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Introducing the Issue 

Many leading manufacturers have invested in Product Lifecycle Management (PLM) to 
improve the way they innovate, design, develop, and manage their products. These 
solutions help manufacturers improve their products, processes, and ultimately their 
profitability. The rise of tablets like the iPad offers an opportunity to further PLM value 
by reducing barriers to innovation, decision-making, program management, and 
contribution to product development by extending applications to employees while they 
are away from the office. It also offers the potential to share critical manufacturing or 
service data to those in challenging locations such as the plant or in the field. 

The rise of tablets like the iPad offers an opportunity to further PLM value 
by reducing barriers to innovation, decision-making,  

program management, and contribution to product development. 

Tech-Clarity’s PLM Goes Mobile and Program Management Goes Mobile provide 
examples of how PLM-related processes can be improved by mobility, including: 

 Analyzing and executing engineering changes 
 Providing interactive, 3D manufacturing and service instructions 
 Managing program status, issues, resources, and tasks 
 Approving deliverables and signing off on stage-gate reviews 

These scenarios provide tangible examples of how mobility can extend the value of PLM. 
The reports also detail common benefits manufacturers gain from PLM and identify how 
that value is extended by mobile applications. The reports conclude that “Mobile devices 
like the iPad have set the stage to extend the opportunity for engineers and others in the 
product lifecycle to contribute, decide, act, and innovate with PLM.” 

For IT leaders, there are some very practical considerations 
to take into account when taking PLM mobile. 

Mobile PLM is compelling to business leaders. For IT leaders, there are some very 
practical considerations to take into account when taking PLM mobile, including: 

 Leveraging existing PLM infrastructure 
 Device considerations 
 Application considerations 
 Process considerations 
 People considerations 
 Management considerations 
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Leveraging Existing PLM Infrastructure  

Leading manufacturers already recognize the value of PLM. They take advantage of 
PLM applications to improve departmental performance and leverage it to improve 
product innovation, product development, and engineering across the enterprise (and 
often into the supply chain). Typically, however, these benefits are only available while 
people are seated at their desk or perhaps remotely once they get situated and boot up 
their laptops. The key is to extend the existing value to new locations and mobile 
scenarios without reinventing the wheel. 

The focus should be on extending access to existing capabilities on new devices, 
while taking into consideration the unique requirements  

of mobile devices, applications, and users. 

PLM has assets that can be highly valuable in a mobile setting. One of the core values of 
PLM is centralized data, what some call having “one version of the truth.” Mobile 
applications should not compromise this value. Mobile users should be able to access 
information on product designs, project schedules, tasks, and issues and be assured they 
are getting the most recent revisions. Access to this information should follow all 
applicable security, audit, and regulatory procedures in place in the existing applications. 
Users should also be able to participate in the same workflows and follow the same best-
practice processes on both mobile and desktop applications. The focus should be on 
extending access to existing capabilities on new devices, while taking into consideration 
the unique requirements of mobile devices, applications, and users. 

Device Considerations 

The reality today is that people need different equipment for different circumstances. 
Workstations and desktop computers were clearly not designed for mobile workers. Even 
laptops and netbooks, while they are much more portable than desktops, are best used on 
a flat surface like a desk when a user is done moving and resettled. On the other hand, 
mobile devices like smartphones are easily portable but lack the screen size and input 
capabilities needed for data-rich and graphics-intensive uses. This creates barriers for 
users to access and utilize PLM. As PLM Goes Mobile points out, “Some things just don’t 
work on a smaller device but aren’t worth the overhead of booting up a laptop or 
struggling with a smartphone in a mobile environment.”  

The reality today is that people need different equipment  
for different circumstances. 

New tablet devices are much more feasible to use in the reality of today’s mobile worker. 
They reduce the threshold to access information whether a user is reviewing a design 
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issue in the cargo hold of an airplane or climbing up scaffolding to get a better look at a 
service issue on a large earth moving vehicle. The right form factor increases availability 
and reduces barriers in challenging environments. This is also true for travel, where tablet 
devices are much more likely to be used because of their size, convenience, and ability to 
improve both business and personal productivity.  

Devices like the iPad are well suited  
for the intersection of business and mobility. 

Devices like the iPad are well suited for the intersection of business and mobility. They 
provide more convenient ergonomics and are built for mobile use. They have a higher 
degree of durability, offer rapid (or nonexistent) boot time, and typically provide multiple 
network options from Wi-Fi, to wireless, to “untethered” modes where there is no 
connection to a server.  

Devices like tablets also have highly graphical interfaces that allow users to interact with 
images and data more intuitively. Users can zoom, pinch, swipe, rotate, and use visual 
navigation techniques such as tapping an icon at times when typing with two hands is not 
convenient. These devices also benefit from battery life that now significantly exceeds 
that of a laptop, generate less heat, and require less bulky chargers. Further, the screen 
resolution is spectacular, which provides a great opportunity to display detailed, 3D data 
derived from CAD designs. 

The following table is a comparison of the key features of devices that could be leveraged 
for PLM in a mobile environment: 

 Traditional Device 

(Laptop, Netbook) 

Smartphone with 

Standard Web Apps 

Tablet with  

Mobile Apps 

Form Factor Bulky, awkward Pocket sized Handheld, slim 
Ease of Use Optimized for 

desktop use 
Difficult to use in 
mobile settings 

Optimized for mobile 

Screen Size Large, bulky Very small Large, portable 
Portability Requires stable 

platform to rest on 
Handheld Handheld 

Battery Life A few hours All day All day 
Connectivity Online or offline, 

long time to access 
and authenticate 

Web applications 
require Internet 
access 

Online or offline, 
LAN or 3G, “instant 
on” 

Boot Time Extended Minimal “Instant on” 
Input 

Options 

Keyboard, requires 
two hands 

Touch or miniature 
keyboard 

Touch, handheld, 
Bluetooth keyboard 
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Durability Most not designed for 
rugged use 

Sturdy Sturdy 

Table 1: Comparison of Devices and Applications for Mobile PLM 

It’s important to note that this comparison considers tablets enabled with mobile PLM 
applications. Tablets can certainly access web-based applications as well, but it is critical 
not to confuse purpose-built mobile apps with accessing a browser-based application 
intended for desktop use. Traditional applications are designed to operate where users 
have a keyboard, mouse, and one or more large monitors. Effective mobile applications, 
on the other hand, take advantage of the strengths of mobile devices such as the iPad’s 
high definition display and multi-touch capabilities. 

Business Process Considerations 

Mobility may also impact business processes. Processes should be reviewed to make sure 
that the speed of information flow and transportability of data does not break any 
processes or violate any controls that are put in place. Some business processes can 
simply be extended to mobile users in an easier format for use on a mobile device. While 
the application flow and usability might be simplified, the underlying tasks and functions 
are the same. Other processes might need to be changed to meet the realities of a mobile 
worker. Some examples of processes that can be readily improved using mobile PLM 
applications can be found in Tech-Clarity’s PLM Goes Mobile and Program 
Management Goes Mobile.  

Processes should be reviewed to make sure that  
the speed of information flow and transportability of data  

does not break any processes or violate any controls that are put in place. 

Beyond making existing system interactions work, some functions may require entirely 
new ways to do business or open up new opportunities. For example, ease of sharing 
product data with customers in the field might lead to extending PLM into the order 
management process. Or making part selection easier for a service technician might lead 
to an opportunity to integrate directly to service parts inventory or ordering. While the 
first generation of mobile applications will most likely provide value by enabling mobile 
workers to execute existing PLM processes, mobile PLM applications will also extend 
the opportunity to implement new processes such as leveraging social computing 
techniques for design collaboration or customer focus groups. 

Application Considerations 

While most mobile devices have a web browser to access traditional, web-based 
applications, just making a desktop application available on a mobile device does not 
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mean that there is “an app for that.” Even for existing processes, purpose-built mobile 
apps are fundamentally different than web applications intended for desktop use. 
Desktops have a keyboard, a mouse, and other factors that are required for efficient use 
such as a large (or even more than one) monitor. Just as early attempts to move 
mainframe or PC-based applications to the web without any thought proved to be a dead 
end, existing solutions will need to be changed to be useful in a new context.  

Purpose-built mobile apps are fundamentally different  
than web applications intended for desktop use. 

User interface designs built for one scenario need to be retooled to work in different 
venues. Manufacturers should take advantage of their existing data and applications to 
take PLM mobile, but have to be careful not to make the mistake of simply changing the 
device without rethinking the application to fit the realities of mobility. Applications 
should use more visual cues, icons, visual reporting, and take advantage of capabilities 
like touch screens that recognize “multi-touch” gestures like pinch, expand, drag, or spin.  

Ideally, mobile PLM applications will leverage existing applications behind the 
scenes to ensure data integrity, security, and compliance with regulations. 

Ideally, mobile PLM applications will leverage existing applications behind the scenes to 
ensure data integrity, security, and compliance with regulations (such as ITAR) that are 
already built into PLM applications. Fortunately, the more advanced PLM applications 
are built on multi-tier architectures and can more readily provide business logic and data 
to new applications while maintaining control. These applications typically provide APIs 
or allow direct service calls to make integration easier. This can also help mobile 
applications work in tethered or untethered modes through synchronization. 

Mobile applications that take advantage of both existing software assets  
and the strengths of today’s mobile devices provide a compelling opportunity. 

Some PLM vendors are developing their own mobile applications, which can be a very 
valuable proposition to prevent reinventing the wheel. Mobile applications that take 
advantage of both existing software assets and the strengths of today’s mobile devices 
provide a compelling opportunity. 

People Considerations 

Any change to applications and devices requires IT to consider the impact on users. In 
this case, adoption of tablet devices involves a short learning curve. The devices are 
relatively simple to use, as are well-built applications. Many people have personal 
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experience with iPads (or at least iPhones) which can further reduce the learning curve. 
Personal experience is a double-edged sword, of course, because companies have to be 
careful to offer tools that are similar to the applications they are used to. IT organizations 
have to be careful not to frustrate users by providing access to applications that are 
difficult to operate, or they will likely not be used. Purpose-built applications are simpler 
and more intuitive, which is what mobile users need (and expect). 

One unique consideration for mobile PLM is that mobile workers may fall into different 
kinds of users: 

 Users that are extending the reach of their enterprise systems outside of the office, 
such as in a plane, doctor’s office, or meeting  

 Those that use mobile applications as their primary device, such as service 
technicians or manufacturing supervisors  

As companies adopt mobile technology, these different types of users may require 
different training plans and levels of support.  

Management Considerations 

Management has the opportunity to improve processes and gain more productivity out of 
existing resources. Mobility can help them reduce decision lag time and improve time to 
market and project cycle times. Providing a multipurpose device that supports both 
business and personal productivity means people will actually carry and use it away from 
the office. On the other hand, devices that cross the work-personal boundary might be a 
challenge for some organizations. Companies need to define clear rules and boundaries 
for the use of new mobile applications and devices. 

Companies need to define clear rules and boundaries  
for the use of new mobile applications and devices. 

One other consideration is that there may be pushback about adopting new devices. 
Sometimes new communications devices are dismissed as “toys” and management may 
believe that people just want a cool new device. A tablet device can fall into that trap. In 
these cases, it is important to recognize mobile devices are functional as well as cool. On 
the other hand, companies shouldn’t shy away from the “cool factor.” Devices like tablets 
can reflect a company’s technology leadership and make employees feel good about 
working for their company. New technology can help recruiting, particularly for 
companies that are targeting young engineers who are in high demand and short supply. 
Management should look for improved business performance to justify the investment, 
but should also recognize that there are soft benefits available from the adoption of 
modern business tools like mobile devices and applications. 
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Conclusion 

Manufacturers have an opportunity to expand the value they get out of their existing PLM 
infrastructure through mobility. The value is compelling, and department leaders will 
likely want to move in this direction. IT can help identify and achieve that value, and 
should be ready to support it. In addition to supporting the business transformation, IT 
needs to take into account considerations regarding existing infrastructure, devices, 
applications, business processes, users, and management. The investment will not pay off 
as it should if manufacturers simply push existing applications onto mobile devices. IT 
has the opportunity to help enable the transformation to mobile PLM, and the 
responsibility to ensure that mobility is done right so the opportunity pays optimal 
dividends. 

IT has the opportunity to help enable the transformation to mobile PLM,  
and the responsibility to ensure that mobility is done right  

so the opportunity pays optimal dividends. 

Recommendations 

Based on industry experience and research for this report, Tech-Clarity offers the 
following recommendations: 

 Develop or expand your company’s mobile device strategy and ensure it 
addresses PLM mobility 

 Expand PLM information assets and processes to mobile scenarios 
 Don’t reinvent the wheel, leverage existing infrastructure investments including 

data, application logic, network, security models, and processes for mobile use 
 Adopt devices that fit into the user’s life and lifestyle so they will carry and use 

them 
 Evaluate existing processes to determine if the speed and access of mobile devices 

will disrupt any current functions or controls 
 Prioritize the processes and users to be enabled with mobile applications based on 

business need and potential improvements 
 Make sure there is an “app for that” – rethink applications and processes to fit into 

the mobile scenario 
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