
n the 124 years since the royal PhiliPs grouP was found- 
ed by the Philips family in Eindhoven, The Netherlands, the Dutch electronics giant 
has built an enviable reputation for leading-edge innovation—from pioneering lighting 
systems, to shortwave radios, electric razors, audio and video cassettes, TVs, CDs and 
DVDs, and even semiconductors. Now a $24 billion global corporation operating in over 

100 countries, Philips’ latest restructuring announced late last year created two core business 
areas—healthcare and lighting. But it’s still focused on developing groundbreaking new ideas. 
Last year alone, Philips filed 1,680 new patents and invested more than $1.8 billion in research and 

I
development. 

Delivering meaningful innovation in today’s 
world, however, demands more than just bright 
ideas. It also requires an organization that is 
able to execute on the latest innovations and re-
spond to rapid market and competitive changes 
in completely new ways. So Philips has also em-
barked on an end-to-end transformation strat-
egy that will impact almost every aspect of the 
company—from creating new business models, 
to unifying its working culture, to developing 
new approaches to advanced manufacturing. 

Hans van ‘t Riet is the executive responsible 
for transforming the operational backbone of 
the newly-formed Philips HealthTech compa-
ny, a $15 billion organization with more than 
60,000 people and around 50 manufacturing 
sites around the world.

In our latest Dialogue interview with an in-
dustry thought leader, Hans van ‘t Riet talks 
to Executive Editor Paul Tate about creating 
a new collaborative, digital platform for the 
healthcare sector, using Big Data analytics to 
drive market insights and internal efficiency, 
creating centers of manufacturing excellence 
to harness the latest new technologies, and 
identifying some of the challenges ahead on the 
journey to Manufacturing 4.0. 

Q: What excites you most about  
your role at Philips? 
A: it’s a really unique opportunity to drive 
efficiency across the whole company. what’s 

especially exciting is that we’ve taken a holis-
tic approach that addresses all the aspects of 
the business—the people, the processes they 
work with, how we work with all the data and 
manage information, how we manufacture 
products, what kind of it is required, how 
the whole organization is set up, and how we 
manage performance. it’s a totally integrated 
approach to how we’re going to transform the 
company. 

Q: What are the major challenges that keep 
you awake at night? 
A: i think the biggest challenge is to change 
the way the 35,000 people in healthtech’s op-
erational functions work. how can the whole 
change management be done in a way that 
helps those people move from their current 
way of working to the new ways of working. 
that’s what i’m thinking about most of the 
time. 

of course, the other part is the impact of 
the business transformation itself. we are 
setting new standards for how we want to 
operate healthtech in the future, but we 
have to make sure that people can keep on 
performing while we’re transforming the 
business. we have to create the right balance 
so that we don’t overstretch the people or 
the organization. we have to deliver in the 
current quarters while we prepare them for 
the future. it’s a dilemma between how fast 
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“I believe we have a 
very interesting de-
cade ahead of us. Ten 
years from now, we 
won’t recognize how 
we manufacture 
products and deliver 
services  around the 
world.”
Hans van ‘t Riet, Vice President 
Business Transformation, 
Philips
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we can connect to our own units, and to our 
partners and other companies across the 
health sector. we’re now designing aPis 
where people can easily write their own ap-
plications, store their data on the platform, 
and be sure it’s secure. a big pharmaceutical 
company has already signed up to get much 
quicker feedback on their markets and how 
their medicines are working. there are also 
a number of areas in the health continuum 
where other parties are already stronger than 
we are, like tracking people’s fitness and those 
kinds of things. so there will be a lot of col-
laboration on this platform. 

finally, it will also provide us with a lot of 
data analytics to help improve the services 
and products that we develop. in medical 
devices and support services, for example, 
there’s a lot of opportunity to increase ef-
ficiency with more remote servicing, more 
remote upgrading, and more preventative 
maintenance. overall, the platform will im-
prove our internal operations, and even more 
so, what we offer to our customers and part-
ners as part of the service.

Q: What are your top priorities as you move 
along the journey towards a future state of 
Manufacturing 4.0? 

A: first, we have to get everything connect-
ed and bring all the data together. we need 
to make our products more connected and 
make our manufacturing more connected 
too. for me, this is the top priority. getting 
a real-time view of what’s happening across 
the whole value chain is crucial. we need a 
completely transparent view so that people 

don’t have to go through the chain of infor-
mation to know what the status of their or-
ders is, for example, or when sites are ready to 
do a shipment.

second, we need to make sure we are much 
more flexible. in today’s world you need that 
flexibility. customer requirements are chang-
ing rapidly and delivery times are getting 
shorter. as life gets faster, we need to respond 
more quickly. 

at the moment, almost every business unit 
in Philips basically manages its own manufac-
turing infrastructure. what we see now is an 
opportunity to reorganize this so that we can 
manufacture for multiple businesses at dif-
ferent sites around the world and offer them 
much more flexibility and agile lead times for 
their customers. 

Being more flexible across the world also 
helps us to be able to be more competitive in 
local markets. if we’re producing closer to 
each market, we can get closer to the customer 
and be more relevant. it also means we can 
adapt quickly when there are microeconomic 
changes, such as sudden currency changes. 
the more agile you can be in reacting to all 
that, the better it is for the business. 

Q: How are you embracing new Manufac-
turing 4.0 technologies to achieve this flex-
ibility? 

A: i think that in the coming years 
we’ll have a completely new view 
of what automation looks like in 
our factories. in the area of vir-
tualization, for instance, we’re 
now exploring how we optimize 

Q: Why is this transformation strategy so im-
portant for the future?

A: we want to be the leader across what we call 
the “continuum of health.” that means ad-
dressing everywhere people have health con-
cerns—at home, in their lifestyles, then from 
diagnosis, through treatment, to recovery and 
returning home, and then keeping them as 
healthy as we can afterwards. to do that, we’ll 
need to support many different offerings, and 
many new services, across different areas of 
the health sector. if we do not have the right 
foundation in place, then we couldn’t manage 
that whole business cycle and all the new busi-
ness models we’ll need, so we would be ham-
pering our growth as a company. 

we’ve already got a lot of pockets of excel-
lence where good ideas are being developed 
within Philips, but we don’t have the platform 
to tie everything together seamlessly. we have 
to create that platform so we can get good 
end-to-end flows in the way we address all the 
customer’s needs during the various phases a 
patient is in, or a medical provider is in, or in 
the services the healthcare sector needs. 

Q: How are you going to create that seamless 
new business platform?
A: we are bringing it all together in what we call 
our “healthsuite digital Platform.” we want 
to get much more connected to our customers, 
our partners, and the products that we sell. 

for example, we already manage the data 
of 600,000 people in the u.s. with our lifeline 
services. we have millions of consumers regis-
tered with our consumer products around the 
world. we’re also managing patient records in 
regions like latin america. the new platform 
will bring all of this information together to 
help us offer consumers better control of their 
own health, which in turn will allow them to 
work better with their healthcare providers. 

we are also enabling the digital health 
suite as an open, collaborative platform so 

we can introduce new programs, and what 
the organization can handle. 

Q: So culture change is an essential part of 
this transformation process? 
A: absolutely. one of the things that we have 
to break through is a lot of the legacy that 
we’ve inherited from the history of Philips. 
over the years we’ve acquired quite a few 
companies with their own cultures. so many 
people have their own ways of working. we’re 
now trying to bring these approaches into one 
culture and standardize the ways of working. 
it’s a holistic approach to deploying a single 
working culture for Philips healthtech.
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things in the digital domain before we physi-
cally build them on the production line. we’re 
looking at how we deal with Big data and 
analytics in manufacturing, how we deal with 
cybersecurity, and how new nanotechnolo-
gies can help. those are the kinds of things 
you need to be doing centrally so that you can 
leverage ideas later on in all the roadmaps of 
the products and manufacturing systems that 
you’re building. 

so we’re creating centers of excellence in 
the manufacturing environment that we call 
“hubs.” these will be the knowledge leaders 
in certain key areas, such as 3d printing, or 
factory automation for large-scale systems, 
or in process control and high-volume man-
ufacturing. they will be distributed around 
the world—we’re now creating a blueprint 
for where each center should be located. 
we’re also creating a network between all 
these centers so we make sure that the best 
knowledge is spread rapidly between them 
and everyone in the company can benefit. 

Q: Will this end-to-end transformation also 
impact your IT strategy? 
A: our whole it infrastructure will also move 
to what we call the “Philips integrated land-
scape.” currently, we have more than 6,000 
it applications in the company and we’re 

supporting 17 to 18 erP systems. that’s too 
much; we can be much more efficient. we aim 
to get down to one erP system and maybe 
500-1,000 key applications that will form 
the basis of an integrated landscape to en-
able end-to-end processes to run seamlessly. 
Big data analytics and cloud computing will 
become an important part of this. we want 
to build a strong information management 
infrastructure so that we can really steer the 
business on real-time data. 

Q: What other new technologies excite you 
for the future? 
A: there are a lot of exciting technologies 
available right now. in our medical products, 
for example, the fact that sensors are getting 
so much cheaper will allow us to get feed-
back from people who are in a cycle of care, 
much cheaper, much faster, and much more 
easily. they will allow us to monitor people 
who need medical support more or less con-
stantly—not only in hospitals, but also when 
they’re at home. we can help people spend 
a minimum amount of time with doctors at 
hospitals by using these kinds of technologies 
in our products for remote monitoring. or, 
with a short video call, they can receive medi-
cal attention or advice. that will really help us 
give them a better quality of life. 

on the production side, i think 3d print-
ing will revolutionize our value chain. we’re 
already 3d printing low-volume structures, at 
the micro level, for some of our products. But 
also, look at how much stuff we now have to 
keep in inventory in order to provide service 
for our old systems. with 3d printing we will 
only need to keep the digital files and then we 
can just print service parts at the place where 
they’re needed, when they are needed. i’m 
passionate about innovation and technol-
ogy. i believe we have a very interesting decade 
ahead of us. ten years from now, we won’t rec-
ognize how we how we manufacture products 
and deliver services around the world. 

Q: So what do you see as the biggest chal-
lenges on this journey to Manufacturing 4.0? 

A: the concept of industry 4.0 or Manufac-
turing 4.0 is very wide and very broad. what 
we need to make clear to people is which el-
ements of 4.0 they should put on the radar 
screen, and when. what are things that they 
can work on in the short term? what are the 
things that they should do as the next step in 
the medium and long term? creating that 
path to making full use of industry 4.0 is, i be-
lieve, one of the major challenges we all need 
to address. 

Q: What do you see as the biggest challenges 
and opportunities for the manufacturing 
industry overall in the next few years? 

a: i think the biggest challenge for manufac-
turing in the future will be to understand how 
to develop and add value through new servic-
es. ultimately, the future is not just about the 
products we manufacture. they are only part 
of the solution that customers need. we have 
to think about the bigger picture that these 
products are part of. look at mobile phones; 
nobody knows what the actual mobile phone 
costs anymore because you get it as part of 
a subscription. i see that happening in other 
areas as well. and that will change the role 
of manufacturing. in the future, we will need 
to ensure manufacturing plays an active and 
valuable part in supporting this new service-
centric environment. 

Q: So what do you see as the most important 
leadership skills for the future of man-
ufacturing?

A: the most important future skill will be for 
leaders to understand how their decisions and 
strategies impact the customer. how do they 
look at quality? how do they decide what 
they manufacture, and how they manufac-
ture so they bring the right kind of value to the 
customer? they will need to be very agile and 
open to new kinds of working environments. 
it’s not about developing a specification and 
getting something out of the door anymore. 
it’s about being open and connected and even 
visionary about what happens with the stuff  
they produce after they ship it beyond the four 
walls of the factory. 

second, manufacturing leaders need to 
recognize that the key to success in the future 
will be to effectively manage networks beyond 
individual factories—networks of suppliers, 
other factories in the company, and with cus-
tomers. we need much more connected and 
open-minded leadership that connects to all 
the stakeholders in the system and makes sure 
that they are state-of-the-art in how they ad-
dress their manufacturing strategies. 

Q: Finally, if you had to choose a catchphrase 
for the future of manufacturing, what would 
that be?

A: it would be end-to-end and connected. 
Manufacturing is only one piece of that, but 
it’s the centerpiece of the whole value chain 
that we create for customers. in the 
future, a manufacturing enterprise 
will be a much more connected, 
end-to-end value chain than it has 
ever been before.      M
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“The biggest challenge for manu-
facturing in the future will be to 

understand how to develop and 
add value through new services.”
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