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Manufacturing facilities are normally the last 
chain in the business structure to receive a 
software technology upgrade. So much depends 
on the shop floor running smoothly and 
efficiently day in and day out that "if it's not 
broke, don't fix it" becomes the mantra of the 
organization. This is not the practice that should 
be taking place. The plant is what builds the 
product that sustains whole company. 
Company’s ERP software, supply chains, and 
marketing departments are of no use without a 
well-run manufacturing plant.  
 
Technology should lead first in manufacturing. 
This is more than implementing a 
Manufacturing Execution System; it is 
implementing digital transformation 
throughout the manufacturing business 
processes. Digital transformation 
is inevitable, irreversible, and tremendously 
fast. It only takes one manufacturing facility 
to incorporate a new, digital design 
or infrastructure to make it the leader in the 
field. Manufacturing leaders need to 
understand the leadership styles for digital 
transformation, challenges, and key factors of 
digital transformation in order to successfully 
apply them to the plant.   

Leadership Styles for Digital 
Transformation 
Digital Manufacturing Leaders 
are able to look beyond the four 
walls of the plant. They are able 
to create and understand the 
vision of a fully, digital connected 
process. Those who are able to 
create a completely functioning 
link from the initial design of a 
product, producing it, and 
handing it to the end customer 
will be the top leaders in their 
industry. Digital leaders are 
those who can break down silos 
to connect them together to 
form 
one continuous manufacturing 

process. This concept is called the Digital 
Thread. Those who can embrace it and 
implement it will accelerate their companies to 
the top.   
 
Leaders of the digital age are entrepreneurial in 
spirit. Since digital transformation is such a new 
concept, it is uncertain how exactly to execute 
it. However, once the digital processes have 
started to be implemented, they are 
irreversible. Manufacturing leaders need to 
have an awareness of digital opportunities and 
threats to see opportunity where others see 
disruption. Brad Borsuk, a Director at Atos with 
more than 10 years of experience in 
manufacturing, notes that increasing visibility, 
simplifying processes, and expanding human-to-
system interactions will provide more reliable 
data that can be used to measure the progress 
of the digital journey. This could 
be particularly difficult in manufacturing, since 
any disruption is a threat to the plant's 
production. However, if the disruption is seen 
as a leap forward in performance and execution 
rather than a threat, implementation is more 
likely to be accepted. 
 
 



 

Real Life Challenges of Digital 
Transformation 
Manufacturers that are still using paper or are 
driving their production with disconnected 
software packages will have difficulty digitally 
transforming their whole development and 
lifecycle processes. One example is plants that 
struggle with the concept of logging a defect 
directly into a Manufacturing Execution System 
instead of writing it down on paper and seeing 
the benefit to it. That is a sign of trouble.  
 
Another challenge for manufacturers will be to 
bring up or bring in people who understand 
digital and how to create new business out of 
digitizing some of the processes between the 
plant and the rest of the company. Plant 
workers cannot revert back to their paper 
thinking (paper traveler cards that ride along 
with the product being produced). Thinking 
digital first is essential to being competitive and 
holding a long lasting business model.  
 
The final challenge will be actually mapping a 
digital roadmap to have a clear understanding 
where digital points can be implemented in the 
manufacturing chain. These touchpoints are 
essential to actually transform. Key points to 
look at are the CAD design to Bill of Material, 
the integration between in-plant systems, 
digital checkpoints between suppliers and the 
plant, and digital touchpoints between the 
plant and shipping and the arrival to the 
customer. Finally, the digital touchpoint at a 
dealer back to the plant and original designers. 
As with any project, a change champion, in this 
case a digital champion is essential to making 
the case for digital transformation and gaining 
executive support. Without executive support, 
digital transformation will be extremely 
difficult. Digital champions are needed to map 
the journey, find experienced resources to help 
implement it, and guide the transformation.  

Key Factors of Digital 
Transformation that apply to 
Manufacturing 

Service Centered 
Our world is leaning more and more to service 
oriented business models. If someone sees a 
friend's device with a certain service feature, 
that service is expected on all devices, no 
matter the brand. The same can be held within 
the plants. Customers expect to be able to 
customize and change their orders. 
Manufacturing itself will become even more 
service oriented towards the customer. The 
thinking can no longer be, what happens in the 
four walls of the plant is separate from 
everything else. Digital leadership 
transformation in manufacturing is the key to 
creating a strong, flexible, service oriented 
plant. 

Mobility 
Mobility is freeing plant engineers and 
operators to work where they need to in the 
plant, enabled by mobile devices such as 
smartphones, tablets, and wearable devices. 
Mobile devices untether plant workers, allowing 
them to work more efficiently while allowing 
the plant to become more flexible.  
 
A digital champion would see that material 
handlers want to use tablets to pick parts for 
the production line instead of printing their pick 
reports on paper daily. They not only would 
save on the cost of paper, and the environment, 
but would reduce time spent going to a 
terminal, waiting in line, and printing their 
report. This would give them the latest up-to-
date parts to pick.  
 
Tablets could be installed on the fork-lift 
drivers’ trucks so that they could see which 
products to pull and which shipping container 
they belonged in as they arrived at the end of 
the line. This would reduce confusion between 
forklifts and reduce shipping the wrong 
products or defective products. 



 

Big Data 
One thing plants do is collect data, lots of data. 
Data is a key to an organization’s digital 
transformation and success. Analysts have 
predicted that data-centric originations will be 
20% more profitable than their peers. Increased 
data visibility allows a window into the 
manufacturing lifecycle. This window can be 
used to predict the health of the manufacturing 
processes, states Brad. It can also be used to 
predict process failures in advance, avoiding 
lost production time. Companies that have 
multiple manufacturing facilities can aggregate 
the data from all their plants. For instance, a 
company analyzes all the reasons for defects 
between the plants and discovers a common 
thread for that defect to occur.  
 
Another way to use Big Data is linking back from 
a dealer. If one dealer has more business than 
another it can use its data against other dealers 
to analyze top manufacturing defects or issues. 
These discoveries will be automatically looped 
back to the manufacturing engineers and 
designers with suggestions based on past data 
that was collected and analyzed. 

Social Media 
One of the current challenges facing 
manufacturing is that the baby boomer 
generation is retiring, taking all their 
manufacturing and plant knowledge with them. 
At the same time manufacturers are having a 
difficult time convincing the next generation to 
join manufacturing as it is perceived as dirty, 
little to offer technologically, and monotonous 
manual labor. Of course, manufacturing leaders 
know that this is not the case. More than ever, 
skilled workers are needed to interact with 
plant robots, manufacturing systems, and 
analyze plant data from those systems. 
 
A digital leader would address this problem by 
using social media as a tool. A digital leader 
would encourage interaction over an enterprise 
social network (social networks within the 
company) to create natural knowledge sharing 
between plant workers, allow new workers to 

pose questions and allow new generation 
workers to see that the plant is forward 
thinking.  

Internet of Things & Cloud 
Computing 
The Internet of Things is rapidly taking shape in 
manufacturing as Industry 4.0, also known as 
Smart Factory. Smart Factory is when machines 
become Cyber-Physical Production Systems 
(CPPS), which are able to record and analyze 
their environment, use (internet) services, 
communicate with each other, and have access 
to World Wide Web data. Smart Factory also 
embodies products that understand tasks and 
requirements while having the ability to self-
monitor and communicate or initiate corrective 
actions.  
 
Take the example of the fork-lift driver moving 
products from the end of the line to their 
shipping containers. The products could have a 
sensor attached that is read by the shipping 
container. The container would record and 
verify every product loaded against the 
expected list of products to ship. If it receives 
the wrong products it could send a message to 
the fork-lift driver’s mobile device notifying 
them of the mistake. In the case of the material 
handler, instead of having to update warehouse 
locations manually, each part can send a ping 
location. This lets material handlers 
automatically know where their parts are. 

Conclusion 
While digital transformation sounds technical it 
is not all about the technology. Digital 
transformation is about the people whose lives 
will be made easier and who can use their 
abilities to bring the manufacturing process to 
the next level with the help that digitizing 
manual processes can provide. Not only is 
digital transformation about helping employees, 
it is for delivering an even better end product 
and customer experience to those who buy 
your company’s product. The journey to digital 
transformation leadership in manufacturing can 



 

be a cloudy process. By opening up to embrace 
the world-changing processes through digital 
acceptance, one can take their manufacturing 
process to the next level.  
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