
Federal and defense agencies’ 
increasing reliance on speedy 

contracting options, such as government 
wide acquisition contracts and Other 
Transaction Authorities (OTAs), show 
they’re looking to acquire advanced 
technologies and capabilities more rapidly.

That pace puts pressure on contractors to 
respond in kind. Federal contractors have 
to move through capture, development 
and manufacturing processes quickly 
and smoothly to address the quickening 
demand. The design and management 
data that supports those processes has to 
keep up. Identifying and then converting 
dissimilar or dispersed data, however, can 
be time-consuming and delay production. 
A “lift and shift” upgrade that makes all of 
the data compatible—is costly, tedious and 
inefficient. That leaves contractors with a 
tough question to answer: How does one 
get essential data from one set of systems 
to another quickly and effectively, without 
breaking the bank?

Ideally, manufacturers, such 
as aerospace and defense (A&D) 
organizations, move data across dissimilar 
systems, such as computer-aided design 
(CAD), product lifecycle management 
(PLM), enterprise resource management 
(ERP), or perhaps a maintenance, repair 
and operations (MRO) system in real 
time to keep delays at a minimum. 

This is critical to meet contractual 
deadlines, national security demands, and 
maintaining manufacturing operations.

However, more closely orchestrating 
integration of those systems can create 
a digital thread that links product 
engineering design specifications to 
the development process, making 
the product’s manufacturing and the 
processing of data more efficient, all the 
way through aftermarket and service.      

Similarly, for government contractors, 
the ability to harness all their data 
and processes as part of their capture 
strategy and program execution is 
incredibly important.

Digital thread is elemental   
for digital transformation
Digital thread can be an indispensable 
part of contractors’ efforts to transform 
their operations to keep up with the 
quickening pace of governments’ needs. 

It’s a new approach where, rather than 
transform data at its source, it allows data 
to stay in legacy systems, connect and 
transform on-demand, driving business 
insights and capabilities as and when 
they’re needed. 

Digital thread is about establishing a 
‘data culture’ where companies use their 
data to improve their decision-making. 
The solution and underlying technology 

can build a single source of truth and a 
framework for collaboration. 

Using the A&D industries as an example, 
these large government-contracting 
industries are “incredibly resilient,” said 
Raj Shankar, vice president of digital 
transformation and GTM for the aerospace 
and government markets at Salesforce.

During the pandemic, Shankar said, 
contractors invested a lot into the supply 
chain to strengthen the defense industrial 
base and in customer engagement models 
for sales, marketing and operations, 
modernizing their capabilities. Data and 
increased access to that data, drives all of 
those capabilities. 

Lack of data coordination 
slows progress
Even though a strategy for digital thread 
can be a key part of transformational 
investment, it’s just being recognized.

Quoting recent research, Shankar said 
that when you look at some of the research 
data, especially when it comes to digital 
thread—or when it comes to organizations 
utilizing data—there is evidence that 
suggests that there’s only about 9% 
of organizations are actually deriving 
operational efficiency and business gains 
from digital services and data. More than 
40% say that disparate data systems and 
data sources pose major operational risks 

Weaving digital transformations 
with digital thread
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for the industry. So, making progress on this 
technology or this framework is incredibly 
important for the industry. 

Additionally, 45% of A&D organizations 
say a lack of collaboration across departments 
is a major business challenge. Some 27% of 
A&D organizations have shared ownership of 
digital thread across business and IT teams. 
The research Shankar quoted comes from 
Accenture and LNS Research. 

Focusing on federal contractors and 
manufacturers, Shankar observed that two 
worlds: a physical world that includes 
products, parts, equipment and similar assets; 
and a digital world where the data resides, 
must unite to get the most from existing data. 
Manufacturers today use various enterprise 
software solutions that help them manage 
processes and functions, with these products 
creating a vast amount of data—disparate 
data that must be maintained and processed. 

“It’s very difficult to determine and 
manage how all of [the data] interacts and 
how they actually intersect, so that breeds 
a lot of inefficiency,” he said. “If you look 
at the entire lifecycle from sales through 
design, procurement, manufacturing, 
delivery and service, the fundamental root 
problem is that both data and processes are 
locked in functional silos.” 

Even though organizations may have 
invested in best-in-class systems, the data 
and processes are effectively locked in 
functional silos that do not pass data between 
them efficiently. Using best-in-class systems 
does not guarantee the data will integrate 
with other systems; sometimes it simply 
makes high-quality orphaned data.

Seamless data critical to keep 
up with speed of the mission
Ultimately, it is about making data work 
seamlessly across disparate systems. While 
today A&D organizations primarily use 

classical manufacturing systems, with the 
advent of discrete manufacturing processes, 
the future is, in part, built around the digital 
thread that provides on-demand extraction and 
correlation of data from one system to another. 

The traditional approach to data 
transformation has always been about 
projects that promote data uniformity between 
systems. While having certain advantages, 
these projects are often time consuming, 

extremely expensive, and do not provide 
tangible value quickly, especially in terms of 
using data in an agile manner. Also, processes 
are expensive to automate and inefficient 
to develop and maintain, which reduces the 
Return on Investment (ROI) of these projects.                           

What exactly is digital thread? 
Gartner describes digital thread as connecting 
multiple data and information sources across 
design, manufacturing and supply chain. The 
defense industry sees it as a framework. Other 
industries see digital threads as breadcrumbs 
that move from one technology to another. 
Essentially, all the definitions are correct. 

“Digital Thread allows for data and 
processes to flow across the enterprise, free 
from functional silos, enabling an organization 
to make decisions quicker and move faster. It’s 
a framework that allows for connected data 
flow and an integrated view of an assets data 
throughout its lifecycle across traditionally 
siloed functional units,” said Shankar.

“Digital thread is what creates a closed 
loop between digital and physical worlds 
to optimize the Four Ps: Products, People, 
Processes and Places.”

The process builds on the traditional 
expertise Salesforce has in the customer 
resource management (CRM) space, where 
sales, marketing, human resources and other 
departments can use a common software-
as-a-service (SaaS) platform to access data 
immediately, said Shankar.

The Salesforce approach
With the Salesforce platform, a company 
can sew all of its data together, using data 
inside and outside of the platform to power 
a complete view of its customers and its 
own operations, as well as to securely reuse 
unlocked data by bringing it into Salesforce and 
other applications to power digital innovations.

Salesforce uses a framework called 
Unlock-Analyze-Act-Collaborate to enable a 
Digital Thread.

It provides a better alternative to 
unlocking data from legacy systems based 
on the concept of API-led integration with 
MuleSoft. This is a standardized way to 
connect data and applications with reusable 
APIs designed to perform specific roles.

“Once you unlock the data [and] you have 
the connectors into the data, you need to 
really turn that into actual business insights,” 
said Shankar. “That’s where [Salesforce’s] 
Tableau comes in—to visualize the data and 
understand what’s presented in compelling 
ways and such.” 

Tableau allows the user to analyze the 
data as required. “You’re able to drive 
visualizations, whether that be manufacturing 
metrics, whether that be aftermarket 
MRO (maintenance, repair and overhead) 
dashboards, or (other) dashboards—you’re 
able to drive insights into the data. Once that 
rich data can be brought on to a common layer 
like our Salesforce platform, we can help with 
rapid collaboration with Slack, again part of 
the Salesforce ecosystem,” he said. 

“Now we can allow all stakeholders 
access to relevant data and that is where 
we enable processes and information flow 
across the entire lifecycle, all the way from 
your sales teams, through your design teams, 
procurement, manufacturing, service, and 
so forth,” he continues. “We truly believe 
this can transform customer engagement and 
customer satisfaction. It allows connecting 
and collaboration across products, people, 
processes and places.”

“Digital thread is what creates a closed loop 
between digital and physical worlds  to optimize the 
Four Ps: Products, People, Processes and Places.” 

—Raj Shankar, vice president of digital transformation and GTM 
for the aerospace  and government markets at Salesforce

Visit here to learn more.   
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