
SUMMARY
Being an automotive supplier has never been more challenging. Shrinking customer product lifecycles and 
exploding needs for innovation must be met while addressing cost pressures and maintaining a fair margin. To 
manage these challenges, companies must smartly adopt the latest PLM technologies that will help sales teams.

The best PLM technologies now expand beyond the management of product engineering and design data. The 
solution must also allow teams to build winning proposals based on successful methodologies and use common 
technology platforms to reduce new discovery. Further, the sales team must be able to quickly determine what has 
succeeded or failed in the past and locate suitable alternatives. Once the business is won, the PLM solution must 
contain embedded project management capabilities that ensure a real-time understanding of project progress and 
provide the project manager with information to make timely and correct decisions.
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THE AUTOMOTIVE INDUSTRY TODAY
The automotive supply chain continues to be one of the most challenging environments in 
industry today. Product lifecycles are becoming shorter in order to differentiate and meet the 
latest consumer tastes. This hastens technology obsolescence and increases the need for the 
supply chain to continuously innovate instead of relying on past competencies. Further, the 
automotive original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) often demand that costs are at least 
maintained, but more likely reduced.

In order to survive and hopefully thrive under these conditions, an automotive supplier needs to be 
able to quickly align its sales, development, manufacturing, and operations resources to respond 
to the needs of new programs. However, a winning proposal requires thorough evaluation of how 
to best meet these needs within cost constraints and internal profitability targets. This can often 
take too long with current business approaches. As a result, corners are cut, which can jeopardize 
the success of the program for both the OEM and the supplying company before it even begins.

Even when a well-researched response is prepared and the business is won, program success 
can quickly derail without proper program governance. While the last three decades have seen 
an explosion in project management software tools and certifications for project management 
methodologies, companies still routinely fall short of business targets.

Where are automotive suppliers falling short? Unfortunately, too many companies do not have 
technologies that unify all the functional roles and processes that contribute to a successful 
program. If technologies have been applied, they are often in silos. 

For instance, CRM is used for only sales, PLM is used only for designers and engineers, and ERP 
and MES are used only for manufacturing and operations. As such, existing functional barriers 
are exacerbated by technology differences. A strategy is needed to eliminate these functional 
and technology silos. The latest PLM solutions are breaking these barriers with a new approach 
characterized by the following best practices:

Figure 1.   
PLM Best Practices for Winning 
New Business and  
Optimal Execution

BEST PRACTICES FOR
WINNING NEW BUSINESS

BEST PRACTICES FOR OPTIMALLY
EXECUTING THE PROGRAM

• Balance data security with the need for
 effective collaboration so customer data
 is not compromised, but stakeholders
 can contribute to win the business.

• Understand and utilize historical
 methodologies and data from
 past programs.

• Leverage common technology platforms
 that satisfy the unique needs of
 multiple customers.

• Coordinate requirement scope with a
 project’s schedule and resources to
 meet business targets.

• Update development progress in
 real time to take corrective action
 before it is too late.

• Mitigate project risks based upon
 real-time data – designs, change
 orders, manufacturing defects,
 supplier part delivery, etc. – in order
 to stay on schedule and within budget.



BEST PRACTICES FOR WINNING NEW BUSINESS

Balance Data Security with the Need for Effective Collaboration
Supplier sales engineering teams are under immense pressure to provide timely responses to 
participate in new programs. Within a short amount of time, the sales team must work with 
product, manufacturing, and supply chain experts within their companies to fully research how 
to most cost effectively deliver the demanded functional capabilities, which are communicated in 
highly confidential designs and specifications. Too often, this confidential customer information 
is made available on shared file systems or, even worse, distributed via email, so all stakeholders 
can begin working on their portion of the proposal. Put simply, this is an unacceptable approach 
for becoming a trusted partner.

To effectively address the challenge of collaboration during the sales proposal stage, suppliers are 
now turning to PLM systems that embed project management methodologies while managing 
the early concept product content for the program. Upon receipt of a new request for proposal 
(RFP), a sales engineering lead immediately creates a new on-line project, which serves as a virtual 
workspace for the team to securely share data while completing required tasks in a structured 
manner. As tasks are started and completed, the designs and specifications for the proposal are 
associated to the project. The best PLM solutions simplify the project setup so the sales lead does 
not have to be an expert project manager.

Understand and Utilize Historical Methodologies and Data
In order to get the sales team to adopt PLM technologies for managing the RFP response, the 
approach must not distract a salesperson from actual sales efforts and must be worthwhile 
enough so that the sales team accepts it in return for the superior security and collaboration 
that PLM provides. With this in mind, templates are often used to define the tasks that must be 
performed by team members with specific skills. A template will often exist for each technology 
class or product line that the supplier provides, but the system should be flexible enough so that 
any number of templates can be defined that best match how the supplier runs its business.

However, just having a template for schedule and resource management is not enough. In order 
to improve the proposal win rate, the sales team must be able to understand why past proposals 
for the same or similar technology or customer were won or lost. This is provided through 
information intelligence capabilities that reveal insights into past proposal projects. For instance, 
lost bids may have had excessive effort spent on the tasks to define the bid’s manufacturing and 
supply chain approaches. Once this pattern is revealed, the true power of using PLM to manage 
the proposal becomes evident. Remember, each past proposal project contains references to the 
specifications and designs that the supplier created to determine its response. The current sales 
team can now access this historical data to explore why the decisions that were made contributed 
to the lost, or won, response.

After determining the reason for a proposal being lost, a sales team must then find alternative 
approaches that avoid making the same mistake. This is where powerful information intelligence 
search capabilities are again required. The sales team needs to easily search across the PLM 
system, other enterprise systems, and even third-party content providers to find a new approach 
that can lead to a winning bid. For instance, the sales team should be able to easily search for 
existing parts, 2D/3D designs, and other product documentation in order to reuse it in their bid 
response. In addition to saving time and money through reuse, existing information has been 
tested and proven. This gives the sales team confidence that they are proposing an approach that 
will deliver what the customer needs.

Leverage Common Technology Platforms
Perhaps the best way to ensure that proposals are successful is to limit the amount of “new 
discovery” that is needed. Even if a supplier characterizes itself as “engineer to order” (ETO) there 
are usually some core technology competencies that it leverages across all its offerings. The 
strongest PLM systems allow product managers to define a common technology platform (e.g. 
powertrain, chassis, etc.) or all of the company’s product lines. 
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Figure 2.   
Defining Common Technology 
Platforms and Configuration 
Rules

Figure 3.    
Process and Supporting 
Technology for Building a 
Winning Proposal

This methodical approach to product planning provides the sales teams with a guided approach 
to building the response. The team first identifies the technology platform that is required. For 
instance, if it is determined that “Technology Platform X” is needed for a particular customer, the 
sales team then decides whether the configuration approach should be based on X1, X2, or X3. If 
it is determined that “X2” should be pursued, then the proposal is further defined by configuring 
features “F1010,” “F1020,” and “F2000.” Each of these features has configuration rules to 
determine whether it can be selected or not for the proposal. The configuration rules are based 
on all of the feature values that can be chosen for the particular technology platform.

Even when defining common technology platforms and configuration rules, it is likely that the 
supplier will be confronted with some unique needs that have not already been engineered. 
To handle this, the product planning strategy must be accompanied with robust requirements 
management. Hopefully, most of the requirements will be handled by the selection of a feature 
as described above. However, for the requirements that are not satisfied by existing features, new 
discovery must be pursued for the proposal and subsequent product development efforts.

The following flow chart describes how capturing the RFP’s requirements and the use of project 
templates and configurable product technology platforms are used to build the RFP response:

Optional capabilities (or product features) can then be provided with the common platform to 
satisfy unique customer needs or requirements. Selection of these added capabilities is often 
referred to as defining a product line variant. Each additional capability often has associated rules 
that limits its use with other selected capabilities. These are known as configuration rules.

A well-defined strategy aligns the proposal templates to a technology platform and its 
corresponding configuration rules. It is often helpful to think of this as a row-column matrix, 
where each column represents a combination of proposal type and technology platform and each 
row represents the various features that can be configured. For each technology platform type, 
there may be important differences that the sales and product teams may need to be aware of 
important differences when building the proposal. These are captured with the sub-columns of 
each main technology platform.



BEST PRACTICES FOR OPTIMALLY EXECUTING THE PROGRAM

Coordinate Requirement Scope with a Project’s Schedule and Resources
As discussed in the previous sections, a thorough understanding of the RFP’s requirements 
is required to leverage proposal best practice templates and common technology platforms. 
However, a complete understanding of the original RFP requirements must be maintained 
long after the proposal is won. Project managers must fully understand the remaining RFP 
requirements in order to determine an appropriate schedule and resource assignments for new 
product development. In addition, the requirements that are already satisfied by the common 
technology platform and selected feature options must be fully understood to ensure any new 
development does not inadvertently impact established features. For instance, a change request 
against the common technology platform cannot just satisfy the new need – it must also ensure 
that all past needs are maintained.

The project requirements can be thought of as its scope. Scope is constrained by business factors 
such as cost and the availability of resources with necessary skill levels. As such, project managers 
have two choices: (1) properly respond to scope changes with adjustments to the schedule or 
resource assignments, or (2) determine permissible changes to scope in order to meet due dates 
or address resource limitations.

While it is straightforward to align resources and schedule to the initial scope, projects may fail 
as requirements change. The best solutions provide complete and ongoing visibility and access 
of requirements to the project team. This allows project managers to properly assess the impact 
of requirement changes. Conversely, if meeting deadlines or alleviating over-assigned resources 
requires de-scoping, then a project manager can work with a sales team to assess the business 
impact of the customer’s program.

The following diagram shows how the sales team has decomposed the customer requirements 
and how some are satisfied by the common technology platform and others are satisfied by 
project tasks to execute new product development:
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Figure 4.    
Requirements Associated to 
Project Tasks for Scope 
Traceability

Traceability between the requirements and the project tasks allows the project manager to address 
requested requirement changes. Impact to the project schedule and/or resource assignments can 
be immediately determined with the skills necessary to fulfill the requirements. 



Update Development Progress in Real Time to Take Corrective Action Before it is 
Too Late
Project managers are often disconnected from the actual work being performed. As such, they are 
often at the mercy of the project team members to accurately communicate the status of their 
assigned tasks. But in reality, how often do project team members have the same assessment of 
their progress or the quality of the work done? Of course, this hardly ever happens. It is human 
nature for most people to say they are further along on a job with higher levels of quality than 
is really the case. So, the project manager’s roll-up of overall project progress may have much 
uncertainty/inaccuracy in it.

An ideal solution eliminates manually communicated updates between a “doer” and a “manager” 
and the project task status is updated automatically as work is completed with full traceability to 
the work performed. This can be thought of as governing or managing a project “invisibly.” The 
best solutions base the project task status upon the actual work content being delivered with the 
necessary review and approval process to indicate completion. For instance, a designer’s task may 
be based upon the completion of a CAD model. The assigned task is not “done” until the CAD 
model is vaulted and promoted through its lifecycle with peer reviews. This concept is depicted 
in the diagram below:
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Figure 5.    
Automatically Updating Project 
Task Status as Work is Completed

When project tasks are directly associated to the work, the overall project status can be 
more accurately assessed. Instead of relying on weekly status meetings or email updates, 
the project manager can investigate status in real time and also assess the quality of the 
work delivered. In order to get the best results, completing a project task should not require 
excessive steps or time. Otherwise, the results may be as poor as the weekly status meeting 
approach. In order to obtain the timeliest project status, it should be possible to make updates 
to the PLM system’s project tasks from the software that team members most commonly use 
to perform their jobs (e.g. a CAD tool for a designer or workplace software such as Microsoft 
Outlook). With this approach, people are “using” PLM without even knowing it.

Mitigate Project Risks Based Upon Real-time Data – Designs, Change Orders, 
Manufacturing Defects, Supplier Part Delivery, etc. 
Successful companies require a business analytics strategy to track key performance indicators. 
Associating product development deliverables with the project schedule leads to the final best 
practice, which is the ability to reveal risks based on real-time information. When a project 
manager is able to fully investigate why a task is late by reviewing performed work, it is possible 
to identify other potential problem areas in product development that may have not been  
exposed yet.



As projects progress, the cost of resolving an issue increases because decisions are physically 
locked in. When an issue is discovered during early design, resolving it is simply a matter of 
reaching an agreement and updating electronic data files. When issues are found during testing or 
in operations, an issue’s resolution may require changing machinery that has already been built, 
re-designing a product, etc.

So, how can the choice of project management software impact how issues are revealed and 
resolved? Think about how the best practice of automatic task updates was described. Tasks 
were just not being marked as complete – they were completed as actual product development 
content was vaulted, and as a deliverable to the task. This provides the project manager with  
valuable/timely insight into the project’s true status. Suppose a project task was late and the 
project manager was able to easily investigate the design file associated with it and all the 
decisions and/or issues generated during its lifecycle. A project manager may be able to recognize 
how the same issues affect other aspects of the project by using the PLM system’s search 
capabilities to identify other tasks with similar requirements and/or deliverables. Once found, 
pre-emptive steps can be taken to avoid the risk entirely. By having a PLM system with embedded 
project management capabilities, the project dashboards can provide a real time summary of 
what is actually occurring in product development. The progress of summary phases is calculated 
and updated as deliverables are completed to close out project tasks. Project managers gain 
insight based on the real development progression, rather than interpretations created and 
compiled during weekly meetings. Timely dashboard insights can also support executive decision 
options and minimize risks.

Once a project issue is identified, the project manager can then further assess what is happening 
in product development. For instance, the dashboard could include metrics such as the number 
of parts under development and open change requests that must be completed. The project 
manager can explore information that has been captured during design reviews and again use the 
PLM system’s search capabilities to determine whether a problem in one area of the product’s 
design may impact other areas that have yet to start development. This is only possible when 
product development and project management solutions are deployed as a unified, single system 
and methodology.

Now, consider if the same PLM technology also has the ability to federate information from other 
enterprise data sources. Recall how information intelligence was discussed as a way to improve 
proposal development by revealing patterns in past proposals and locating suitable alternatives 
to avoid past mistakes. Imagine if similar technology was used to reveal the status from other 
business systems that impact the successful completion of the program. Examples could include, 
but are not limited to:

• Reveal purchasing and operational costs/savings from reused designs in order to better
estimate the total cost of the new development effort.

• Reveal whether part shipments from the supply chain have been received and have passed
first article quality inspection for a sourced part.

• Reveal whether non-conformances are occurring during early manufacturing runs, which will 
require a product development corrective action to be planned.

• Reveal whether plant floor personnel have completed necessary training for full production.

The ramifications of this approach are profound. Traditional project management tools must 
rely on spreadsheets to aggregate status from other data sources. This takes days and even 
weeks to accomplish. As a result, decisions are made based on conditions which may no longer 
exist. However, with the proper technology choices, a company can minimize dependency 
on spreadsheets and their inherent latency. By deploying a business analytics approach with  
real-time dashboards, aggregating and interpreting data from multiple systems, executives can 
make informed, comprehensive, and timely decisions.
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CONCLUSION
Being an automotive supplier has never been more challenging. Shrinking customer product 
lifecycles and exploding needs for innovation must be met while addressing cost pressures and 
maintaining a fair margin. To manage these challenges, companies must smartly adopt the latest 
PLM technologies that will help sales teams.

The best PLM technologies now expand beyond the management of product engineering and 
design data. The solution must also allow teams to build winning proposals based on successful 
methodologies and use common technology platforms to reduce new discovery. Further, the 
sales team must be able to quickly determine what has succeeded or failed in the past and locate 
suitable alternatives. Once the business is won, the PLM solution must contain embedded project 
management capabilities that ensure a realtime understanding of project progress and provide 
the project manager with information to make timely and correct decisions.

There may be pressure to avoid the latest technology because it is perceived as too cumbersome 
for sales teams. Therefore, the success of the technology must be judged by metrics such as 
reduced proposal turnaround time and increased win percentage, which all sales people will 
appreciate. Likewise, project managers may be biased towards standalone point solutions with a 
lengthy list of advanced project management capabilities.  

While there is a baseline that a solution must provide, there are diminishing returns from the 
most advanced capabilities. Do not place excessive priority on these seldom used capabilities at 
the expense of fully realizing the best practices discussed in this paper:

• Balance data security with the need for effective collaboration by providing sales teams
with virtual workspaces for the team to share data while completing required tasks to win
new business.

• Understand and utilize historical methodologies and data to institutionalize successful sales
approaches and explore why past decisions were made that contributed to lost, or won,
business.

• Leverage common technology platforms with feature compatibility rules so sales teams are
given direction on how to respond to custom orders.

• Coordinate requirement scope with a project’s schedule and resources so a project manager
can properly assess the cost and delivery impact of requested requirement changes.

• Automatically update project tasks as work is completed instead of relying on weekly status 
meetings or email updates.

• Reveal risks based on realtime product development status presented via intuitive
dashboards that aggregate data from multiple systems so executives can make informed,
comprehensive, and timely decisions.
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