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Introducing the Issue 

Product Lifecycle Management (PLM) provides significant value to engineers and 

product developers, including control of product data, process management, and better 

access to information. PLM helps companies manage the increased complexity of today’s 

products and product development environments. As Tech-Clarity Insight: The Five 

Dimensions of Product Complexity states, “PLM solutions help manage the five 

dimensions of product complexity on an enterprise scale, resulting in greater efficiency 

and better products.” The result is increased innovation, higher revenue, decreased cost, 

and faster time to market.  

Today, there are significant barriers to taking the value of PLM into the plant 

or into the service center – namely the available devices. 

Today, however, there are significant barriers to taking the value of PLM into the plant or 

into the service center – namely the available devices that run PLM. This means that 

much of the value of PLM gets left behind when an engineer leaves their workstation to 

get a firsthand view of production or see their products in the field. This is also the case 

when a worker in the plant needs information and doesn’t have easy access to a terminal. 

There are further barriers for employees when they travel, according to Tech Clarity Issue 

in Focus: Product and Program Management Goes Mobile, resulting in lag times in 

decision making and project execution. 

The issue is the devices typically required to access PLM information and processes. 

Traditional choices for PLM have been laptops or workstations with bulky form factors, 

short battery life, and long boot times. Other choices include smartphones or netbooks, 

each with their own challenges. Beyond devices, software applications built for a 

personal computer or engineering workstation are simply not suited for the realities of 

mobile environments. 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.  

A lot of decision-making and innovation goes uncaptured  

or gets put on hold when an engineer is mobile. 

As a consequence, a lot of decision-making and innovation goes uncaptured or gets put 

on hold when an engineer is mobile. Manufacturers need to reduce the threshold to use 

PLM to extend the benefits beyond the desk. Otherwise, they might lose a brainstorm, or 

a technician might pass on an impulse to verify a detail that could have a large impact on 

product performance and profitability. 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. 
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The Value of Mobility to Engineering 

Mobility is not new to manufacturers. Mobile technology enhances the value of 

information technology and extends its reach to new locations. It also provides significant 

business value. As Tech-Clarity’s SLM Goes Mobile report concludes, “Mobile 

technology provides more effective communication, timeliness, and quality of business 

interactions.” Engineers and others that rely on PLM now have the opportunity to join in 

the benefits of mobile technology. 

To design, produce, and support a high quality, profitable product 

manufacturers need information on the spot – even if that is a tough spot. 

To design, produce, and support a high quality, profitable product manufacturers need 

information on the spot – even if that is a tough spot such as in the plant, on top of a piece 

of equipment in the field, or in the hull of a ship. For example, a supervisor might need to 

go up and down a piece of equipment during service or manufacturing. Carrying a laptop 

or netbook is not convenient, and smartphones lack the size and usability to be practical, 

so they would be more likely to bring drawings or printed reports. Paper is much more 

practical in environments where there are no flat surfaces to put a laptop down.  

An effective mobile PLM implementation can allow people to access 

information as needed and capture innovation and inspiration when it happens. 

Paper may be convenient, but it is important to have accurate, current data at hand to 

make good decisions. Paper is also static, so if someone didn’t happen to bring the right 

information along they now get to enjoy a trip back to the workstation to print out new 

information. Further, paper only communicates in one direction, so the employee would 

have to take notes and update the system later. Of course paper is also limited to 

communicating in two dimensions and doesn’t leverage the value that 3D provides over 

drawings in terms of interactivity, clearer communication, and language independence. 

On the other hand, an effective mobile PLM implementation can allow people to access 

information as needed and capture innovation and inspiration when it happens – without 

barriers like going back to the desk, or climbing down a machine to boot up a laptop.  

Clearly, when accessing information like a design, it is critical to get the most recent 

revision. Designs and product data should provide a single source of truth regardless of 

whether you are accessing it in the plant or field on a mobile device or at a workstation. 

The same is true if the user is on a plane on the way to a customer or in a meeting. The 

graphic below (Figure 1) depicts typical locations that personnel need PLM data in local 

and mobile settings, highlighting the prevalence of mobile scenarios. 
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Figure 1: Mobile PLM Framework 

To address the need for information away from the office, there are new options for 

mobility emerging. As Tech-Clarity Issue in Focus: Enabling Mobile PLM points out, 

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

explain why, the following table is a comparison of the key features of devices that can 

be leveraged for PLM: 

 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” 
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Input 

Options 

Keyboard, requires 

two hands 

Touch or miniature 

keyboard 

Touch, handheld, 

Bluetooth keyboard 

Durability Most not designed for 

rugged use 

Sturdy Sturdy 

Table 1: Comparison of Devices and Applications for Mobile PLM 

Source: Tech-Clarity Issue in Focus: Enabling Mobile PLM, 2011 

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 the desktop. Traditional applications were 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 like tap, drag, swipe, or pinch.  

Business Value of Mobile PLM Decision Making 

How does the value of mobile technology translate to Engineering and PLM? One of the 

core values of PLM is providing information in the context in which you need it – the 

product – at the right time. The following table (Table 2) highlights sources of business 

value that manufacturers gain from PLM and explains how that value is extended by 

mobile PLM applications: 

PLM Value / Benefit Mobile’s Contribution 

Speed up design 

cycles 
 Don’t wait to get to the office to make decisions 

 Design reviews / approvals in transit 

 Execute tasks on the road 

Higher quality 

products 
 Capture information closer to product usage 

 Make better design decisions based on current, accurate 

data 

 Provide manufacturing and service technicians with access 

to instructions, specs, drawings at the point of work 

Reduce design 

rework 
 Gain more timely collaboration and input 

 Make decisions right the first time with the right 

information at hand 

Enhance innovation  Capture innovation at the source 

 Visually share designs with customers or suppliers for 

feedback 
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Improve 

communication 
 Enable remote design collaboration and application 

sharing 

 View and interrogate high fidelity 3D CAD models 

anywhere 

 Reduce barriers to information 

Increase engineering 

productivity  
 Enable mobile access to applications 

 Expand the number of hours available to contribute 

 Deliver tasks to individuals while on the road 

Control / one version 

of the truth 
 Provide instant access to most recent revisions 

 Ensure users in the plant and in the field have data at their 

fingertips 

Improve release to 

Manufacturing 
 Provide instructions to the point of manufacturing 

(including outsourced production) 

 Allow access to designs, specs, 3D models at the moment 

of need 

Optimize product 

cost 
 Make better, more timely decisions based on detailed, 

accurate information 

 Improve supplier collaboration 

Improve MRO  Provide better disassembly and service instructions 

 Enable remote access to 3D data, models 

 Capture information from service to close the loop and 

improve products 

Table 2: The Business Value of Mobile PLM to Engineering 

PLM already has the information to achieve significant value. New devices and mobile 

applications simply extend that value in a form useful in mobile scenarios. The key is 

leveraging PLM assets in new ways and in new places with mobile devices. 

The key is leveraging PLM assets in new ways  

and in new places with mobile devices. 

A Mobile Engineering Scenario 

As mentioned in Enabling Mobile PLM there are two different classes of mobile 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  
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 Those that use mobile applications as their primary device, such as service 

technicians or manufacturing supervisors  

Let’s explore how mobility can improve decision-making for an engineering change. An 

engineer receives an engineering change request (ECR) in their inbox. The ECR arose 

from an assembly problem in the nose gear of an aircraft in production. The engineer 

reviews the CAD model and the manufacturing instructions and can’t identify the issue, 

so he schedules a site visit. The engineer grabs his tablet before leaving the office, 

knowing that he will need access to the rich engineering information in PLM to help 

solve the problem in the plant. 

The engineer grabs his tablet before leaving the office, knowing that  

he will need have access to the rich engineering information in PLM  

to help solve the problem in the plant. 

While he is in transit to the plant, several people comment on the ECR including the 

production supervisor. As the engineer arrives at the assembly site, he uses his tablet 

device to bring up the latest information on the ECR, including the new comments. He 

climbs into the aircraft, inspects the problem, and sees that there is a part that was 

installed in the wrong sequence. He does a quick search and pulls up the design and 

views it in 3D. By rotating the model he realizes that there is no way to install the 

assembly in this particular configuration without first removing the errant part. He pulls 

up an animation of the assembly process and a copy of the assembly instructions and 

explains to the supervisor how the problem occurred. He rejects the ECR, documents the 

issue, and signs off on the task while it is fresh in his mind at the plant. 

He rejects the ECR, documents the issue, and signs off on the task  

while it is fresh in his mind at the plant. 

That day, the production supervisor decides that his personnel need better access to 

assembly instructions. He realizes that there is no way that his people can remember 

every step while they are climbing up and down the aircraft to do their jobs. They have 

printed instructions, but the job is very difficult to translate to text and their printouts 

don’t always reflect the latest revision. The animated instructions are great and help him 

get his people certified, but it is too much to keep in their heads. He knows that carrying a 

laptop around isn’t practical, and requisitions tablet devices for each of his workcenters. 

From this point on, the team will have access to the most up to date pictures, animations, 

drawings, specifications, and instructions to help eliminate errors like this one that cost 

his team precious rework time against their due date. 
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From this point on, the team will have access to the most up to date pictures, 

animations, drawings, specifications, and instructions to help eliminate errors 

like this one that cost his team precious rework time against their due date. 

On the way back to the office, the engineer gets a call from his VP of Engineering. She 

was in a meeting and saw the issue was closed on her tablet while reviewing an ECR 

dashboard with the customer. She was happy to see the view now has a bit more “green” 

on it, and calls to thank him. She calls and asks what happened and he decides to show 

her instead. He pulls up the model from his history and they start an application sharing 

session so he can explain what went wrong and how they will get back on track. He 

explains that production is already back at work based on his signoff of the issue, and he 

has done all of this before returning to his desk. 

Production is already back at work based on his signoff of the issue,  

and he has done all of this before returning to his desk. 

Conclusion 

Important product decisions don’t wait for engineers to be sitting in front of their 

computer. Mobile PLM reduces the barriers for mobile workers to quickly contribute, 

decide, act, and innovate regardless of location. Mobile access to product information 

leads to better, more timely decisions, better products, and higher productivity. Mobile 

PLM also allows users such as engineers, manufacturing supervisors, or service 

technicians to access critical product data in environments that are not practical for 

laptops and in a more usable way than smartphones. It can also allow companies to get 

more productivity out of existing resources by extending engineers’ ability to work away 

from the office. Today’s new mobile devices and applications offer manufacturers a 

compelling opportunity to extend the value they receive from PLM to new places and 

times, furthering their ability to develop high quality, profitable products. 

Mobile PLM reduces the barriers for mobile workers to quickly contribute, 

decide, act, and innovate regardless of location. 

Recommendations 

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

following recommendations: 

 Expand PLM information assets and processes to mobile scenarios 

 Improve timeliness and quality of decision-making by reducing barriers to access 

information and applications 
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 Reduce barriers to capture engineering innovation and inspiration  

 Look for opportunities to better share data with downstream resources like 

Manufacturing and Service in their challenging work environments 

 Leverage mobility to extend engineers’ ability to contribute while away from their 

workstations, to improve decision making and shorten time to market 

 Look for PLM applications that are specifically designed for mobile devices 

 

Leverage mobility to extend engineers’ ability to contribute  

while away from their workstations, 

 to improve decision making and shorten time to market 
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