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Going Straight to the Source for Results:
Creating a PLM Supplier Portal

Securely and effectively bringing suppliers into the fold

In the apparel industry, PLM has become widely accepted for its role in product development, 
particularly in product specification, material management, sourcing and increasingly, quality 
management. The collaboration that a PLM system’s “single version of the truth” engenders 
has helped thousands of companies replace myriad spreadsheets, cut costs and work more 
efficiently.

The sourcing team, however, has often operated differently. Because so much of its focus is on 
suppliers that are outside entities, many companies have sought to keep a distance between 
their otherwise-integrated PLM systems and these suppliers.

In today’s Web-centric world, though, the need to bring suppliers fully into the fold—securely 
and effectively—is critical to achieving the speed and accuracy in communications, cycle times 
and time-to-market that drive an apparel maker’s success. The good news: when apparel brand 
owners understand how to use PLM for smart product sourcing, they can unlock secrets to 
efficiency and productivity on a worldwide supplier basis.

In extending PLM’s 
“single version of the 
truth” to suppliers, a 
secure supplier portal 
effectively pushes the 
benefits of PLM further 
out the supply chain.

Many companies have sought to keep a distance between their otherwise-
integrated PLM systems and their suppliers. Supplier portals can securely and 
effectively bridge the gap.

EVOLVING COLLABORATIVE REQUIREMENTS 
THE CHANGING MANUFACTURING LANDSCAPE
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SECURE SUPPLIER PORTAL
Effectively pushes the bene�ts of PLM 
further out the supply chain.

Agents aren’t bottlenecks.

Agent’s staff are freed from tedious 
tasks like translation and currency 
conversion for more productive tasks 
to help speed products to market.

LOCAL PRODUCTION
Suppliers, work rooms, etc. are 
located in the same building, 
across the street or down the block.

AGENTS
Suppliers and manufacturing move 
overseas.

Agents provide critical services 
including translation, currency 
conversion, expediting, management of 
cultural norms, general communications  
and more—at a price.
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Supplier portal evolution

A supplier portal involves directly connecting suppliers and vendors to merchandising, design 
and development teams—but in a more technologically driven, efficient, cost-effective means 
than in the past. 

Fifty or more years ago, teams communicated directly with suppliers and vendors that were on-
shore, and in many cases, around the block. 

As companies moved factories overseas, costs dropped. Overseas agents began to handle 
issues such as translation, currency conversion, expediting, management of cultural norms, and 
general communications between domestic product teams and overseas factories. The agent 
function met apparel makers’ goals, but also ate into some of the very cost savings companies 
achieved by moving some business overseas.

Today, greater understanding of often-complex supplier relationships, and advanced capabilities 
of some PLM systems, is leading to the ability to restore a more direct connection between the 
merchandising/design/development team and vendors.  

Shielded supplier access

Working with a PLM system that can be configured as a “supplier portal” allows all teams—
including sourcing—to work collaboratively with one set of comprehensive, accurate, up-to-
date information. 

To enable a portal, brand owners must view the PLM system as a device to enable supplier 
involvement and management at the earliest phase of the apparel development cycle. Then, 
a PLM system can be configured for individualized, shielded, supplier access. The brand owner 
can control what information each supplier needs. Individual suppliers cannot see or share data 
meant for other suppliers unless the brand owner specifically grants such access.

With individualized access, suppliers and developers can communicate product design and 
construction details with images and text, in the real-time PLM standard. The development 
team can share comments and feedback with suppliers, record fit sessions, and automatically 
track samples through review processes they establish for each supplier.

Along with significant technology developments and PLM advances for the apparel industry, 
several functional business factors are making this type of portal possible today.

• Vendors have greater English-speaking ability.

• U.S. and European apparel makers are putting effort and resources into building strategic, 
trusting relationships with their factories. 

• Merchandising, design and development teams often can pre-translate construction 
details, material definitions, points of measure and bills of materials. 

• Vendors are better equipped to handle direct data entry.

• Quality inspections can directly integrate with vendor processes to provide instant analysis.

Fully integrated 
sourcing results in 
fewer errors, lower 
costs and more rapid 
cycle times.
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Pushing PLM out the supply chain

In extending PLM’s “single version of the truth” to suppliers, a secure supplier portal 
effectively pushes the benefits of PLM further out the supply chain. Merchandising, design 
and development teams can work more directly with suppliers. Agents can focus on more 
productive roles.

• Greater accountability – The visibility gives each supplier real-time access to the 
information needed to do the job. Brand owners can hold suppliers more accountable for 
results. Some companies even provide real-time performance feedback (like a supplier 
“report card”). 

• Elimination of the location issue – A portal eliminates issues related to suppliers’ 
locations, time zones and workdays. No longer is time wasted in sending information 
back and forth via e-mail, fax or shipping service.

• Cost savings – A PLM system supplier portal enables companies to remove duplicate tasks 
by shifting some sourcing-related tasks to suppliers. A supplier portal saves time and 
effort by allowing information to flow directly between design headquarters to factories, 
not always through agents.

• Better compliance management – When inspections take place at a supplier factory, 
for example, the inspector can enter results (including data and photos) directly and 
immediately into the PLM system. 

Results

Fully integrated sourcing results in fewer errors, lower costs and more rapid cycle times. 
Creating a supplier portal with individualized access takes the results to the next level.

Greater visibility into every aspect of the sourcing process, along with use of digital signatures, 
enables better inventory estimation and usage—as much as 20 percent better at some 
apparel manufacturers. 

Staff becomes more productive. For example, with a strong sourcing module able to handle 
multiple languages, manufacturers can localize pre-set information on document packages. 
One apparel maker has even reduced staff time 10-15 percent by printing appropriate 
information in Mandarin at Chinese suppliers.

Brand owners seeking the advantages of a supplier portal should consider several essential 
factors needed for success. Sufficient available bandwidth, a high degree of trust in the 
supplier, and a PLM system with sophisticated capabilities to support a supplier portal must all 
be present to ensure the results a portal can deliver.

A supplier portal 
involves directly 
connecting suppliers 
and vendors to 
merchandising, design 
and development 
teams—but in a more 
technologically driven, 
efficient, cost-effective 
means than in the past.



655 Campbell Technology Parkway, Suite 200, Campbell CA 95008 USA

 T +1.408.574.7802   URL www.CentricSoftware.com 

© 2012 Centric Software, inc. All rights reserved.  WP_Sourcing_Portals_V06

TECHNICALLY FEASIBLE
BUT QUESTIONABLE
SUCCESS BECAUSE

OF TRUST
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Brand owners seeking the advantages of a supplier portal should consider several essential factors 
needed for success. Sufficient available bandwidth, a high degree of trust in the supplier, and a PLM 
system with sophisticated capabilities to support a supplier portal must all be present to ensure the 
results a portal can deliver.

Conclusion

Using PLM-based supplier portals takes sourcing and PLM beyond traditional borders—
figuratively and literally. Where suppliers once defined an apparel brand owner’s borders, 
today those borders can be more permeable. A sourcing portal can substantially increase and 
improve the quality of information flow between suppliers and brand owners, resulting in the 
development of high-quality products, faster and more accurately, with lower risk. 

REQUIREMENTS FOR SUPPLIER PORTAL SUCCESS
SUPPLIER PORTAL MATURITY MODEL

More Information
Centric Software is a leading provider of product lifecycle management (PLM) solutions for makers 
of hard-lines, soft-lines, or both in the fashion and consumer goods industries.  To learn more or 
speak with a Centric representative, call +1.408.574.7802, or visit our web site:   
www.centricsoftware.com.


