
Digitalisation to Support Asset Management: 
Disrupting to achieve operational excellence



The power of digitalisation to transform asset performance has been evidenced 
across many industries for a number of years. Companies have been readily 
adopting digital approaches, driving value from their data and harnessing key 
technologies to boost productivity, improve reliability and increase the flexibility 
of their processes. These changes are translating into unparalleled business 
benefit: lowering operational costs, generating greater profitability and happier 
customers.

Industrial companies, rightly, take a 
conservative approach to the adoption of a 
digital revolution, but many of the barriers 
associated with digital technologies are 
overstated. Let’s look at some of them:

What's stopping you...

Yet despite their potential, the adoption of 
new digital techniques remains patchy. 
Encouraged by government support and a 
strong domestic technology base, Japan 
and Germany have made the most 
progress. In other countries, including the 
UK, uptake has been considerably slower.

Barrier 1: Digitalisation requires significant investment in new equipment 

Clearly innovation requires investment, and digitalisation does demand greater adoption of digital 
approaches, processes and systems. Some elements of digitalisation are true innovation, such as 
greater interconnectivity of systems and networks using principles such as the Internet of Things 
(IOT); advanced analytical techniques; Artificial Intelligence and Blockchain to name a few... 

Implementation of these methods will almost certainly require capital investment or the 
introduction of new technologies, but much of these aren't in the truest sense 'new' - most are 
already widepsread and in common use. Take for example PLCs and other control devices, 
industrial plants have been deriving value from the collection and communication of digital data 
from these systems for many years. So for most companies, this digital revolution is more about 
making greater use of previously invested equipment, technologies and data sources to generate 
even greater value.

Barrier 2: We don’t collect enough data to benefit from digitalisation

Most companies today only make use of a tiny percentage of the data already collected by their 
assets. For instance, up to 99% of the available data on equipment health or process conditions may 
be discarded or archived without any further analysis. This existing data may be the most 
underexploited resource that companies possess.

Even where data on key process parameters is missing, modern sensor and networking 
technologies allow additional data sources to be added at low cost. Integrating a new temperature 
or vibration sensor into an existing industrial network can often be done in minutes, at a cost of just 
a few pounds. It is possible to dramatically upgrade the data collecting capabilities of even decades 
old equipment without significant disruption or capital investment.

1 http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/industries-4.0/landing-page/industry-4.0-building-your-digital-enterprise-april-2016.pdf
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Barrier 4: We don't have the skills or capabilities we need 

Barrier 3: Digital projects will distract from my existing operations

Industrial processes achieve their currently high levels of productivity, quality and reliability 
through a delicate process of incremental improvement and refinement. Companies often fear 
that the introduction of new digital systems will disrupt their existing operations and upset that 
hard-won balance.

In practice, however, the majority of digitalisation initiatives can be introduced in a manner that is 
entirely non-invasive, with little or no disruption to operations. Tapping into existing data streams 
poses no threat to ongoing production.

Process control systems are designed to be interrogated as and when required, so new data can be 
extracted with no ill-effects. Companies don’t have to wait for scheduled shut downs or systems 
upgrades to start making better use of their data. And in most cases, new technologies can be built 
to run alongside today’s systems, not to replace them.

Your top engineers and IT personnel are already busy people. Managers may worry that digital 
projects will be a costly distraction, pulling valuable staff away from their current roles and putting 
process stability in jeopardy.

In practice, these projects often require much less human resource than companies expect. For 
example, the front-end work required to collect and store relevant data is often little more than a 
few lines of code. Thanks to today’s smart analytical tools and machine learning technologies, 
analysing data to extract the insights is also faster, easier and more highly automated than many 
managers expect.



What to get right...
Making better use of data from industrial assets is much more straightforward 
than many companies fear. It is not a trivial undertaking, however. To maximise 
the value you can derive from the adoption of digitalisation, companies have to 
ensure certain foundations are in place.

Quality: To be useful, the data collected from assets must be consistent, 
complete and error free. Problems with data acquisition, communication or 
storage are common in many digital projects, and may only be revealed 
when companies start looking for new uses for that data.

Access: Many industrial users have multiple data collection and storage 
systems with little or no integration. Digital projects may require them to 
bring that data together into a common platform for the first time.

Architecture: Asset data must be comprehensible. Time spent building 
appropriate data structures, ensuring, for example, that all the data collected 
from a single machine is properly labelled and stored in a suitable place 
within the organisation’s overall data hierarchy will pay off handsomely 
when that data is required for analysis.

With over 50 years experience in the design, 
operation and support of automation systems 
for complex industrial environments, we 
understand the criticality of data in supporting 
digital projects. Our engineers can help you 
identify opportunities, understand the strengths 
and limitations of your data, and build the 
foundations you need to deliver digital 
transformation programmes successfully. 
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