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The Opinion Of The SAP Community 

Digital Expertise:
Compartmentalize Complexity

F
air enough, but, as our experience 
shows, the actual implementation 
of digital expertise and new techno-

logies is often the biggest challenge. 
Many companies know that they have to 
do something, some even have come up 
with a digitalization strategy already. Ho-
wever, they often lack clear guide lines 
and priorities. Simple questions are met 
with confusion. Where should we start? 
What do we want to achieve? How long 
should projects last? If companies do ne-
ither have answers to these questions nor 
a competent partner at their side, they of-
ten get bogged down in details faster 
than the CEO can free up the budget. Ho-
wever, it doesn’t have to be like this. 2019 
can be the year companies finally embra-
ce a digital transformation strategy by 
following simple rules and steps.

Three pillars, three steps

More often than not, IT managers have a 
truly Herculean task ahead of them. The 
entire product lifecycle management has 
to be changed, real-time data from manu-
facturing to logistics and service have to 
be collected. On top of that, everything’s 
supposed to work across different plat-
forms, systems, and departments. All of 
these things can be done - only condition: 
digital continuity in the product develop-
ment process, or smartPLM. Here’s just 
one of many examples as to why this con-
tinuity is so important: if Amazon guaran-
tees same-day delivery, and digitally opti-
mizes every logistics process except one, 
all of its efforts are not enough. At the 
precise moment digital continuity stops, 
the concept of same-day delivery will fail, 
and the customer will not be satisfied. A 

chain is only as strong as its weakest link, 
after all. Such a digital continuity as we 
are proposing also means higher criticali-
ty of system availability and often more 
complexity. Therefore, reference models 
are crucial to recognize interdependen-
cies in data structures and processes and 
guarantee unobstructed daily operation.

Digital transformation relies on three 
pillars: virtual product, digital process, 
and autonomous production. The goal 
should be to realize one of these pillars at 
a time. The formula for success is therefo-
re to compartmentalize the complexity 
surrounding them. There are three steps 
to take:

• come up with a digitalization strategy 
(in line with corporate strategy)

• define goals and milestones
• think about how to split projects up

Don’t be fooled by how self-explanato-
ry or obvious these steps seem. We’ve 
seen countless transformation projects 
fail simply because this structure was 
missing. Many companies might have a 
digitalization strategy, but they only let 
their staff work on one big project dub-
bed “digitalization”. This strategy will not 
do anything for the company other than 
waste money and time and frustrate or 
stress out loyal and competent emplo-
yees. Instead, companies should think 

According to a study by Deutsche Telekom, 46 percent of mid-sized businesses think that
digital expertise will be a major success factor in the future. 55 percent are already using or
planning to use IoT applications. 
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about how to split big projects up. The 
smaller projects this approach inevitably 
creates should be reasonable and clearly 
separated from one another, and have a 
distinct goal, budget, and time frame. The 
most crucial aspect, however, is that 
smaller projects generate visible value 
and do not take longer than three to six 
months. If this time frame is not adhered 
to, companies will struggle to retain team 
and management motivation, one of the 
most important things for every project 
involving change. Furthermore, compa-
nies should not think in departments, but 
in processes, therefore guaranteeing cre-
ativity and diversity during projects.

Now, just a little word of advice: what 
we are proposing is a top-down approach, 
and in most cases, it is indeed successful. 
However, depending on how your compa-
ny works or what your employees require, 
a bottom-up approach or a mixture of 
both could instead be right for you. For 
example, we often see that after a speci-
fic area or department have been digitali-
zed, new ideas and concepts for digital 
optimization of business processes come 
up based on practical experience. This 
happens regularly after we’ve implemen-
ted our solution for controlling and moni-
toring processes in one or more depart-
ments. The obvious advantages of a pro-
cess-driven workflow quickly inspire 
ideas for application in other areas. There-
fore, we recommend a dual strategy and 
that companies combine both approa-
ches for maximal benefit.

A chance for 
mid-sized companies

By the way, digital transformation will be 
the most profitable for mid-sized busi-
ness. It’s reasonable to ask why. On the 
one hand, cloud-based solutions often fit 
their requirements perfectly, making it 
easier for them to adopt them. On the 
other hand, simply because of size and 
scope, mid-sized businesses have it easier 
than their bigger competition to involve 
every head of department in the discussi-
on about digitalization. This lets them 
ideate, create, and digitalize new busi-
ness processes based on customer wishes 
and needs. One recent example would be 
a family-owned, mid-sized machine ma-
nufacturer, a partner of Cenit. After only 
few and efficient discussions with its ma-
nagement and heads of departments, we 
had agreed on a consensus. Digital conti-
nuity has become more and more rele-
vant in recent years and will continue to 
gain importance if the individualization 
of customer-specific machines also me-

ans numerous variants and changes. Con-
sequently, the value chain will become 
unmanageable. Together with the machi-
ne manufacturer, Cenit quickly found the 
weak links in the chain, devised reason-
able actions based on these findings, and 
came up with a solution architecture. The 
machine manufacturer then agreed to 
the project planning. Consequently, the 
customer became ready to grow - mea-
ning that the company was ready for a 
comprehensive and sustainable digitaliz-
ation strategy. A prerequisite for such a 
quick and easy digital transformation is 
the motivation and willingness of ma-
nagement to change. Management has 
to be engaged in project planning, fun-
ding, and scheduling. On top of that, it 
has to take up some projects as well. 
That’s because digitalization is a ma-
nagement issue, and true process optimi-
zation always brings about significant 
changes as well. Employees might be an-
xious or even scared. Professional change 
management therefore has to be a fixed 
part of every digitalization project.

Too many 
standard processes?

When we are helping customers with 
their digital transformation, one questi-
on always comes up: how standardized is 
corporate IT really, and how standardized 
does it have to be? We recommend that 
80 percent of core processes should be 
standardized, while a maximum of 20 
percent can be individually adapted soft-
ware. However, customers should be 
aware that for every new percent of indi-
vidualized software, they also have to 
deal with its disadvantages concerning 
implementation rate, robustness, and 
updates. IT managers should keep in 
mind that leveraging cloud applications 
will contribute massively to the already 
growing trend of staying within the stan-
dard. Major platform providers secure 
their digital core, and provide customers 
with software in ever-shorter cycles. Du-
ring a deployment cycle lasting 24 hours, 
traditional update preparations often 
lasting months, like you would have with 
individually adapted solutions, are simply 
impossible. No digital continuity what- 
soever can be tolerated only if the num-
ber of product variants is not too big. Ho-
wever, complex products are in demand, 
and will continue to be for years to come. 
Platform ecosystems are the better opti-
on because companies can scale them. 
Based on our experience that we gained 
during more than 200 projects in diffe-
rent areas and disciplines of the manu-

facturing industry, we developed a com-
prehensive approach, ranging from pro-
ject planning to system packaging and 
configuration. Especially customers who 
want to reach their goals fast can profit 
from a preconfigured solution based on 
SAP or 3D Experience Platform. This plat-
form contains all typical PDM functiona-
lities, supports core engineering proces-
ses, and prepares hand-overs to produc-
tion, for example through controlled re-
lease and change management. 

Conclusion

In 2019, digitalization will be more im-
portant than ever for companies wanting 
to maintain their competitiveness. That’s 
because many companies that were 
founded in the digital era are currently 
flooding the market, with agile business 
processes already in place. While compa-
nies can get the edge over similar rival 
companies with traditional values like ef-
ficiency, cost reduction, and shorter pro-
cessing times, the new competitors will 
not be done away with that easily. For ex-
ample, what could Nokia realistically 
have done against Apple and its innovati-
on by reducing prices and increasing pro-
duction? This and so many other ex-
amples show that digitalization plays a 
major role in creative processes, vision, 
flexible organization, and sustainable 
business processes. The ROI of digital 
transformation can therefore not only be 
seen in increased efficiency or reduced 
processing costs, but also in completely 
new streams of revenue which could ne-
ver have been realized under the old bu-
siness model. Now, companies only have 
to start their journey. For them to suc-
cessfully reach their destination, we re-
commend a combination of two typical 
approaches. On the one hand, you have 
to show traditionally American courage 
to start doing and accept failures as part 
of learning. On the other hand, you have 
to leverage a distinctly German diligence 
when looking for interdependencies and 
defining goals. Two separate worldviews 
will collide, but this is a defining feature 
of the digital era. Whoever is not prepa-
red to change their ways will ultimately 
be left behind by competitors in an 
ever-more agile market.
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