 million

Population

Smartphones

Internet users

Exam
ine and explain
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Sources of 
innovation  
safety inspiration
With so many factors to consider, companies 
approach innovation in different ways. Here 
are some of the top resources and tools 
they employ. 

Companies rely on the following 
resources to spawn innovation:

72% Competitive 
benchmarking

62% University/
other external

70% Separate facility/laboratory 
dedicated to innovation

77% Customer 
collaboration

75% Supplier 
collaboration

Different industries relied more 
heavily on these resources:

of healthcare facilities 
indicated that they use a 
separate laboratory/facility

81%

of manufacturers used 
competitive benchmarking

83%

of retailers relied on 
customer collaboration

83%

Safety inspiration
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Challenges to innovation safety
Here are some of the major challenges as perceived by survey respondents:

Changing customer demographics

66%

Concerns with managing IP risks

63%

Rapidly evolving regulations

63%

Variability in digital maturity of suppliers

59%

Budget earnings pressures

60%

Safety inspiration
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Looking forward
Uncertainty looms on the road ahead

Interestingly, while confidence in innovation processes 
is growing, executives expressed some uncertainty 
regarding the road ahead. Fewer than 47% believe 
that their global approach to innovation will meet the 
market needs of tomorrow. A seemingly contradictory 
sentiment, these disparities are not necessarily difficult 
to explain. While companies are in the middle of 
deploying new technologies and processes to reshape 
innovation, at the same time, they see a tide of change 
coming with the fourth industrial revolution that is so 
sweeping and significant that everything is about to 
change. Some open-ended responses reflect this notion 
of an overwhelming technological revolution that is 
currently underway and will continue to take place, 
greatly challenging businesses’ abilities to keep pace.

The path forward is sustainable

Concern for the environment has reached a pinnacle 
and is at the forefront of stakeholders’ considerations 
across all businesses and industries. Local, regional, 
national and global regulations are growing in force 
and number, pressing businesses to reduce their 
carbon footprint. Technologies will enable resource 
optimization, consolidation and accurate reporting of 
critical environmental performance data. Comments 
suggest executives are looking to technology to drive 
sustainable business efforts.

No silver bullet solution for security

No two companies follow the same path to digital 
transformation. From cloud technology to third-party 
programs, companies are investing in a broad spectrum 
of technology solutions. This hints toward the fact 
there is no silver bullet solution to optimize innovation 
safety. Companies have more tools and technologies 
than ever that can be leveraged to accomplish 
their business objectives, and they are employing 
combinations that are unique to their industry and 
specific business. This can be challenging as there is no 
pattern to follow, but it also encourages companies to 
find their own winning formula and suggests there is 
more than one path to success.

When asked what tool and technology investments 
are being made by organizations to jointly address 
needs for innovation and data security, the responses 
were quite diverse:Enterprise executive 

India
“The transformative potential 
of technology in production 
systems is widely recognized, even 
while the extent of the possible 
transformation remains unknown.”

Enterprise executive 
Mexico
“Technologies optimize processes 
and will help produce goods with 
much less waste.”

Investments in tools  
and technology

Cloud technology

43%

Data user validation and authentication

41%

Third-party risk assessment programs

36%

Deep learning (machine learning, AI, etc.)

34%

Looking forw
ard
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Cybersecurity is a growing priority

The importance of cybersecurity is growing in an 
age of connected devices. In a study released by UL 
in 2019, nearly half (48%) of companies are unable 
to detect cybersecurity breaches when they occur.  
At the same time, a growing number of companies 
are grappling with cybersecurity and data breaches 
that cause irreparable damage to their brand and 
erode trust, with 42% of companies reporting that 
they have experienced a direct breach. The time to 
shore up cybersecurity is now, and companies are 
prioritizing their efforts to ensure security and trust.  

The larger the company, the greater the investment 
in resources dedicated to innovation informed by 
security and/or cybersecurity initiatives. 

Supply chain transparency continues to be a priority

As companies strive to continually improve their 
innovation safety, supply chain transparency will 
be essential. In the survey, 59% said a significant 
challenge to innovation is variability in the digital 
maturity of suppliers, and 57% cited volatility of the 
global supply chain as a major challenge to innovation. 

The good news is executives are looking to new 
technologies to provide greater visibility and easier 
collaboration with supply chain partners. A list 
of technologies that will have a major impact on 
companies’ approaches to innovation cited blockchain, 

a powerful technology, at No. 4, which features 
primary use cases for supply chain management 
and tracking.

A majority of respondents from China, 73%, indicated 
AI enhancements will deliver increased transparency 
and traceability in the supply chain.  Companies’ 
abilities to achieve greater supply chain transparency 
will, in turn, enhance their ability to achieve 
greater levels of sustainability, compliance and risk 
management.

Larger companies investing more resources in cybersecurity

of Chinese respondents 
indicated AI enhancements 
will deliver increased 
transparency and 
traceability in the 
supply chain

73%

$1B–$100B (USD)  
annual revenues

≤ $999M (USD)  
annual revenues

25%

10%

Percent of companies that are investing 61–80% of total resources in cybersecurity.

Looking forw
ard
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Explore more trends 
in innovation safety at 
UL.com/Insights.

Conclusion
Advancements in innovation safety will enable 
the swifter, safer introduction of products and 
services to market. Companies that continue to 
press forward with solutions and processes will 
benefit from growing trust in their brands.

About UL
Around the globe, UL works to help customers, 
purchasers and policy makers navigate market 
risk and complexity. UL builds trust in the 
safety, security and sustainability of products, 
organizations and supply chains – enabling 
smarter choices and better lives. In all we do, 
we apply science and expertise to enable the 
responsible design, production, marketing 
and purchase of the goods, solutions and 
innovations of today and tomorrow.

UL is prepared to deliver services, solutions 
and education to help enterprises strengthen 
their brands. We invite you to take advantage 
of our leading-edge insights and domain 
experts to position your brand for long-term, 
sustainable success.

Conclusion
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About the study
This report is based on results from a survey conducted in November 
2019 from 270 respondents from the Americas, Europe and Asia Pacific. 
Respondents included executives, high-level management from a variety 
of departments from operations, to research and development (R&D), 
legal and compliance, to sales. Respondents represented a cross-section of 
industries, reflective of the same 15 industries that were surveyed in the 
2017 research study.

Pharmaceuticals and medical devices

Manufacturing

Consumer packaged goods

Computer hardware and software

Aerospace and defense

Retail

Automotive

Electronics

Telecommunications

Oil and gas

Industry segments

Canada (30)
U.S. (30)
Mexico (30)
Brazil (30)

U.K. (30)
Germany (30)
France (30)
 

India (30)
China (30)

Geographic segments Company size
(by annual revenue)

Less than $100M 30%

$100M–$999M 27%

$1B–$9B 24%

$10B–$49B 13%

$50B or more 5%

Conclusion
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