
Big data analytics, Internet of Things 
(IoT) sensor data inputs, artificial intel-
ligence (AI), decision engines and data 
standardization can now provide a sin-
gle, global “version of the truth” about 
what’s going on in the supply chain, 
what may occur, and what to do about 
it. These applications layer on real-time 
visibility plus decision-making func-
tions and smart analytics — all bundled 
in a supply chain control tower — to de-
liver powerful, bottom-line results.

These emerging technology and ana-
lytics capabilities are known as Sup-
ply Chain 4.0 (SC 4.0).

SC 4.0, successfully and fully execut-
ed, drives proven profitability im-
provement. But there’s a big qualifier 
in this statement. Most businesses 
deploy SC 4.0 in their forward supply 
chain — i.e. the supply chain that de-
livers new product to customers.

That leaves one enormous supply chain 
completely under-served by SC 4.0: The 
after-sale/support supply chain.

Front and center — for the 
first time
For years, the after-sale/support 
supply chain has been the poor step-
child to the forward supply chain.

“Most companies have focused their 
supply chain optimization efforts almost 
exclusively on the forward supply chain,” 
contends Mike Wooden, Chief Executive 
Officer at OnProcess Technology, a man-
aged services provider specializing in 
optimizing the post-sale supply chain. 

“But that’s changing — fast. The indus-
try is making progress in transforming 
the relatively ‘backward’ post-sale sup-
ply chain, rapidly making investments to 
bring it up to par with its sophisticated 
forward supply chain ‘brother’. This is 
especially in sectors where companies 
must service high value, super-critical 
assets and infrastructure.”

Take infrastructure technology OEMs, 
for example. These companies face tre-
mendous pressure from their custom-
ers to reduce costs, all the while provid-
ing high levels of infrastructure uptime 
and reliability. To compete, these tech 
OEMs continuously strive to improve 
the customer experience in an envi-
ronment where these same customers 
pretty much expect — and demand — 
100 percent uptime and reliability.

But the two prime objectives - con-
trolling cost and providing high ser-
vice levels — often conflict. And be-
cause of underdeveloped post-sales/
support supply chains, OEM service 
organizations are often regarded as 
cost centers. This cost-center affilia-
tion results from frequently-missed 
service-level agreements (SLAs) that 
not only incur expensive penalties, but 
also frustrate customers, increase in-
ventory carrying costs, and in worst-
case scenarios, result in customer de-
fection to a competing provider.

“It’s very hard for tech OEMs to opti-
mize their complex service operations,” 
Wooden observes. “For one thing, like 
all companies, they must prioritize their 
resources. Typically, the forward supply 
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chain receives the bulk of resource at-
tention, leaving the service supply chain 
under-funded and sub-optimized. 

These OEMs also often lack the end-
to-end visibility needed to manage a 
best-in-class post-sale value chain. 
Why is this? One big reason: They 
are inundated with data from mul-
tiple internal and external informa-
tion systems. The internal systems 
are almost always siloed, so get-
ting a real picture of the after-sale 
service operation is tremendously 
challenging. And the external sys-
tems are highly variable in systems 
and platforms, making the data they 
generate difficult to integrate within 
the OEM data ecosystem.”

But research shows that short-chang-
ing the after-sale supply chain car-
ries a huge lost-opportunity cost. 
According to a landmark Bain & 
Company study, investing in the af-
ter-sale service supply chain can gen-
erate a 4% increase in revenue rates, 
and a 12% improvement in gross 
margins (Figure 1). For some compa-
nies, these numbers are even higher. 
Leading manufacturers like Ford and 
Caterpillar know this and have been 
investing internally for years in af-
ter-sales supply chain systems. 

Without appropriate investment and 
strategic attention, the after-sale ser-
vice supply chain remains a manual-
ly managed operation that is not only 
costly but can result in diminished 
competitive advantage.

The intelligent post-sale 
supply chain control tower
Ideally, the goal of the after-sales ser-
vice and support supply chain is near 
100% asset up-time and/or meeting 
the agreed-upon customer SLAs for 
asset up-time, recovery, repair, etc.

But how do you use SC 4.0 technol-
ogies to help realize these commit-
ments on a more assured basis — 
especially if your organization has 
been historically reluctant to invest 
in such systems? How do you turn 
post-sale service from a cost- to a 
profit-center? One answer: An out-
sourced service supply chain, pow-
ered by an intelligent control tower. 

Just what is a post-sale supply chain 
control tower? 

“An intelligent after-sales service man-
agement control tower is not a passive 
dashboard with flags telling you some-
thing has gone wrong,” explains Sarah 
Hatfield, Vice President, Product and 
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Marketing at OnProcess Technology. 
“It is far higher on the maturity scale. It 
incorporates big data analytics, artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), Internet of Things 
(IoT) inputs and other technologies, 
and uses them to orchestrate optimal 
service operations.”

The intelligent control tower aggre-
gates and standardizes data from many 
disparate data sources — e.g., company 
systems of record, suppliers, vendors, 
partners — to create a single view of 
what’s occurring in the service sup-
ply chain, what’s likely to happen and 
when, what to do about it and when. It 
is proactive, predictive and automated. 

“Crafting this level of supply chain ma-
turity is not easy,” Wooden notes. “It 
requires orchestrating service techni-
cians, parts inventory, suppliers, engi-
neers, transportation, and the technol-
ogy to keep track of and manage these 
internal and external ‘moving parts’.”

Climbing the maturity ladder
Because of this level of complexity, 
after-sales service control towers, 
much like supply chains in general, 
vary widely in sophistication. They 
tend to develop along a maturity 
continuum or ladder, with discrete, 
additive stages of capabilities. Ac-
cording to Hatfield, there are five 
such stages (Figure 2):

•	 Stage 1 —visibility dashboard. 
Control towers provide visibili-
ty into what’s going on or what 
has happened in the after-sale 
supply chain. Data are collected 
from disparate sources — in-
ternal and external - and aggre-
gated into a singular view. Even 
in its simplest form, this level 
of visibility has tremendous 
value. “If you can’t see what’s 
going on — you don’t know 
what problems you’re facing,” 
observes Hatfield. 

•	 Stage 2 — real-time insight. Re-
al-time data enables companies 
to operate more effectively and 
efficiently, with an accurate pic-
ture of what is occurring, as it oc-
curs. With real-time data, a com-
pany can identify and resolve an 
issue as soon as it arises.  

•	 Stage 3 — embedded analyt-
ics. Embedding analytics with-
in the control tower enables 
trend identification and analy-
sis, generating new, previously 
unknown data insights. “By this 
stage, you start realizing sig-
nificant, differentiating value 
from a less mature control tow-
er,” Hatfield notes.

•	 Stage 4 — artificial intelligence. 
This stage adds predictive analytics 
and machine learning to recom-
mend alternate courses of action. 
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Figure 2: Evolution of the Post-Sale Service Supply Chain Control Tower
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AI also can identify new opportu-
nities for savings or improvements. 

•	 Stage 5 — process automation. 
In stage 5, the intelligent con-
trol tower automates service 
decisions based on decision-tree 
style business rules, determined 
through the predictive analytics 
and machine learning findings 
generated in stage 4. This auto-
mation enables faster, accurate, 
cost-effective responses to cus-
tomer needs. While efficiencies 
associated with automation gen-
erate significant benefits in and 
of themselves, the real value of a 
Stage 5 intelligent post-sale con-
trol tower derives from marked-
ly increased service quality, and 
process optimization. The re-
sults drive directly to increased 
profitability.wt

 The bottom-line impact
A stage 5 intelligent control tow-
er and outsourced service supply 

chain is a tremendously valuable 
asset when it comes to supporting 
the service value chain. “It is about 
being proactive, and delivering 
unparalleled business outcomes, 
rather than being in constant reac-
tive mode,” says Wooden.

He continues, “intelligent control 
towers help transform how compa-
nies provide after-sale product sup-
port to their customers. How well a 
business accomplishes this job ties 
directly into customer satisfaction 
— whether the customer is happy, 
buys again from the company, or de-
fects to a competitor.”

The potential value proposition 
from implementing this kind of plat-
form makes CEOs sit up and pay at-
tention. Concludes Wooden, “I can 
go into a large company and tell 
them, ‘I can save you $25 million an-
nually’. And I can prove that result.” 

Service Control Tower
Success Story: Elekta 

Elekta, a leading medical equipment 
provider for radiation therapy, radio-
surgery, and brachytherapy, deployed 
OnProcess’ intelligent service control 
tower to streamline spare parts pro-
cesses from more than 20 business 
units, supporting customers in more 
than 50 countries. Elekta provides 
equipment and software used to im-
prove, prolong and save the lives of peo-
ple with cancer and brain disorders. 

After deploying the OnProcess con-
trol tower solution, Elekta:
•	 Expects to save close to €2.4M in 

year one by centralizing and im-
proving processes, and is on track 
to realize some €1M in savings by 
year three

•	 Simplified the field returns pro-
cess, enabling Elekta to collect 
approximately €500k of new, 
unused parts.


