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The ROI of Digitalization
Unlocking Profitability, Productivity 
and Agility through Collaboration
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For much of the industrial world, the 
old way of working isn’t working so 
well anymore. The traditional 
productivity and profitability levers 
that companies can pull have been 
pulled plenty. It’s time to find new 
sources of value and become more 
nimble. But what does that mean and 
what is the solution?
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Improving automation with collaboration

When industry automated plants in the 1980s and 
1990s, output was raised to new levels. After that, 
companies invested in enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) systems, outsourcing non-core tasks and 
centralized information technology (IT). This allowed 
them to manage large organizations more efficiently 
at lower cost. These were capital investments and, 
when these projects were complete, owners profited 
from the efficiencies they brought.

It is widely agreed that to raise productivity and 
profitability again, data utilization will play a key role. 
But there is a catch: most companies are applying 
the same decades-old, capital-intensive logic to data 
utilization by building centralized data lakes, 
including the infrastructure to keep them stocked. 
This approach will yield more data. But the return on 
investment (ROI) will not be what the owners expect.

The reason is that many companies believe the 
improvements they seek can be found in more and 
“bigger” data. This is an over-hyped perspective 
because more data only provides one part of the 
solution. To drive business improvements or 
introduce new business models (which is often the 
goal of these investment initiatives), a combination 
of the online and offline worlds is still necessary. 
Modern, remote technologies are needed, but so are 
traditional manual inspections and measurements. 
This new way of working requires the close 
collaboration of experts from across the 
organization and its service providers. 

It also requires understanding the context of the 
operations and then combining that information and 
expertise with the right data to allow plant operators 
to identify, prioritize and act quickly to mitigate 
process bottlenecks that impede performance. Most 
companies lack these insights, so they end up with 
more data but not the agility they need to improve 
productivity or profitability. This is what leads to low 
or no ROI on projects such as data lakes. 

There is a better way.

Leading 21st century manufacturers have fully converged the digital 
and physical worlds where advanced hardware combined with 
advanced software, sensors, and massive amounts of data and 
analytics is expected to result in smarter products, processes, and 
more closely connected customers, suppliers, and manufacturing.

—  Deloitte 2016 Global Manufacturing Competitiveness Index
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The way forward

For most companies, the next big step-change is 
going to come from implementing a better way of 
working. A new operating model, if you will. One 
that provides the right data, to the right personnel, 
at the right time so that they can work 
collaboratively with experts – both within the 
organization and with trusted vendor-partners –  
to solve problems quickly.

This type of change happens in three phases: First, 
key performance indicators (KPIs) are identified 
and collected from different plants and processes, 
and then combined with business information from 
ERP systems. 

Second, a cross-functional team of experts from 
those plants and operating companies works with 
a team of data analysts to identify and prioritize 
process bottlenecks. 

Third, management decides which bottlenecks 
should be fixed using ROI, company policies, risk 
and regulatory considerations as their guides. 

This is not a one-time event. It is done continuously 
in order to generate an on-going, real-time list of 
bottlenecks so that processes can be optimized 
over time. This process also highlights areas where 
more or better data is needed.  

The next wave of leaders in 
industrial manufacturing will  
build an ecosystem that capitalizes 
on the promise of analytics and 
connectivity to maximize  
efficiency for themselves and  
their customers.

— PwC 2017 Industrial Manufacturing Trends report
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01 ABB believes the next 
big productivity leap will 
come from integrating 
data and connecting 
experts across organiza-
tion boundaries, which 
requires collabora-
tion with vendors as 
trusted partners. 
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With this approach, the ROI of digitalization 
becomes increasingly positive because the 
company can manage the implementation of 
several improvements within a single business 
year via short projects that can be viewed as 
“sprints” (to borrow from the Agile planning 
vernacular). Large and costly investments are 
scheduled for later years when the company 
knows much more about the variables that impact 
its operations. World-class companies will be able 
to achieve two to four sprints per year in any given 
operational area. 

Where ABB fits in this new paradigm - 
Collaborative Operations

Companies cannot spend their way out of business 
performance issues going forward. Instead, they 
will have to implement a new operating model and 
strong management processes. This will, of course, 

Digital Business Transformations
Transformations have a common logic

—
02 Digital transformation 
does not happen all at 
once. A phased, orderly 
approach will lead to the 
best results over time. 
This is why ABB recom-
mends tackling these 
projects using “sprints.”

involve spending some capital on new technology 
and equipment, but the real value will come from 
best-in-class collaboration that leads to faster 
problem identification and resolution.

In this new operating model, the role of trusted 
partner is crucial. This is because no organization 
has all the answers to all the problems all of the 
time. ABB has therefore developed an operating 
model that allows us to work alongside plant 
operations and customer headquarters in a 
seamless loop. Data and expertise can be 
exchanged safely and securely so production 
bottlenecks can be detected, prioritized and 
repaired quickly.
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03 By working in real-time 
with the experts in ABB 
Ability™ Collaborative 
Operations centers 
around the globe, ABB’s 
customers are able reduce 
risk and downtime, 
improve productivity 
and quality while making 
operations more effi-
cient and profitable. 

ABB calls this new operating model Collaborative 
Operations and it is quickly becoming a new way 
of delivering services to customers via centers 
that combine the new online services with the 
well-established offline services ABB provides – 
and includes new partners to its service delivery, 
from large companies to smaller start-ups. 

With Collaborative Operations, companies rely, in 
part, on expertise from outside the organization. 
Because of this, new types of contracts emerge 
that can be described as “collaborative 
contracting.” 

In collaborative contracting, both parties sign a 
partnership agreement with a defined scope, 
implementation roadmap, and mutually agreed 
improvement targets for productivity and 
profitability. This contract model flips the old 
model of transactional buying and selling on its 
head by focusing on outcomes, implementation 
success, profits and value instead of short-term 
gains only. 

ABB Ability™ Collaborative Operations
Closing the data and communication loop

As this model improves productivity, profitability 
and implementation success, contract models can 
be developed that share risks and rewards to 
accompany standard fee-for-service models.

The time is now

Driven by technologies such as cloud databases 
and worldwide broadband networks, what was 
once just a good idea is now a reality. While a do-it-
yourself mentality and reactive approach to 
performance is still common in industry today, 
large numbers of companies are looking for a new 
operating model that will help them become more 
agile, productive and profitable. What is finally 
happening today is what many owners and 
operators have wanted for years: quick and easy 
access to expertise from suppliers to solve 
problems before they become costs.
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Companies no longer have to be the sole provider 
of every answer to every question. They no longer 
have to consider outsourcing when they actually 
just want better access to expertise. They no longer 
have to react to every situation in isolation. Instead, 
being proactive can become the normal operational 
state, not some theoretical state achieved by only 
some handful of best-in-class organizations. 

Reimagining value and collaboration

While modern-day data collection and analysis 
techniques allow customers to measure impact and 
success more reliably than ever, ABB believes that, 
moving forward, trust and collaboration will be an 
equally important part of the value equation. 

And, while measuring and tracking will always be 
critical success factors, the real power of this new 
transparency comes from building a new operating 
model that enables the close collaboration of 
subject matter experts to address urgent matters 
more effectively and to find better answers to 
business challenges.

Put simply, Collaborative Operations is about 
achieving business outcomes not only by closing the 
data loop but also by closing the loop between 
people and organizations.

Conclusion

The world is changing fast. This change is led by 
digital innovation and transformation that, if 
harnessed correctly, delivers productivity and 
profitability gains powered by collaboration. ABB is 
committed to turn these innovations into benefits 
for all parties involved.

Let’s build the future. Together.

Closing the loop from equipment to the cloud, and  
from on-site personnel to headquarters and ABB
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