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Executive Summary

This white paper explores how product management serves as a driving

force for innovation in non-tech industries, including textiles, consumer

packaged goods (CPG), agriculture, and manufacturing. It challenges the

misconception that innovation is exclusive to technology sectors and

highlights how non-tech industries can also embrace product

management to enhance operational e�ciency, stay competitive, and

deliver value to customers. 

By focusing on analytics, cross-functional collaboration, customer-centric

design, and the thoughtful integration of technology, product managers

can e�ectively navigate evolving market demands and manage the

complexities of traditional industries. The white paper provides actionable

solutions for product managers to overcome challenges and foster

sustainable innovation.



 
Introduction: The Myth of Innovation
as a Tech-Only Game
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When people think of innovation, their
minds often jump to Silicon Valley
startups, software platforms, or cutting-
edge technologies like arti�cial
intelligence and blockchain. This focus
on tech-centric breakthroughs has
created a widespread misconception;
that innovation is a game reserved for
the technology sector alone. Industries
such as textiles, consumer packaged
goods (CPG), and manufacturing are
often seen as stagnant or slow to
innovate, bound by traditional processes
and outdated models.

However, this perception could not be
further from the truth. Non-tech
industries are not only capable of
innovation, but they are also ripe for
transformation in ways that can
signi�cantly impact their markets. The
key to unlocking this potential lies in
product management—a discipline often
associated with technology but just as
powerful in driving change in more
traditional sectors.

This article will explore how product
management can serve as a catalyst
for innovation across non-tech
industries, helping businesses stay
competitive, improve ef�ciency, and
meet evolving customer needs.
Through effective product
management practices, companies in
textiles, CPG, and manufacturing can
leverage their deep industry
knowledge while adopting new
approaches to stay relevant in an
increasingly fast-paced world.

Non-tech industries may not have
the glamour of tech startups, but
with the right product management
strategies, they can achieve
profound and lasting innovation.



 
The Problem
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The misconception that innovation is
reserved for tech companies has left
many non-tech industries lagging beh
in adopting transformative practices.
Industries like textiles, CPG, and
manufacturing often struggle with dee
ingrained processes, resistance to
change, and limited budgets.

Product complexity in these sectors can
create operational inef�ciencies, and the
absence of customer-centric design
leads to products that do not meet
evolving market demands.

Without a strong product management
framework, these industries risk missing
opportunities to optimize their operations
and respond to shifting customer
preferences, potentially losing their
competitive edge.



 
Section 1: The Overlooked Potential of
Traditional Industries
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Traditional industries, such as textiles, consumer packaged goods (CPG), and
manufacturing, form the backbone of the global economy. These sectors produce
essential goods that impact everyday life, from the clothes we wear to the food we
consume and the products we use daily. Despite their critical role, these industries are
often perceived as slow to innovate, bound by entrenched processes and long-
established ways of doing business.

The reality, however, is that these sectors have vast potential for innovation. Textiles,
CPG, and manufacturing are industries ripe for transformation, particularly as they
face evolving market demands, shifts in consumer behavior, and increasing
competition. While they may not adopt new technologies as quickly as tech-driven
sectors, these industries are beginning to explore new ways to innovate and adapt.
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The key to unlocking this potential lies in product management. While it is easy to
associate product management with software development or tech innovation, its
principles apply equally to traditional industries. By adopting product management
methodologies—such as customer-centric design, iterative development, and cross-
functional collaboration—these industries can drive innovation from within,
addressing both internal inef�ciencies and external market challenges.

A common challenge faced by traditional industries is that their processes are often
deeply rooted in historical practices. For instance, manufacturing processes have
been honed over decades, with a focus on ef�ciency and cost reduction rather than
experimentation and rapid change. Similarly, the CPG sector, with its vast distribution
networks and product lines, tends to favor proven methods that prioritize consistency
over agility. This cautious approach can give the false impression that these sectors
are incapable of innovation, but it is their very scale and complexity that present
opportunities for substantial breakthroughs.

For example, in the textiles industry, product managers are now leading initiatives to
develop sustainable fabrics, responding to the growing consumer demand for eco-
friendly materials. In CPG, companies are using product management to optimize
packaging, introduce healthier product lines, and experiment with direct-to-consumer
models that shake up the traditional retail structure. Meanwhile, in manufacturing,
product management is helping to integrate smart technologies, automate processes,
and enhance supply chain management—all while ensuring that these innovations
are aligned with customer needs and business goals.

Far from being stuck in the past, traditional industries are on the cusp of signi�cant
innovation. With effective product management practices, they can modernize their
operations, better serve their customers, and thrive in today’s competitive landscape.



 
Section 2: Product Management’s Role
in Driving Innovation
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Product management is increasingly recognized as a critical driver of innovation in
industries that have traditionally been slower to adopt change, such as textiles,
consumer packaged goods (CPG), and manufacturing. In many non-tech industries, the
role of the product manager may be relatively new or may go by a different title.
Some organizations may not even realize that they are already engaging in product
management activities under various names. For example, in manufacturing, the title
might be  or , while in CPG companies, it
might be  or . Regardless of the title, these roles
perform similar functions: identifying market opportunities, optimizing product
offerings, and ensuring that products meet customer expectations and business goals.

Product Line Manager Operations Manager
Brand Manager Category Manager

A key component of product management is balancing innovation with risk
management, as emphasized in McKinsey’s “Eight Essentials of Innovation” (McKinsey
& Company, 2022). Innovation carries inherent risks, particularly in industries with
established processes. However, product managers can mitigate these risks by
developing a balanced portfolio of innovation initiatives. This involves a mix of low-
risk, incremental projects and higher-risk, transformational efforts that have the
potential for signi�cant impact. For instance, a product manager in the textiles
industry might lead incremental innovations like sourcing eco-friendly materials while
simultaneously championing more ambitious initiatives, such as developing new
sustainable production technologies (McKinsey & Company, 2022).
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McKinsey also highlights the importance of strategic resource allocation in ensuring
that organizations do not overload their innovation pipelines with safe but ultimately
limited projects. Product managers in non-tech industries must prioritize initiatives
that have the highest potential for success and reallocate resources accordingly. For
example, in a manufacturing �rm, this could mean shifting focus from optimizing
existing production methods to investing in automation or smart technologies, which
offer long-term ef�ciency gains but require higher upfront investments (McKinsey &
Company, 2022).

Another essential aspect of product management in non-tech industries is managing
complexity in product portfolios. McKinsey stresses the importance of distinguishing
between “good complexity”—which adds customer value—and “bad complexity”—
which adds costs without delivering signi�cant bene�ts (McKinsey & Company, 2023).
This issue is particularly relevant in industries like CPG, where the proliferation of
product variations can lead to inef�ciencies in production and supply chains. By
rationalizing the product portfolio and focusing on variations that customers truly
value, product managers can streamline operations and reduce costs without
sacri�cing customer satisfaction (McKinsey & Company, 2023).

Through strategic resource management, risk mitigation, and complexity control,
product managers in non-tech industries play a pivotal role in driving innovation. By
adopting best practices such as those outlined by McKinsey, product managers can
transform traditional industries, making them more agile, customer-centric, and
competitive in a rapidly changing marketplace.



 
Section 3: Case Studies of Non-Tech
Innovation
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Product management plays a crucial role in
driving innovation across non-tech industries,
where companies are �nding new ways to meet
customer demands, improve ef�ciency, and stay
competitive in rapidly changing markets. The
following case studies in textiles, consumer
packaged goods (CPG), agriculture, and
manufacturing demonstrate how these industries
are leveraging product management to innovate.

Textiles: Innovating with
Sustainable Fabrics and
Fashion Trends
The textiles industry is undergoing a
transformation as consumers become more
environmentally conscious and demand
sustainable alternatives to traditional fabrics.
Product managers in this sector are at the
forefront of these innovations, guiding textile
companies toward the development of eco-
friendly materials such as organic cotton, recycled
polyester, and biodegradable �bers. These
materials not only reduce the environmental
impact of production but also align with the
growing trend toward ethical fashion.
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For example, , a leader in sustainable outdoor apparel, has integrated
product management to focus on both functionality and sustainability. By sourcing
recycled materials and minimizing environmental impact, Patagonia’s product
management team ensures that the company stays ahead of market trends while
delivering high-quality products that resonate with eco-conscious consumers. Product
managers in textiles also track fashion trends to ensure their product lines are timely
and relevant, ensuring they stay ahead in a competitive industry.

Patagonia

Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG):
Innovating with Product Extensions and
Packaging
The CPG sector is known for its fast-paced nature, with companies constantly
developing new products and packaging to cater to changing consumer tastes.
Product managers in this industry focus on innovation through product line extensions,
healthier options, and eco-conscious packaging, which are increasingly in demand as
consumers prioritize sustainability and health.

For instance,  has introduced innovative product lines that cater to the
demand for plant-based foods, such as its line of vegan  and

 non-dairy ice cream options. By focusing on plant-based alternatives,
product managers are responding to the rise of �exitarian diets, where consumers
seek to reduce their meat and dairy intake for health and environmental reasons.

Unilever
Hellmann’s mayonnaise

Ben & Jerry’s

Packaging innovation is another area where CPG companies are excelling. Procter &
Gamble (P&G), for example, has worked on reducing plastic waste by introducing
recyclable and reusable packaging for brands like Tide and Pantene. Product
managers here focus on creating packaging solutions that reduce environmental
harm while maintaining the integrity and usability of the product, ensuring that
customers see the added value of sustainable packaging without compromising on
quality.
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Agriculture: Innovating for Sustainability
and Ef�ciency
Agriculture is another traditional industry that has embraced innovation through
product management, particularly as global challenges like climate change and food
security become more pressing. Product managers in agriculture are helping
companies innovate in areas such as sustainable farming practices, new crop
varieties, and precision agriculture technologies.

For example,  has implemented product management
strategies to develop crop protection solutions that reduce the environmental impact
of pesticides while enhancing yield ef�ciency. Bayer has also invested in 

, enabling farmers to make data-driven decisions about their crops,
irrigation, and pest control through IoT technology. Product management has been
essential in aligning these innovations with both farmers’ needs and broader
environmental goals.

Bayer’s Crop Science division

digital
farming platforms

In another example, companies like John Deere are innovating by introducing smart
farming equipment, where tractors and harvesters are equipped with sensors and GPS
technology. These innovations allow for precision farming, which reduces waste and
increases ef�ciency by applying water, fertilizer, and pesticides only where needed.
Product managers at John Deere play a crucial role in ensuring that these
technologies are integrated seamlessly into farmers’ existing operations and deliver
measurable value.
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Manufacturing: Smart Technologies and
Process Optimization
The manufacturing sector is embracing innovation through product management by
integrating smart manufacturing technologies, improving supply chain ef�ciency, and
rede�ning traditional production processes. With the advent of ,
manufacturers are leveraging the Internet of Things (IoT), automation, and data
analytics to optimize operations.

Industry 4.0

For instance,  has been a leader in , using IoT-connected
machines to enable predictive maintenance and real-time monitoring of production
processes. Product managers at Siemens work to ensure that these technologies align
with customer needs, such as reducing downtime, increasing productivity, and
improving the quality of �nished products.

Siemens smart manufacturing

In another case,  has adopted  in its
manufacturing operations, particularly in the production of aircraft parts. Product
managers at GE have played a key role in driving this shift, overseeing the
development and integration of 3D printing into existing manufacturing work�ows. This
innovation has enabled GE to reduce material waste, lower production costs, and
create more complex parts than traditional manufacturing methods allow.

General Electric (GE) 3D printing technologies

Companies like Toyota have implemented lean manufacturing and just-in-time (JIT)
production systems to optimize ef�ciency. Product managers help implement these
processes by ensuring that the transition to more ef�cient production methods is
smooth, maintaining product quality while reducing lead times and inventory costs.



 
Section 4: Best Practices for Non-Tech
Product Managers
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Product managers in non-tech industries need
to adopt a strategic approach to ensure that
innovation thrives while maintaining
operational ef�ciency and addressing
customer needs. Drawing from McKinsey’s
research on product management and
innovation, these best practices can help
product managers drive impactful change in
their organizations.

1. Strengthen Analytics
Skills
Analytics is crucial for product managers to
make informed decisions based on data.
McKinsey highlights that product managers
must develop analytical skills to interpret
metrics and performance data effectively
without relying heavily on external analysts
(McKinsey & Company, 2018). In non-tech
industries, this capability is essential for
identifying market opportunities, optimizing
processes, and tracking customer behavior
trends.
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For example, a product manager in the consumer packaged goods (CPG) industry
could use analytics to track shifting consumer preferences toward healthier food
products, guiding the development of new product lines that meet these evolving
demands.

Actionable Tip: Use data visualization tools to monitor product performance and
customer feedback regularly. Integrate these insights into product roadmaps to
ensure that innovations are data-driven and aligned with market needs.

2. Foster Cross-Functional Collaboration
Cross-functional collaboration is essential for innovation, especially in industries
where different departments hold valuable insights into the product development
process. McKinsey’s “Eight Essentials of Innovation” stresses the need for collaboration
across functions to harness diverse perspectives and ensure that product initiatives
are feasible and effective (McKinsey & Company, 2022).

In manufacturing, for example, a product manager might need to work closely with
engineers and operations teams to ensure that new designs can be manufactured
ef�ciently while still meeting customer expectations. Collaboration across teams also
ensures that products are aligned with broader business goals.

Actionable Tip: Set up regular cross-functional meetings or workshops to align teams
on product goals. This fosters open communication and allows for collective problem-
solving early in the development cycle.

Actionable Tip: Conduct detailed customer research through surveys, focus groups, or
usage data. Create customer personas and journey maps to guide the product design
process, ensuring that products are developed with the end user in mind.
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3. Emphasize Leadership and Decision-
Making

For example, in agriculture, product managers might design farming equipment that
not only improves productivity but also addresses ease of use for farmers, based on
direct feedback from end users. In the CPG industry, customer-centric design could
mean developing eco-friendly packaging that appeals to environmentally conscious
consumers.

Customer-centricity is foundational to successful product management. McKinsey
underscores the importance of understanding customer needs and using that
knowledge to guide product design (McKinsey & Company, 2022). In non-tech
industries, product managers should use customer feedback and behavior data to
ensure that products address real-world problems and deliver value.

4. Emphasize Customer-Centric Design

Actionable Tip: Seek opportunities to lead cross-departmental projects and solicit
feedback on leadership performance. Focus on developing a clear decision-making
framework that balances risk with opportunity.

For example, a product manager in textiles may need to lead the charge on adopting
sustainable materials while navigating cost constraints and operational challenges.
This requires decisive leadership to balance long-term innovation goals with short-
term business needs.

Leadership and decision-making are key for product managers, especially in
industries where the role may be relatively new. McKinsey notes that many product
managers struggle with career progression due to a lack of clear leadership models,
which hinders their ability to in�uence organizational change (McKinsey & Company,
2018). For non-tech product managers, developing strong leadership and decision-
making skills is essential to drive innovation initiatives across departments.
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5. Leverage Technology Thoughtfully
While technology can enable innovation, it must be used strategically to enhance
existing processes rather than disrupt them unnecessarily. McKinsey points out that
technology should add tangible value without increasing operational complexity
(McKinsey & Company, 2023). For non-tech industries, product managers should focus
on integrating technology where it can improve ef�ciency or reduce costs.

For instance, in manufacturing, the thoughtful use of automation can streamline
production processes and improve ef�ciency without compromising product quality.
However, product managers must ensure that the introduction of such technologies
aligns with broader business goals and does not disrupt core operations.

Actionable Tip: Before adopting new technologies, conduct a comprehensive cost-
bene�t analysis to ensure that the technology aligns with the company’s long-term
objectives and enhances core business practices.



 
Section 5: Challenges to Overcome
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While product management has the potential to drive signi�cant innovation in non-
tech industries, the journey is not without its challenges. Many traditional sectors, such
as textiles, consumer packaged goods (CPG), agriculture, and manufacturing, face
structural and cultural barriers that can slow the adoption of a product management-
driven innovation culture. Common challenges include resistance to change, limited
budgets, and deeply ingrained operational practices. However, by employing strategic
leadership, clear communication, and a focus on incremental improvements, product
managers can overcome these hurdles and guide their organizations toward long-
term success.

1. Resistance to Change

One of the biggest challenges in non-tech industries is resistance to change. Many
organizations in traditional sectors have operated in the same way for decades,
prioritizing ef�ciency and cost control over experimentation and innovation.
Employees and leadership alike may be hesitant to adopt new approaches, fearing
that innovation will disrupt established work�ows or result in costly mistakes. This
resistance can sti�e creativity and prevent product managers from introducing the
changes necessary to remain competitive in a rapidly evolving market.

To overcome resistance to change, product managers must act as change agents,
leading with a clear vision and strategic approach. Instead of pushing for radical,
immediate changes, product managers should advocate for incremental
improvements that demonstrate the value of innovation without overwhelming the
organization. For example, instead of overhauling entire production processes,
product managers can introduce small changes, such as optimizing one step in the
supply chain or piloting a new eco-friendly material in one product line.
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 Engage stakeholders across all levels of the organization early in
the process by clearly communicating the bene�ts of innovation and showing how
these changes align with the company’s long-term goals. Celebrate small wins to build
momentum and foster a culture of continuous improvement.

Actionable Strategy:

2. Limited Budgets

Budget constraints are another signi�cant challenge faced by non-tech industries,
especially when it comes to investing in new technologies or product development.
Many traditional industries operate with slim pro�t margins, and innovation initiatives
may be viewed as risky expenditures with uncertain returns. This can make it dif�cult
for product managers to secure the necessary resources for driving innovation.

To address budget limitations, product managers should focus on maximizing the
impact of available resources. One way to do this is by leveraging low-cost, high-
impact innovations, such as improving existing products rather than launching entirely
new ones. Additionally, product managers can make a strong case for investment by
using data to show how small, strategic innovations can lead to cost savings, increased
ef�ciency, or greater customer satisfaction in the long run.

For example, in the agriculture sector, product managers might introduce precision
agriculture technologies, such as sensors that monitor soil conditions. These
innovations, though not inexpensive, can lead to long-term cost savings by reducing
waste and optimizing the use of water and fertilizer. By demonstrating the potential
return on investment (ROI), product managers can justify the initial expenditure and
build the case for continued innovation.

 Focus on innovations that offer clear, measurable bene�ts, and
present a detailed ROI analysis to decision-makers. Start with pilot projects or low-
cost initiatives to prove the value of innovation before scaling up efforts.

Actionable Strategy:
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3. Ingrained Operational Practices

In non-tech industries, traditional processes and operational practices are often
deeply ingrained. These industries have long been driven by established work�ows
that prioritize ef�ciency, consistency, and reliability. While these qualities are valuable,
they can also create barriers to innovation, as teams may be reluctant to disrupt the
processes that have served them well for years.

Product managers can overcome this challenge by working closely with operations
teams to identify areas where innovation can enhance, rather than disrupt, existing
work�ows. The key is to position innovation as a tool for improving ef�ciency and
reducing costs, rather than a threat to the current way of doing things. By presenting
innovations as incremental improvements—such as automating a speci�c part of the
production process or streamlining product testing—product managers can
demonstrate how new approaches can complement traditional practices without
causing major disruptions.

For example, in the manufacturing sector, introducing smart manufacturing
technologies can optimize production without overhauling the entire process. Product
managers can work with engineers and operations teams to ensure that these
innovations are integrated seamlessly, showing how technology can improve
performance without disrupting production lines.

Actionable Strategy: Involve operations teams in the innovation process from the start.
Demonstrate how incremental changes can improve ef�ciency, reduce costs, or
enhance product quality without upending established work�ows.
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Cultural inertia within organizations is another obstacle that product managers often
encounter. In many non-tech sectors, innovation is not viewed as a priority, and
leaders may be reluctant to allocate resources or attention to product management
initiatives. Without leadership buy-in, it becomes dif�cult to foster a culture of
innovation.

To gain leadership support, product managers need to articulate a clear, compelling
vision of how innovation aligns with the company’s strategic objectives. This involves
showing leadership the potential competitive advantages of embracing a product
management approach, such as staying ahead of market trends, improving customer
satisfaction, or reducing operational inef�ciencies. Additionally, product managers can
share case studies or success stories from within the industry to illustrate how
innovation has led to measurable success in similar companies.

 Develop a clear, long-term vision for product management and
innovation that aligns with the company’s goals. Use industry benchmarks, data, and
success stories to persuade leadership of the value of adopting an innovation-driven
approach.

Actionable Strategy:

4. Organizational Culture and Leadership Buy-In



 
Conclusion: The Future of Innovation
in Traditional Industries
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Product management is not just for tech
companies—it is crucial for driving
innovation across all industries, including
those traditionally seen as slower to
evolve, such as textiles, consumer
packaged goods (CPG), agriculture, and
manufacturing. By focusing on customer
needs, optimizing processes, and
leveraging technology thoughtfully,
product managers can unlock untapped
potential and guide these industries
toward sustainable, pro�table growth.

The future belongs to those traditional
industries that are willing to embrace
product management as a strategic tool
for innovation. Companies that adopt a
product management-driven approach
will be well-positioned to lead the way in
delivering customer-focused solutions,
improving operational ef�ciencies, and
staying ahead of market trends. These
organizations will not only thrive in
today’s competitive landscape but also
set the standard for innovation within
their sectors.

To remain competitive in a rapidly
changing market, non-tech companies
must invest in building their product
management capabilities. This means
fostering a culture of innovation,
empowering product managers to
lead cross-functional teams, and
continuously researching customer
needs and market trends. By doing so,
these businesses will future-proof
their operations and ensure long-term
success, proving that innovation is not
limited to tech—it is the key to thriving
in any industry.

At Gray Global Consulting, we believe
that innovation is not exclusive to the
tech world—traditional industries such
as textiles, consumer packaged goods,
agriculture, and manufacturing have
immense potential to innovate and
thrive with the right strategies. Product
management can be the catalyst for
transformation, helping companies in
these sectors to stay competitive,
streamline operations, and deliver
products that resonate with modern
customers.
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If you’re in a non-tech industry, now is the time to consider how product management can
unlock new opportunities for growth and innovation within your organization. By adopting proven
product management methodologies, your company can drive sustainable change, increase
ef�ciency, and create products that meet evolving market demands.

We invite you to connect with our team of product management professionals at Gray Global
Consulting. Whether you’re looking to build internal capabilities, receive specialized training, or
gain expert guidance, we can help you harness the power of product management to transform
your business. Reach out to us today and discover how product management can be your
organization’s key to future success.
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