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There is a widening gap between the promise of technology and the realities of execution. Leaders recognize 

the value of smart manufacturing, AI‑enabled operations, and connected production systems, and they know 

these capabilities can boost productivity and keep their organizations competitive. Yet despite this 

understanding, few see those benefits materialize at scale.  

In many cases, it isn’t a lack of commitment or vision that stands in the way. It’s the absence of a structured, 

repeatable approach that connects high‑level strategy with day‑to‑day operational outcomes. 

This whitepaper provides a roadmap to bridge that gap with confidence. It distills the lessons learned from 

real‑world implementations into a six‑step playbook designed to guide manufacturers through identifying 

high‑value opportunities, validating them in operationally relevant conditions, building momentum through 

disciplined execution, and ultimately, scaling solutions. 

THE INDUSTRY’S GROWING EXECUTION PROBLEM 

Let’s first dig deeper into the problem.  

Nearly every manufacturer is investing in AI, but far fewer are seeing those investments translate into smart 

manufacturing deployed at scale. A 2025 Rockwell Automation survey found that 95% of respondents have 

either already invested in, or plan to invest in AI/ML, GenAI, or causal AI within the next five years. However, the 

same survey revealed that only 20% of manufacturers are currently using smart manufacturing at scale. 

On top of that, benchmarks show that the value isn’t matching expectations. McKinsey & Company found that 

the average digital transformation project realizes only 31% of expected revenue increase and 25% of 

expected cost reduction.  

Taken together, these findings make one point clear: manufacturers don’t have a vision problem. They 

have an execution problem. 

 

https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/
https://www.rockwellautomation.com/en-us/capabilities/digital-transformation/state-of-smart-manufacturing.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/tech-and-ai/our-insights/three-new-mandates-for-capturing-a-digital-transformations-full-value
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UNCOVERING STRATEGY GAPS 

Closing the strategy–execution gap starts with making sure high-level direction 

reflects what’s happening on the plant floor. In practical terms, that means 

every initiative should be scoped, designed, and managed with a real 

understanding of what can be done safely, reliably, and cost‑effectively in 

complex manufacturing environments and under real constraints. 

To confirm that a strategy will hold up under these real‑world conditions, ask 

these questions.  

1. Is strategy tied directly to executable value? 

For strategy to be executable, an accurate picture of the limits of technology, 

data, and plant-floor operations is needed. When these inputs are incomplete, 

or overly optimistic, execution will inevitably break down. 

If manufacturers don’t complete: 

• Rapid prototyping to prove/disprove solution hypotheses 

• Financial and operational analysis to provide the value statements 

supporting the proven solution hypotheses 

• A holistic assessment of people, technology, and organizational 

readiness 

• Synthesis of results and insights into a roadmap and business case 

for change 

then their strategy is likely missing critical inputs.  

It's also important to recognize that successful transformation is driven 50% by 

people, 30% by technology, and only 20% by business value. Strategies that 

put people and technology first are better primed to deliver measurable 

results. 

To strengthen objectivity and de‑risk strategy, many organizations engage an 

independent advisor with hands‑on delivery experience. Such partners can 

provide an unbiased assessment of practical limits (technology maturity, data 

latency and fidelity, and integration requirements) and help align scope, 

milestones, and investment with what is realistically achievable. 

These steps ensure strategy is not only well‑designed on paper but fully 

capable of working, scaling, and delivering results in practice. 

https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/
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 2. Is readiness validated before committing to scale? 

Many manufacturers make the mistake of prioritizing potential value over what technology can realistically 

deliver. While it’s tempting to tackle the highest value use case first, doing so without the ability to execute 

quickly leads to missed targets, lost momentum, and fading stakeholder support — ultimately, limiting 

scalability. A more effective approach is to start with initiatives that are technically achievable and capable of 

showing measurable value fast, even if that means delivering multiple smaller wins instead of committing to a 

single large, high‑risk project. 

Starting with achievable wins builds confidence, secures long‑term buy‑in, and creates the foundation needed 

to take on more complex, high‑value initiatives. By proving success early, teams establish credibility and set a 

sustainable pace for broader transformation. 

3. Is strategy aligned with operational technology? 

Digital transformation initiatives often fail when POCs are designed without considering what it will take to 

deploy them in a live production environment. Then, when teams later approach IT to implement the solution 

from an infrastructure, connectivity, or compute standpoint, they encounter requirements they hadn’t 

planned for: firewall protections, bandwidth constraints, change control processes, and other operational 

safeguards.  

This misalignment often carries over into data strategy, resulting in POCs built on historical data. This can lead 

to successful validation in a controlled environment, while production deployment fails because the 

contextualized data pipelines and the underlying data foundation required to support them, don’t exist. 

To address this misalignment, teams should bring in IT early and define deployment models, infrastructure 

requirements, and data pathways from the start. This includes mapping controllers, tags, gateways, data 

structures, and the operational systems the solution will ultimately rely on, ensuring it can move smoothly 

from concept to production.  

If your current strategy doesn’t check every box yet, don’t worry, that’s normal. Use the playbook below to 

close the gaps and turn intent into measurable impact.  

 

https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/
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                                          A 6-STEP PLAYBOOK FOR SUCCESS 

 

 

 

 

 

Identify and Prioritize Opportunities 

The starting point for any effective digital transformation is an understanding of where value is created, or lost, 

within operations. Begin by building an opportunity portfolio, tying each opportunity to a simple value statement 

hypothesis without diving into deep analysis. Then, define a reference architecture to evaluate those opportunities 

against. Early brainstorming may surface 50+ ideas. The goal is to narrow the field, not build the full business case. 

1

2

. 

2

. 

Assess Technical and Operational Feasibility 

Next, conduct a preliminary feasibility analysis by comparing your plant’s existing architecture to the reference 

architecture and evaluating each opportunity for technical viability, data readiness, and infrastructure alignment. 

This step helps narrow the list to the top 5–10 viable opportunities. Only after feasibility is established should 

rigorous value analysis be performed on the shortlisted use cases. 

This step involves testing use cases in controlled but operationally representative environments. By confirming 

technical feasibility, system performance, and integration capabilities in a setting that reflects real production 

conditions, manufacturers can validate functional assumptions before committing to large-scale deployment. 

Equally important, plant-relevant POC work provides stakeholders and end-users with exposure to the solution. 

The next step is building a structured implementation roadmap. This starts with a 12-month execution plan that 

lays out deployment phases, resource needs, integration work, and key milestones. From there, the roadmap 

should detail a multi-year transformation sequence showing how the solution will scale across additional lines, 

facilities, or business units, with clear dependencies, decision gates, and accountability at each stage. 

4 Build the Implementation Roadmap 

This phase should be led by a dedicated implementation team with deep expertise across OT, automation, SCADA, 

MES, and industrial AI. These multidisciplinary capabilities ensure that solution deployment, including 

installation, integration, and workflow refinement, meets design requirements and adheres to the technical and 

operational specifications defined earlier. Just as critically, manufacturers should ensure that employees receive 

structured training, hands-on support, and ongoing guidance to adapt to new workflows.  

The final step is ensuring the solution continues to deliver measurable impact over time. This means regularly 

monitoring KPIs, tracking performance trends, and validating whether the solution is delivering the expected 

outcomes. These ongoing reviews help identify opportunities for improvement, maintain accountability, and 

confirm that value is being realized, creating the evidence base to justify scaling to additional sites and use cases. 

Deploy and Enable the Workforce 5 

Prove Solutions in Production-Relevant Conditions  3 

Measure Impact, Optimize, and Scale 6 

https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/
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PUTTING THIS PLAYBOOK INTO ACTION  

Whether an organization has defined requirements in place, or a strong vision 

without a clear execution path, this playbook can help move manufacturers 

from intent to impact. By starting small, validating results early, scaling 

methodically across sites and lines, and building the right capabilities, 

manufacturers can create a repeatable approach that drives meaningful 

outcomes and sustains long‑term performance. 

However, it’s important to remember that the gap between strategy and 

execution doesn’t close on its own. A solid plan can point everyone in the right 

direction, but it can’t solve bandwidth limitations, technical complexity, or the 

simple reality that digital transformation needs both top‑down leadership and 

bottom‑up engagement.  

That’s where the right partner can make all the difference. If a team is running 

into persistent challenges, hitting capacity limits, or struggling to maintain 

momentum, it may be the right time to bring on a partner. Here are a few signs 

that bringing in a partner could be helpful: 

• Teams lack the specialized expertise needed for high‑stakes decisions, 

making it hard to move forward with confidence. 

• Internal teams are talented but fully utilized, making execution slow or 

inconsistent. 

• Teams are skilled but too far removed from plant‑floor realities, 

making strategy inconsistent and incomplete. 

• POCs hit unexpected issues, and it’s unclear what’s causing the 

problems. 

When issues like these start stacking up, having a partner who can bridge 

strategy and execution becomes invaluable. Flexware Innovation, a Hitachi 

Group Company, partners with manufacturers at every stage of the digital 

transformation journey. Our strategic advisors assist manufacturing executives 

in building achievable digital transformation strategies. They combine 

boardroom fluency with technical depth, ensuring that strategy is grounded in 

operational reality. Because many transformation challenges originate at the 

intersection of automation, OT, and MES, our heritage in these disciplines 

enables us to resolve root causes, not just surface symptoms. If you are ready 

to begin, or to unblock momentum, contact us today. 

  

https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/
https://www.flexwareinnovation.com/contact/
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ABOUT FLEXWARE INNOVATION 

Flexware Innovation, a Hitachi Group Company, is a systems integrator and engineering firm serving some of 

the world’s largest, most regulated manufacturers in life sciences, food and beverage, chemicals, consumer 

packaged goods, specialty metals, water and wastewater, and automotive.  

Our highly skilled teams solve manufacturing challenges through best-in-class software development, 

automation engineering, manufacturing systems integration, business intelligence solutions, Internet of 

Things (IoT) devices, specialized product development, and consulting. 

 

 

 

 
(317) 813-5400     

  
info@flexwareinnovation.com   flexwareinnovation.com 

 

By starting small, validating results early, and scaling 

methodically, manufacturers can create a repeatable approach 

that drives meaningful outcomes. 
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