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THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

A global revolution is occurring as technology 
merges with our daily lives at an incredibly 
accelerated pace—impacting our health, 
homes, jobs and how we engage with each 
other and the world around us. Companies are 
challenged to keep up with the tremendous 
speed and complexity of change, as it radically 
disrupts nearly every industry and business 
sector.  Additional complexity emerged over 
the last year, as companies had to transform 
in the face of a global pandemic and the 
after-effects such as remote work and social 
distancing. Technological innovation was 
prioritized and accelerated out of necessity, 
and every company, from the small family-
owned restaurants to global multinational banks 
faced an “evolve or die” scenario in a matter of 
weeks. The Fourth Industrial Revolution is vastly 
different than any revolution the world has seen 
before, and every business leader we talk to is 
discussing the profound impact it is having on 
the global workforce. 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is 
creating an increasingly large skills 
gap in the areas of digital marketing, 
product management and product 
development.

Revolution (rev·o·lu·tion |ˌre-və-ˈlü-shən)
a sudden, radical, or complete change

The share of digital 
or digitally enabled 

Companies have accelerated 
the digitization of their 
customer and supply-chain 
interactions and of their internal 
operations by 

3 to 4 years

products in their portfolios 
has accelerated by

7 years
(How COVID-19 Has Pushed Companies 
over the Technology Tipping Point—and 
Transformed Business Forever, 2021).
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The Fourth Industrial Revolution is a term attributed to Klaus Schwab, founder 
and executive chairman of the World Economic Forum, and describes an 
environment where our physical, digital and biological worlds are fundamentally 
merged. “It is characterized by a much more ubiquitous and mobile internet, 
by smaller and more powerful sensors that have become cheaper, and by 
artificial intelligence and machine learning.” (Schwab, 2017) Machine learning, 
artificial intelligence, robotics, the Internet of Things, blockchain, cloud, edge and 
quantum computing are quickly becoming integral to life as we know it. (Marr, 
2020) We already take some of this technology for granted in our daily personal 
lives—facial recognition, Alexa and Siri, chatbots, as well as product, song and 
movie recommendations customized for us instantaneously.  

What exactly is the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution?
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But a revolution isn’t merely leveraging 
technology to make our personal lives easier. 
As we know from the first three industrial 
revolutions, we face political, regulatory, cultural, 
economic, privacy, legal and social decisions 
that will fundamentally change business and 
society now and in the future.  One of the 
biggest impacts has been on the future of work 
as we know it—changing not only what we do 
and how we do it, but where and when as well.

the beginning of a 
revolution that is 
fundamentally changing 
the way we live, work 
and relate to one another. 
In its scale, scope and 
complexity, what I consider 
to be the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution is unlike 
anything humankind has 
experienced before.” 
 
– Klaus Schwab, Author 
and Executive Chairman  
of the World Economic 
Forum, The Fourth 
Industrial Revolution 

INDUSTRY 1.0

1784

Mechanization, steam 
power, weaving loom

INDUSTRY 2.0

1870

Mass production, assembly 
line, electrical energy

INDUSTRY 3.0

1969

Automation, computers 
and electronics

INDUSTRY 4.0

Today

Cyber Physical Systems, 
internet of things, networks

INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

“We are at
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There are several intertwined trends emerging that impact the future of work 
beyond just technology. Artificial intelligence (AI) is making us faster and smarter 
workers, people are opting out of traditional 9-to-5 jobs in favor of the gig 
economy, new paradigms for on-the-job training and continuous learning are 
altering how we grow our skill sets, to name a few. But these aren’t isolated 
shifts. To answer the call of the organization and elevate the role of marketing, 
marketers should evolve their talent models in-step with these evolving trends. 
(Singhania et al, 2021) 

In the world of work, as with the industrial revolutions of the past, this revolution 
will yield winners and losers—while some jobs are likely to become obsolete, 
technology and this global upheaval will bring new professions, new ways of 
working and new skills that didn’t exist in the past. 

Economist Carl Benedikt Frey and machine learning expert Michael Osborne 
quantified the potential effect of technological innovation on unemployment 
by ranking 702 different professions according to their probability of being 
automated. This research concludes that about 47% of total employment in 
the US is at risk, perhaps over the next decade or two, characterized by a much 
broader scope of job destruction at a much faster pace than labor market shifts 
experienced in previous industrial revolutions. Employment will grow in high 
income cognitive and creative jobs and low-income manual occupations, but it 
will greatly diminish for middle-income routine and repetitive jobs.

Nearly every business meeting we’re having today includes the topic of 
innovation, and how to ensure that employees have the skills necessary to 
succeed today and in the future. Analytical and technical skills are no longer 
reserved for the IT or Operations department—they are a critical expectation in 
every department, in every function of the firm and the lines between strategy, 
technology and execution roles are blurring. Being a technologist isn’t enough 
either—strategic thinking is critical as leaders rely on their analytics and tech 
teams to deliver insights along with the data. But simply adding these necessary 
skills to a job description won’t transform your workforce. And finding and hiring 
people with all of these skills can feel a lot like looking for a unicorn.

How does this revolution 
impact the future of work?
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Business leaders must have a plan to assess where they are today, where they 
are headed in the future, identify gaps, upskill, hire, train and reassess quickly 
and frequently. Successful team leaders are doing this consistently—not as 
a once-a-year roundtable activity, but rather as part of their critical business 
planning processes all year. Unfortunately, in this fast-paced world where 
business leaders are essentially “building the plane while they’re flying it,” 
decision makers are too often caught in traditional, linear (and non-disruptive) 
thinking or too absorbed by immediate concerns to think strategically about the 
forces of disruption and innovation shaping our future.” (Schwab, 2017) Those 
who are not identifying the new, leading edge, specialized skills and experience 
they need on each of their teams are finding themselves left behind in the 
innovation game. 

This revolution is incredibly exciting to marketers and product developers 
in nearly all industries around the world.  More data, connected devices and 
consumer expectations enable brands to deliver more personalized and 
differentiated experiences across channels and media in record numbers and 
in record time. The adoption of new technologies at home and at work was 
accelerated by years with the onslaught of COVID-19, changing the way we 
work, buy, sell and consume products almost overnight and possibly forever. 
Companies that want to meet these growing customer demands must deliver 
excellent digital experiences that align with their existing products, services  
and brands.

The impact on digital marketing  
and product development 
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Clearly there were already great product developers 
and marketers delivering on digital projects, but this 
fast pace of technological advances is compelling 
business leaders to rethink their workforce, 
organizational structure and job requirements.  

As talent experts in the digital marketing and 
product development space, at BLEND360, we 
naturally focus on the impacts of this revolution 
to the roles within those core functions. Digital 
transformation is a journey we’ve been supporting 
for years—in a 2015 global survey of managers and 
executives conducted by MIT Sloan Management 
Review and Deloitte, 87% of respondents 
anticipated that their industries will be disrupted 
by digital trends to a great or moderate extent, but 
only 44% said their organizations were adequately 
preparing for the disruptions to come. This certainly 
isn’t a new challenge for business leaders, but it’s 
quickly become a more pervasive one in the last  
12 months. 

A year ago, business leaders scrambled to 
accelerate their digital projects—reprioritizing, 
shifting budgets, reorganizing teams and leveraging 
agile methodologies across the business to deliver 
quickly.  The pandemic exposed gaps in digital 
transformation that had to be addressed swiftly, 
but how many of those organizations created 
sustainable strategies and teams that will enable 
them to not only survive in the short-term, but 
thrive in 2021 and beyond?

Who led Digital Transformation 
in your company?

CEO
CTO
CIO
CDO
CMO
CXO
COVID-19

Who led digital 
transformation  
in your company?
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A year later, digitally savvy business leaders have recognized that their 
workforce can be a significant competitive differentiator, particularly during 
uncertain and tough times. People drive innovation, not companies. Team leaders 
are now addressing new challenges in elevating their talent as marketing and 
product development skills are in high demand and becoming even  
more specialized.  

A blog post from Product Board The Golden Age of Product Management 
indicated that product management is one of the hottest and fastest-
growing roles in business right now. A few years ago, product management 
and development roles weren’t clearly defined, established or agreed 
upon. Oftentimes, product managers were confused for user experience 
designers, senior technology leads, or even project managers. At best, teams 
acknowledged that PMs were product owners in the Agile sense, but often 
lacked the experience or tools to deliver. In just two years, the number of product 
management roles in the US has increased by 32%, outpacing overall demand 
five times. (Blick et al., 2020)

Demand and specialization 
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Adding to the challenge is the fact that product 
management as a function means different 
things in each industry, and the role itself 
can be defined differently at each company. 
Consider the difference in product development 
at a technology company vs. a CPG firm, or 
an established global brand vs. a start-up. As 
companies transform these roles to keep up in 
this industrial revolution, hiring leaders must 
be specific in identifying what skills they need 
to be successful. “The best way to describe 
technical skills is in terms of process steps 
along the product development value chain 
(such as specification and concept, detailed 
design, validation and testing) and along 
engineering disciplines (such as mechanical 
engineering, electrical engineering, and software 
development).” (A Crucial Harvest: Cultivating 
Product-Development Talent, 2020)

At BLEND360, we see both an increase in 
demand for product managers, as well as in 
specialization of skills in these roles, with an 
increased focus on merging technical aptitude 
and strategic thinking regardless of industry. 
But when product managers with these 
skills are hard to find and teams are too thin, 
burnout is common. “We’ve seen that the vast 
majority of companies strive to fully employ 
their product-development resources. We have 
seen that projects’ speed, efficiency and output 
quality inevitably decrease when managers 
completely fill the plates of their product-
development employees—no matter how 
skilled those managers may be. High utilization has 
serious negative side effects.” (Six Myths of Product 
Development, 2015)

“ marketing refers to any 
marketing methods conducted 
through electronic devices. This 
includes online marketing 
efforts conducted on the 
internet. In the process of 
conducting digital marketing, a 
business might leverage 
websites, search engines, blogs, 
social media, video, email and 
similar channels to reach 
customers. Unlike traditional 
marketing—which is static and 
often referred to as 
“one-way” communication—
digital marketing is an ever-
changing, dynamic process. 
Stated otherwise, customers 
cannot interact with business 
through a billboard or print ad, 
whereas digital marketing 
provides an avenue for two-way 
communication between a 
business and its actual or 
prospective customers.” 

(Young, 2021)

Digital 

https://www.ama.org/events/training-series/integrated-marketing-communications-march-5-6-2020-chicago-il/
https://www.ama.org/events/training-series/integrated-marketing-communications-march-5-6-2020-chicago-il/
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Though it’s dependent on the industry, roles for marketers are also becoming 
more specialized. When asked to report on the digital investments they have 
made over the last year, marketers reported that optimizing their websites 
(74%), digital media and search (65%), direct digital marketing to customers 
(57%), data analytics (56%), MarTech systems/platforms (54%), and online 
experimentation and/or A/B testing (45%) were most important. (Moorman, 
2021) It’s no surprise then that the top in-demand technical skills posted on 
LinkedIn jobs include web development, video editing, SEO, design thinking, 
UX testing, statistical modeling and data visualization, Amazon Web Services 
and Python. Soft skills, including customer service, team building, leadership, 
community outreach and time management, are also high on employers’ priority 
list. (Liu, 2021)

So what?
A big risk associated with this high demand and specialization in digital 
marketing and product development is that there simply won’t be enough people 
with these skills and experience available to fill roles, or they will come at a very 
high price. Without the right team in place, developing and executing effective 
digital strategies will be delayed and the impact could be catastrophic—lost 
revenue opportunities, lower productivity, higher costs and ultimately attrition 
as burnout becomes a bigger issue.  

In the job market, digital marketers and product managers without these 
specialized skills will find it harder to keep pace with the competition and may 
find it harder to advance their careers. For marketing and product professionals 
and new graduates looking for a job, a lack of digital marketing skills will make it 
more difficult to land the higher paid, higher-skilled jobs.  

The answer for the hiring leader is proactive workforce planning—early 
and often.  Technology and product roadmaps can be an effective guide for 
workforce planning.  Business leaders can leverage their roadmaps to align on 
the capabilities they plan to deliver, as well as the skills required for success. 
Marketing and product leaders can then assess their current talent strategy, 
model and pool, identify critical gaps quickly, give insight into future capacity and 
resource requirements and place strategic bets on key aspects to elevate  
their teams.
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“The approach to ensure adaptability and agility has three steps. First, a 
company should assess its starting point by cataloging the skills available within 
the organization; second, it should determine the skills and capabilities the 
company requires, based on technology and product road maps; finally, it should 
develop a strategy to close whatever capability gaps the first two steps reveal.”

The most successful companies are looking at both technical skills, as well as 
leadership, managerial and soft skills and evaluating what is critical for success.  
HR can usually define technical skills fairly well; however, managerial skills are 
more challenging to define because these skills go beyond university degrees 
and the number of years of job experience—they need to represent the true core 
skills of the current business but also need to look into the future to determine 
skills which are not relevant today but will be in five to ten years.” (A Crucial 
Harvest: Cultivating Product-Development Talent, 2020)

These are incredible times for digital marketers and product managers—
technology and markets are evolving at an extraordinary pace, creating 
new opportunities for innovation and competitive differentiation that were 
unimaginable only a few years ago. Successful business leaders know that one 
of the most important factors in keeping up with that pace is having a workforce 
with both the strategic and technical skills to execute on a vision quickly. Every 
team in every organization has gaps—many new technologies haven’t been 
around long enough to build a workforce around them, and oftentimes hiring 
budgets are tight so positions go unfilled or compromises are made. But one 
of the biggest obstacles is time—in many organizations, the same team that is 
responsible for driving innovation is tasked with managing the resource plan  
to execute.  
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Assessing skills, developing a workforce planning strategy and finding scarce 
talent with unique skills when and where you need it requires energy, experience 
and focus every day. Those companies that are doing it well have a team of 
internal and external partners—including line of business and functional leaders, 
HR, internal talent acquisition and specialized partners like BLEND360 working 
together to evolve and grow their digital marketing and product development 
teams to ensure they can deliver today and prepare to compete in the future.

Read Andy Lovelace’s article on the impact of COVID on the 
demand and supply of Digital Marketing and Product talent.

Coming up next:  
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