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Real-time Collaboration in Manufacturing: 
The Emerging Mobile Social Paradigm 

Executive Summary 
Today, more than 2.7 billion people worldwide use a multitude of devices – 
including PCs, TVs, smart phones, tablets, wearable technologies (Google 
glass, smart watches, etc.) — and most recently even connected cars — to 
access the Internet1 .  

In light of this figure, it is surprising that a supposedly interconnected 
industry such as manufacturing has yet to fully embrace mobile and social 
collaboration methods. According to the research presented in this paper, 
the manufacturing industry significantly lags other businesses in terms of 
digital collaboration capabilities (see Table 1 below). Due to its large network 
of suppliers and the need to maintain a seamless process inside and outside 
of its organization, transforming communication methods is admittedly no 
easy task. However, it must be accomplished to be competitive. 

Further, the need for cross-organizational collaboration grows exponentially 
as manufacturers continue to expand their global footprint. The ability to 
effectively and securely collaborate with stakeholders throughout the world 
will prove to be a pivotal element in successfully managing complex supply 
chains. But that’s not where it stops. The ongoing “consumerization of 
information technology”2 is fundamentally changing the way people want to 
collaborate. Supply chain professionals increasingly expect to access and 
leverage business applications and services through mobile devices just like 
they do in their private lives.  

Manufacturing organizations need to listen to demands for mobile access 
capabilities and the use of social media tools from suppliers and employees 
alike. As the research shows, Best-in-Class companies use more interactive, 
digital tools for real-time collaboration like virtual meeting environments or 
instant messaging solutions to engage their workforce and foster interaction. 
In addition, equipping employees with mobile devices and integrating social 
media networks ensures workers are always connected to one another, thus 
facilitating issue resolution as well as boosting productivity and speed-to-
market. This claim is backed by Aberdeen data, which indicates that using 
social networking within the supply chain impacts key supply chain 
performance metrics.  
 
1 http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/statistics/2013/ITU_Key_2005-2013_ICT_data.xls, as of Jan. 10, 2014. 
2 “Consumerization is the reorientation of product and service designs around the individual end user.” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consumerization 

Analyst Insight 

Aberdeen’s Insights provide the 
analyst’s perspective on the 
research as drawn from an 
aggregated view of research 
surveys, interviews, and  
data analysis 

Key Takeaways 

√ Maintaining a seamless 
process with a network of 
suppliers is one of the 
greatest challenges in the 
manufacturing industry 
today. 

√ Consumerization of IT 
fundamentally changes the 
way people want to 
collaborate. 

√ Interactive, digital tools for 
real-time collaboration make 
a substantial difference and 
impact key supply chain 
performance metrics. 

√ Moving forward, 
manufacturing companies 
that want to lead the 
industry must invest in 
supporting digital 
collaboration technologies. 

http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/statistics/2013/ITU_Key_2005-2013_ICT_data.xls
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consumerization
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All in all, the research clearly indicates that by using mobile and social 
toolsets, manufacturing companies can expect to gain a real-time view into 
supply chain operations, which enables greater flexibility and agility, leading to 
better overall business performance and more efficient operations. Thus, 
manufacturing companies must invest in digital collaboration technologies to 
stay ahead of the competition and succeed in today’s global internet-based 
world . In this study, we will expose the crux of the problem, present 
challenges to seamless collaboration, and show how putting mobile and social 
tools in the hands of the entire value chain can offer game-changing rewards 
for innovative-thinking manufacturers. 

New Requirements Mean New Needs 
’Today’s manufacturing environment is growing more complex as suppliers 
are required to move products further and faster than ever before. 
However, these breadth and speed requirements also make companies 
more vulnerable to sudden demand changes or material shortages. In fact, 
the need to increase supply chain resiliency (i.e., increase tolerance to 
sudden / dramatic changes in supply or demand) was the top business 
pressure for manufacturers (46%) in ’Aberdeen’s most recent Supply Chain 
Collaboration report.  

Partner collaboration is a strong factor supporting companies’ much-needed 
supply chain resiliency. Our data indicates that 51% of manufacturing 
companies surveyed cited collaboration with suppliers as their top strategic 
initiative in 2014. This document will explore how manufacturing companies 
collaborate in real-time with one another, and the benefits this process 
affords the supply chain. 

The Scope of the Problem 
For manufacturing companies, collaboration is a top priority. In fact, 
collaboration was top of mind for 94% of survey respondents, including 
external partners, such as suppliers (54%) and retailers (12%), as well as 
internal collaboration (29%). Yet, collaboration is not as easy as it seems. 
Consider the automotive industry, for example. With 30,000 parts and 
between 700 and 1,000 supplier partners per vehicle, the average 
automobile manufacturer can hit roadblocks keeping all business partners 
moving in the right direction. Table 1details how manufacturing companies 
currently collaborate with their trading partners in comparison to all other 
industries. 

 

 

 

Demographics 

Of the 117 total responding 
organizations: 

Job title: Senior Management 
(16%); EVP / SVP / VP (12%); 
Director (24%); Manager (20%); 
Consultant (20%); other (8%) 

Department / function: Sales 
and Marketing (28%); IT (28%); 
Corporate Management (12%); 
Customer Service / Support 
(8%); Supply Chain / Logistics 
(8%); other (16%) 

Geography: North America 
(60%); APAC region (12%); 
EMEA (28%) 

 

http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/8391/AI-supply-chain-collaboration.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/8391/AI-supply-chain-collaboration.aspx
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Table 1: Ability to Collaborate with Stakeholders 

Data Summary Manufacturing All Other 
Industries 

Currently have the ability to collaborate with a 
core set of critical upstream suppliers 41% 54% 

Currently have the ability to collaborate with a 
network of key retailers 29% 48% 

Currently have the ability to collaborate with 
non-critical upstream suppliers 11% 44% 

Source: Aberdeen Group, November 2013 

According to the table above, the manufacturing industry lags when it comes 
to collaboration. Manufacturers were less likely than other industries to be 
able to collaborate with three critical groups of partners — retailers, critical 
suppliers, and non-critical suppliers. As manufacturers move towards 
globalization, not only with their own operations, but also with their 
suppliers, being able to effectively collaborate will be a critical capability to 
provide visibility, minimize latency in the process, and reduce time to 
decision. 

Challenges to Collaboration  
Clearly, getting all key trading partners to move in the same direction can 
be a difficult task. There are barriers to success that many companies 
encounter (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Top Three Challenges to B2B Collaboration 

  
Source: Aberdeen Group, November 2013 

Each of these challenges forms a formidable wall that prevents 
manufacturing companies from effectively connecting with one another. 
While cost is always an issue (as 38% of companies reported), the lack of 
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Over-reliance on off-line
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e-mail)

Lack of infrastructure or
resources

Technology solutions required
are too costly/complex

Percent of Respondents

“With more visibility and 
collaboration, customers know 
where their products are, when 
they will arrive, how they will 
arrive, and can be alerted to 
any order and shipping 
discrepancies.” 

~ Supply Chain Manager, Small 
Food Company 
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commitment to support the infrastructure necessary for collaboration also 
remains an issue for 36% of companies. While some companies “get by” as 
is and are not going any further than necessary beyond their own four walls 
when completing their manufacturing processes, this is not an ideal or 
efficient operation. Conversely, more forward-thinking companies embrace 
the need to improve their communication and visibility with suppliers. 
However, this goal can be derailed when working with companies that still 
have a strong reliance on off-line technologies (35%). These technologies 
(e.g., phone, email, and fax) increase information latency, ultimately slowing 
the time it takes for valuable business data to reach key decision makers.  

The good news is some manufacturers are working to overcome these 
issues. For some, a combination of social and mobile technologies allows 
them to overcome these challenges and decrease information latency.  

Real-Time Collaboration Tools 
As consumers we are now accustomed to being able to access almost any 
information we want nearly instantaneously. However, this process has not 
yet transitioned into the manufacturing world. While many manufacturing 
executives themselves use digital technology to streamline their personal 
lives, industry-wide, there is resistance to adopt and incorporate digital 
tools into their respective companies. Where email communication may 
have worked in the past, waiting for feedback from a number of participants 
can hamper rather than accelerate the problem-solving process. However, 
leading companies prove that more interactive, digital tools can make a 
difference. Figure 2 shows how top performing companies lead this 
transition. 

Figure 2: Adopted Real-Time Collaboration Technology Enablers  

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, November 2013 
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Use of online forums to 
communicate between shifts — 
An Operations Manager at a 
$200M hot press company 

A press operator at a tooling 
company has a PC-based 
system to monitor a room full 
of presses. A year ago, they 
used post-its and informal log 
books to transfer operating 
information between shifts.  

Eventually, a new supervisor 
came in and realized that the 
process was not only 
inefficient, but could cost them 
their ISO9000 certification. So 
he immediately installed a wiki-
like system on their monitoring 
station and trained the 
operators to edit and update 
the wiki with operation notes.  

Once a week, the supervisor 
and his subordinates go 
through and consolidate the 
entries into new operating 
procedures or instructions. 
Scrap has not only been 
reduced by 15%, press 
downtime has decreased by 
over 25%. 
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These companies understand that the ideal solution includes using tools that 
support simultaneous interaction between a number of individuals and 
locations. The top choice for these types of connections is virtual meeting 
environments or real-time virtual collaboration (74%). 

One particularly telling data point is that over half (56%) of Best-in-Class 
organizations use some form of instant messaging (IM) as a communication 
tool. According to Aberdeen data, Best-in-Class companies opt for IM over 
telephone and radio communications. Not only is it almost as real-time as 
voice, but correspondence is also logged for future learning and continuous 
improvement analysis. Mobile devices have also gained traction across 56% 
of companies. By providing their workers with mobile devices and linking 
these units to internal IM applications, workers are always connected to one 
another. 

In the manufacturing supply chain, time means everything. Whether a 
vehicle program needs to be completed rapidly or production lines must 
run without interruption, companies must be in the know to all of the 
supply chain’s moving parts and the status of each operation. To ensure all 
processes run smoothly and business decisions can be made at a moment’s 
notice, it is imperative to connect your people in real-time, and arm them 
with relevant information. This is the only way to ensure the correct 
decisions are made at the correct time. 

Case-in-Point — Collaboration in Asset Management 
Using Consumer Technology 
At a large automotive seating manufacturer, Aberdeen witnessed how 
operators will use whatever available technology allows them to get the job 
done. For example, the company has a large and complex enterprise asset 
management (EAM) solution available to enter maintenance work orders at 
the station. A pneumatic tool was not operating properly and it had been a 
consistent issue. The operator entered a work order into the EAM system 
for maintenance to work on the faulty tool. He does this because the 
importance of tracking these issues was heavily stressed in training. 

However, immediately after the order is entered, the associate used his 
iPhone to send an IM to the maintenance worker who covers his station. 
Within 10 minutes, a member from the maintenance team replaced the 
faulty tool. When asked why they did it this way, the operator said he 
knows it will take hours for the work order to make it to his maintenance 
person. He also knows that the maintenance person will only need five 
minutes to fix the problem. The maintenance person will now wait for the 
order to show up and enter the order as completed at the end of the day. 
So the question is why can’t companies make this official, capture that 
virtual conversation, and attach it to the work order? By using technology 
to collaborate in real-time, the operator reduced potentially hours of 
unscheduled downtime to 15 minutes, which results in big savings over time. 

“Problems those companies 
with large global supply chains 
face today are human problems 
– delays and inefficiencies 
around person-to-person 
communications."  

~ VP of Logistics, Large 
Healthcare Device 

Manufacturer 
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Social and Mobile 
There is a growing trend among manufacturers toward using social and 
mobile technology to support supply chain activities. As the sidebar shows, 
manufacturers realize the most important areas to improve collaboration, 
thus making them valuable enough to invest in further. In fact, the use of 
enterprise social networking software is set to grow by 36% over the next 
12 months. As seen in the previous section, the use of social technology 
(tools such as wikis, document sharing, instant messaging, and video 
conferencing, for example) is an effective way to increase collaboration 
effectiveness due to its ability to move beyond one-on-one communication 
and foster interaction between one and many. Companies that successfully 
adopt social tools steadily gain benefits across the supply chain. Specifically, 
enterprise social users reduced their year-over-year out-of-stock (OOS) 
rate by 15% versus a 1% decrease for those companies not using a 
dedicated social networking tool.  

The Shape of Social 
Top companies understand they must reach out to their supplier base and 
channel partners to excel in the current, often volatile market conditions. 
On a positive note, manufacturers reported they are more open to reaching 
out and sharing information, ideas, and insights. As a result, the industry has 
higher adoption rates among top companies using social tools, as well as 
portals that aggregate activity happening across wikis, blogs, video sharing, 
desktop sharing, and online forums. 

Figure 3: Planned Adoption / Enhancement of Supplier Portal  

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, November 2013 

To date, supplier / trading partner collaboration portals are the top choice 
(62%) for visibility into social activity. Companies using these collaboration 
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“Supply chain collaboration 
creates a win-win in the 
current challenging economic 
climate. It is also a very 
effective incubator for 
innovation.” 

~ Director of Supply Chain, 
mid-market Consumer 

Electronics Company 

Business Processes with the 
Biggest Potential for Future 
Investment: 

√ New Product Development: 
45% 

√ Manufacturing Production 
Issues: 31% 

√ Supplier Interactions: 30% 
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portals received shipments from suppliers complete and on-time at a rate of 
88.5% versus 85.4% of all other companies. While these differences seems 
small to the casual observer, supply chain professionals often work with 
thousands of shipments during an average week. In those cases, an increase 
of just 2% or 3% could mean millions of dollars saved in total operational 
resources. 

Putting Mobility to Work 
Taking these efforts even further, some companies blend social and mobile 
technologies to their advantage. Similar to how an average consumer uses 
social technology via their mobile phone to make plans with friends, some 
companies use the combination as valuable, strategic supply chain 
collaboration tools. Now a press operator can update an internal wiki on 
the recent performance of a particular cell in the plant from his mobile 
device so that the next shift can be aware of any issues as soon as they walk 
in the door. 

Manufacturers have also turned to a blend of new and old technology (see 
sidebar). Traditional desktop usage remains the dominant, preferred form of 
collaboration; however Best-in-Class companies using mobile solutions have 
noticeable advantages. Smart phones and tablets are powerful ancillary tools 
when used in conjunction with desktops. These mobile systems give 
workers access to any information right at their fingertips, regardless of 
where they reside in the plant. The Best-in-Class aim to provide this single 
view, no matter the device, to their workforce. 

A few of the key drivers in this mobile social movement within the 
manufacturing supply chain are: 

• Youth Movement — There is a new breed of supply chain 
professional on the rise. They are children of the internet 
generation and are much more comfortable with using mobile / 
social technology as a means of communication — not only are they 
more comfortable with this movement, they expect this ability to 
consume real-time information and share with others. This new 
breed will usher in a period of unprecedented supply chain 
connectivity. 

• Brain Drain — The opposite side of the youth movement is the 
fact that older supply chain professionals are leaving the company 
and taking decades of valuable, tactical supply chain knowledge. In 
fact, manufacturers seem to be hit the hardest by the retirement of 
Baby Boomers and limited viable replacements (see sidebar). Social 
technology, however, could be used to fill this gap via the use of 
internal blogs and wikis that serve to capture that knowledge and 
make it easily accessible for new hires.  

Changing Demographics in 
Manufacturing  

In December 2012, Aberdeen 
surveyed 526 manufacturers 
about the state of their 
technical workforce and found 
two problematic trends:  

√ Aging workforce: More than 
40% of the company’s 
engineering and skill 
positions are over 40 years 
old.  

√ Technical: Over 60% of all 
companies polled indicated 
they were understaffed in 
their technical and high-skill 
positions.  

 

Form Factor used to Provide 
Collaboration (Best-in-Class vs. 
All Others): 

√ Traditional desktop 
computer: 85% vs. 71% 

√ Smart phone-based: 44% vs. 
26% 

√ Mobile ruggedized handheld 
computer: 40% vs. 23% 

√ Tablet-based: 28% vs. 21% 

√ Handheld video device: 23% 
vs. 22% 
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Social and Mobile Metrics 
The mobile / social paradigm is not only set to change how communication 
is conducted, it also affects key supply chain performance metrics. Aberdeen 
data indicates the use of social networking within the supply chain allows 
companies to become more agile in some key supply chain processes. For 
example, social users are:  

• 1.6x more likely to measure and manage working capital impacts 
due to supply and demand fluctuations 

• 68% more likely to integrate demand signals, adjust forecasts, and 
synchronize operations plans  

• Achieve 94.3% customer service rates (complete and on-time) 
compared to 92.2% rates among companies not using social media 
data 

• Had lower inventory carrying costs of 9.5% versus 10.7% for those 
not using social data 

Impact of Mobility on the Shop Floor — Similar to our earlier case 
study, the integration of mobility can improve other functional areas as well, 
such as quality, safety, and operational excellence in the manufacturing 
enterprise. Specifically, mobile users: 

• Had lower defects per million — Mobile users reported a rate of 
203 defects per million versus 269 among non-mobile companies. 

• Had a lower recordable injury frequency rate — Mobile-enabled 
companies reported 1.01 versus 1.27 for those not using mobility 

• Had a higher Overall Equipment Efficiency (OEE) — 90% for mobile 
users versus 82% for those not using mobility 

Impact of Mobility in the Supply Chain — Using mobility to gain a 
real-time view of supply chain operations allows users greater flexibility and 
agility. This is especially important in the highly dynamic world of warehouse 
operations, where coordination of people and equipment are critical, 
according to Aberdeen’s “Mobility and Real Time Event-Driven "Order to Store" 
Fulfillment” report. Specifically, mobile users were: 

• 45% more likely to improve perfect order rate by improving pick 
accuracy and on-time shipments 

• 33% more likely to support task interleaving dynamically (switching 
employees between functions — picking, replenishment, etc.) 

• 24% more likely to know the contents of every bin in the 
warehouse in real time 

In industries where time and complexity are ever present factors (i.e., 
food/beverage, CPG, fashion and apparel) mobile technology will play an 
increasingly important role. As the above examples illustrate, social and 
mobile will continue to make an impact either as an informal technology 
movement or a formal company-wide technology initiative.  

“It is a no-brainer that 
collaboration can decrease 
material or distribution cost, 
but the biggest cost driver in 
our industry for the past four 
years has been an ever-
changing (and tightening) 
regulatory environment and 
working with our suppliers and 
partners to react quickly and 
proactively to deal with 
packaging disclosure changes 
has been a huge boon to our 
cost structure.” 

~ V.P. of Supply Chain, Mid-
Market, CPG Company 

http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/6325/RA-order-store-fulfillment.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/6325/RA-order-store-fulfillment.aspx
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Key Takeaways 
Top companies understand they must reach out to their supplier base and 
channel partners to excel in these current market conditions. The top 
benefits of these efforts include: 

• Real-time Communication and Collaboration — Real-time 
social networking is a strategic move for savvy companies. By 
improving the communication and collaboration between various 
supply chain groups, both internally and externally, companies are 
sure to increase supply chain agility and decision-making.  

• Social Networking Fosters Higher Performance — Based on 
the data, companies using social networking in their supply chain 
displayed higher performance characteristics in key areas including 
customer service rate, average out of stock rate, and fulfillment 
costs.  

• Mobile Technology Empowers Your Employees — Mobility 
solution adoption will reduce errors caused by manual data entry 
during routine operator rounds. It also enables employees to initiate 
work orders outside of the confines of their work stations. 
Companies using mobility have seen improved performance on the 
plant floor and across the supply chain. 

Manufacturers are off to a good start regarding the adoption of 
collaboration tools, but the industry still manages unstructured data, 
over-relies on off-line tools, and lacks an updated infrastructure 
investment. While these issues still hamper the effectiveness of mobile 
and social communication tools for manufacturers, they are doing their 
homework and evaluating how more modern tools can turn the tide. 
Companies must invest in supporting digital collaboration technologies, 
both traditional and innovations, in order to reap the highest level of 
performance. 

For more information on this or other research topics, please visit 
www.aberdeen.com 
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