
Forced to navigate countless challenges in 
recent years, manufacturers have proven 
their resilience to survive some of history’s 
most trying times. But even as they bounce 
back from a global pandemic, factories 
must sharpen their agility to make it 
through the even more disruption that waits 
right around the corner. 

Challenges like a dwindling workforce 
and raw materials availability, shorter 
delivery windows, smaller individual order 
quantities, and tighter rules and restrictions 
make doing business more complicated 
and expensive than it was just a few years 
ago. These and other stubborn issues have 
propelled the supply chain to the top of 
many executives’ agendas. A fundamental 
shift toward flexible, fast, sustainable, 
digitally enhanced, and consumer-centric 
manufacturing is required to succeed in the 
new normal.

What is Agility in 
Manufacturing?
Is it just the latest buzzword? How 
does agility vary from lean and flexible 
manufacturing?

According to a paper presented at 
the 2020 International Conference on 
Industrial Engineering and Operations 
Management, leanness, flexibility, and 
agility are renowned production models 
that can be applied in practice to ensure 
continuous and efficient operations under 
stressful conditions. They define related 
but different concepts. Lean production 
mainly focuses on minimizing waste while 
maximizing productivity favoring mass 
production. Flexibility, superior to leanness, 
emphasizes the swift movement between 
tasks on a usual manufacturing procedure, 
while agility is defined as the ability to 
cope quickly with an unexpected change.

How You Can Achieve 
Greater Agility?
In a recent blog article, consulting firm 
Clear Business Outcome highlights 
the importance of human capital and 
technology investments. “People are 
still a central part of any manufacturing 
business. With this in mind, manufacturers 
are seeking to offer training to staff and 
the opportunity to upskill in order to meet 
greater workplace demands and a shortage 
of labor due to changing demographics.”

Gaining competitive advantages through 
technology has always been an essential 
part of the strategy to boost profits. 
Manufacturers are heavily investing in 
digital technologies to address today’s 
many challenges to increase business 
velocity and agility.
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A recent Manufacturing Magazine article 
cites four additional ways to increase 
agility in manufacturing. 

1. Share information in real-time
People need information, and they need 
it now. The less accessible information is, 
the more disorganized things become. 
Sharing information in real-time allows 
everyone to have the answers they need to 
make faster, better-informed decisions and 
improve communication and collaboration.

2. Review data quality
Availability of accurate and up-to-date 
information is essential to agility in 
manufacturing. When data is missing, 
incorrect or out-of-date, it results in 
unpleasant surprises, unnecessary rework 
and unplanned costs. Using technology to 
automatically collect and report data on 
all shop floor activities enables proactive 
management and collaboration.

3. Identify information bottlenecks
While information and production 
bottlenecks were historically 
commonplace, recent business disruptions 
have accelerated existing bottlenecks 
and created new ones. Visualizing how 
information and processes flow throughout 
the manufacturing operation identifies 
where bottlenecks exist and allows for 
preemptive resolution.

4. Trigger a process to fix an issue
Automatically alerting and triggering an 
automated process to track and manage 
unexpected issues allows teams to 
coordinate all required activities around 
issue resolution and provide visibility into 
roadblocks or delays. 

The Fast Track to 
Digital Manufacturing 
and Agility

The fastest, most effective way to digitally 
transform your production operations is to 
implement an advanced Shop Floor Control 
(SFC) solution like IPE’s IP-Realtime™. It 
automatically captures and processes all 
your production information immediately 
as activities occur throughout the day. 
From the issuance of the manufacturing 
order to shipment, this comprehensive 
solution streamlines plant-wide processes by 
enabling complete operational visibility and 
transparency, faster response to issues and 
opportunities, accurate and timely customer 
communications, resilience and reliability.

But the benefits of SFC aren’t just for 
management and customer relations. 
IP-Realtime also provides your workforce 
with always-on feedback on their 
individual or team performance against 
standards and production goals. Providing 
this transparency to incentive-based 
earnings empowers your workforce and 
encourages greater productivity, morale, 
motivation and trust.

“Manufacturers are 
heavily investing in 

digital technologies to 
address today’s many 
challenges to increase 

business velocity  
and agility.”
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Agility is a  
Game-Changer
When it comes to positioning your 
manufacturing business in today’s 
marketplace, supplier characteristics like 
digitalization and small batch sizes are 
highly desirable these days. 

While production efficiency and competitive 
pricing will always remain important, 
transparency and smooth customer 
interactions have become crucial. Knowing 
and communicating real-time production and 
shipment status and other manufacturing KPIs 
is essential to agility. Using spreadsheets, 
email and phone calls to communicate this 
information is no longer an option. 

How important is agility? In its 2021 
Revamping Fashion Sourcing Report, 
McKinsey & Company said, “Strong 
partners are key in the shift to demand-
driven, consumer-centric supply chains. It 
has become vital to forge strategic links 
with manufacturers, especially those that 
invest in agility, sustainability, efficiency, 
and in their workforce.”

The report continues, “Digitization has 
emerged as a vital element of success. 
Companies need completely new 
operating models to manage the increased 
complexity. The best suppliers invest in 
technological upgrades and in upskilling 
their workforce. They are working to 
overcome siloed structures and the 
tendency to prioritize cost concerns over 
net product margin.”

Whether you produce full-package, CMT, contract programs, or fulfill your own brand, the need for 
manufacturing agility is paramount in today’s business environment. Want to learn more about how 
technology can help you get there? Phone IPE at (864) 498-1310, email or visit the website.
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