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SITUATION OVERVIEW 

The race to differentiate for the manufacturer demands a new approach and the rethinking of each 

aspect of the organization from back office to front office and everything in between. No longer is the 

status quo or incremental improvements good enough to satisfy a demanding customer within a 

commoditized marketplace. The supply chain historically provided a boost to the internal operations or 

the bottom line, but in this new era of digital transformation, this function has the opportunity to play a 

more strategic role in differentiation and customer value. This new role is one where supply chain is not 

solely a means to drive down cost but an avenue to achieve innovation and new opportunities of support. 

The traditional aspects of supply chain planning and execution result in some gaps in this current 

environment for manufacturers. To excel, manufacturers must leverage an intelligent supply chain that 

integrates the entire life cycle of product or customer from design to postsales support, which is 

inherently the goal of all supply chains. 

The role of operate, or the supply chain extended ecosystem, is often considered the endpoint of the 

design-to-operate continuum. Maintaining equipment in the field, on a factory floor, or on a customer site, 

though viewed sometimes as an afterthought or cost of doing business, can be a strategic driver of 

success for manufacturers. The evolution of the relationship between a customer and the manufacturer 

demands that data from customer behavior and the operation of assets be leveraged by the rest of the 

business to react, pro-act, and innovate. As more equipment and assets become connected, the ability to 

make decisions based on real-time data will enable differentiation and excellence, transforming the 

organization and its ability to deliver customized experiences for customers. 

Key takeaways from this Industry Brief are: 

▪ Heightened customer expectations for better support demand that manufacturers integrate 

data from assets to connect product design, planning, manufacturing, logistics, and 

operations. 

▪ Agility will be enabled through connected assets and real-time access to insights across the 

organization. 

▪ Business models will transform as the supply chain evolves from a "cost center" to an 

"opportunity center." 

▪ Internet of Things (IoT)–connected assets power a shift from reactive postsales support to a 

more proactive and predictive maintenance model. 
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CHALLENGES/OPPORTUNITIES 

As the end consumer has more power as to the interactions they have with a manufacturer, the ability 

to deliver enhanced experiences will only become more imperative. But with this increased need to be 

agile and deliver personalized outcomes for customers, manufacturers still need to scale the supply 

chain and postsales support operation across a global network of suppliers, distributors, and partners. 

This may seem like an oxymoron to create personalized experiences on a global scale. This complex 

ecosystem makes innovation difficult, but not impossible. In 2018, IDC conducted its biennial supply 

chain survey. This research provided many data points on the trends impacting the supply chain and 

the evolution of a digital supply chain, but four trends stand out: 

▪ After years of being relegated to support status, the supply chain is now perceived by 

manufacturers and retailers as a strategic tool for business performance and growth — from a 

"cost center" to an "opportunity center." 

▪ Digital technology is now the top driver of change in the supply chain, reflecting both the 

potential for driving transformation and the lack of full clarity into true potential. 

▪ Customer centricity will be the catalyst for increased innovation for manufacturers and retailers. 

▪ Service and postsales support are moving from an afterthought to an option for differentiation. 

Historically, a disconnected set of silos hindered the ability for the supply chain to integrate with 

postsales support. A line of sight down to the end consumer and how equipment was being used or 

performed under field conditions were a black box for the supply chain team. This divide led to supply 

chain focusing on the aspect of the operation that it could control. The complex nature of the supply 

chain leads to many handoffs and different views into the truth between design, plan, manufacture, 

deliver, and operate. The impact of IoT and connected equipment provides the opportunity for 

manufacturers and retailers to link these silos together to better share data and service interactions. 

A desire to improve quality and cut costs will never leave the minds of supply chain leaders and 

manufacturers. The ability for supply chain to help bolster profitability from the bottom line up has been 

the calling card for some time now. But as the supply chain transforms from a cost center mentality to 

that of an opportunity center, it is imperative that new metrics and goals be put in place. Specifically, 

the ability for supply chain and the operation of postsales support to deliver resolution and profitability 

and meet changing customer needs should rise in priority (see Figure 1). KPIs, which measure 

success in first-time fix or asset uptime, should become new ways in which supply chain is incentivized 

and tracked. Transforming the goals and KPIs is the only way for behaviors to change and for a 

customer-centric culture to reach down to the supply chain function. Again, cost reduction and 

efficiencies were the historical bellwether of the supply chain, disruption is coming, and the measures 

of success must also change. 

New business models, though interesting, are not easy to implement. When an entire organization has 

been built around reacting to inputs or customer requests for support, flipping this model can feel like 

turning an ocean liner in minutes and not days. To successfully make this change, customers, 

leadership, suppliers, dealers, and the front line need to be buy-in and be on the same page. 

Predictive support depends on customers' willingness to share data in real time and change the 

contracts they sign up for. IDC research shows that only 13.7% of manufacturers have the capability 

today for prescriptive service where products have autonomic capabilities to report problems and can 

request repair or service. A future world where customers can expect 100% uptime seems to be far off. 

However, the promise of the Internet of Things, artificial intelligence (AI), and cognitive systems may 

prove to close this gap within the life cycle of many of the products currently in the field. 



©2019 IDC #US45089519 3 

FIGURE 1 

Most Important to Your Supply Chain Efforts 

 

n = 300 

Note: Scores are based on a scale of 1–4, where 4 is most important. 

Source: IDC's Supply Chain Survey, 2018 

 

Operate Renews the Extended Ecosystem 

The complexity of nurturing and supporting equipment across the network on the factory floor, in 

remote areas of the field, and on customers' sites provides a set of challenges previously outlined. 

This complex network is ripe for ecosystems to be built around an integrated data flow, which provides 

the appropriate nodes or users with the right information to make decisions in real time to support 

maintenance and resolution. Without an ecosystem approach, handoffs of data and ownership will 

lead to fragmented responses, which fail to resolve the issue or, worse yet, don't deliver the quality 

experiences customers demand. Regardless of who within the network is interacting with customers or 

delivering support for equipment, they need to have access to real-time data to solve the issue at hand 

and remove the burden on the customer to be that link to the truth. 

In a digitally enabled supply chain where assets, support teams, partners, and customers are 

connected to a single view of the truth, proactive and predictive support is possible. Figure 2 highlights 

how there is still room to grow for many manufacturers along this journey from a reactive supply chain 

to a thinking supply chain, which is proactive, predictive, and optimized. As there continues to be a 

divide between data being captured and who within the organization has real-time access to that data, 

there remains a long tail of reactive organizations that struggle with making sense of the data available 

to truly transform the supply chain. IDC's IoT research highlighted that only a small percentage of 

manufacturers are connected to most of the equipment in the field, which highlights the divide between 

the ad hoc stage and the optimized stage in the thinking supply chain maturity model. Without the IoT 

and connected equipment, the link between support and supply chain will remain strained and fail to 

meet the promise of new business models driving value for end customers. 

1 2 3 4

Product quality — performance, meeting 
customer needs, and endurance

Cost — gross margins, profits, and supply chain 
as cost center

Service — on time, in full, and issue resolution

Something else

(Score)
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FIGURE 2 

IDC's Digitally Enabled, Thinking Supply Chain Maturity Distribution  

Across the Stages 

 

n = 150 

Source: IDC's Supply Chain MaturityScape Benchmark Survey, 2019 

 

The Role for Technology in Operate 

The chasm between data and insight is shrinking. Organizations are beginning to understand that the 

issue isn't how to capture more data points across the supply chain and network, but rather how 

quickly can data be turned into intelligence that can be acted upon. This is where technology will play a 

major role in the transformation of supply chains to become more agile and intelligent (see Figure 3). 

Tools such as artificial intelligence and the IoT will enable real-time views into customer behavior, 

service performance, availability of resources, and success of new models of support. 

Technology also provides the catalyst for manufacturers and retailers to deliver remote support and 

predictive service where previously this would be a pipe dream. Transparency enabled through IoT 

tools and powered by AI allows manufacturers to strategically operate equipment with a minimal 

impact to the customer's business. Unplanned downtime or disruption in the customer business is no 

longer acceptable in this competitive world. For this reason, having the tools to deliver real-time 

insights and analytics to the manufacturer, suppliers, and partners empowers people to make the right 

decision for the customer and not just the bottom line. 

Cutting costs will always be a key driver of the supply chain; however, in a connected world, the ability 

to deliver enhanced customer experiences at the right price will power differentiation and sustainability 

of the business. Technology, which allows manufacturers to offer customized experiences such as 

augmented and virtual reality, drones, or even social tools, though in early days still, has a place in this 
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transformation. Transforming from a reactive maintenance model to a model that can predict and 

prescribe a response depends on a connected environment with technology at the foundation. 

FIGURE 3 

New Technology Drives Change in Supply Chain 

 

n = 300 

Source: IDC's Supply Chain Survey, 2018 

 

ESSENTIAL GUIDANCE 

In an environment where manufacturers must innovate and differentiate, the supply chain will play a 

critical role in this journey. No longer can the supply chain be an aspect of the business that runs in the 

background and without appreciation for the overall strategic growth plans of the organization. 

Furthermore, the role of operate can be the catalyst to achieve this next level of value from the supply 

chain. 

As the extended ecosystem enables this strategic view into the supply chain where product innovation, 

planning, manufacturing, execution, and service are all aligned and integrated, manufacturers would 

be keen to consider the following: 

▪ Ensure that both leadership and the front line are aligned with the new role the extended 

ecosystem will play in the delivery of value and efficiency. 

▪ Is the right data available and accessible to enable real-time decision making? 

▪ Equip current resources with the tools, resources, and change management necessary to 

successfully transform to be more proactive and predictive. 

▪ Work with IT to support the team with the advanced technologies needed in this new era of 

extended ecosystems. 

▪ Get a handle on your customers to better understand their needs, expectations, and 

propensity to have a different relationship with the manufacturer, which depends on shared 

data and goals. 
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