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The EMS Partnership: Four Areas to Audit 

The term, “partnership” gets bandied about in electronics contract manufacturing relationships a lot. 

Both electronics manufacturing services (EMS) providers and their original equipment manufacturer 

(OEM) customers have differing views. The complexity of the EMS relationship is what sets it apart in 

the supply chain. An EMS provider is not simply building a product. They are managing a supply chain, 

enhancing quality and efficiency in production, and often providing post-manufacturing support. At the 

same time, they cannot do those things well in a vacuum. The term partnership is used because both 

sides need to support the end goal of putting superior quality product where it is needed, when it is 

needed. That requires discipline on both sides. EDM, an electronics manufacturing services (EMS) 

provider in Lynchburg, VA believes there are four key areas where this partnership needs to be 

especially strong. This whitepaper looks at the capabilities that should be in place in each of these areas 

and the partnership responsibilities of each side. These areas are: 

• New product introduction (NPI) support 

• Supply chain management 

• Efficiency enhancement 

• Post manufacturing support. 

New Product Introduction Support 

In an EMS partnership, the EMS provider shares production expertise as well as the resources necessary 

for production. The NPI process is the point at which that level of expertise becomes most evident. 

EDM’s engineering team takes a 360 degree approach to identifying DFX improvement areas. The team 

can review existing PCB designs to see if any changes might enhance performance, reduce costs or 

improve manufacturability.  They apply component engineering expertise to support obsolescence 

management, availability/long lead-time issues or cost reduction goals. At the test engineering level, 

expertise includes test fixture architecture design, assembly and maintenance, as well as design for 

testability recommendations. 

This level of support can help fill gaps on the customer’s engineering team and ensure a disciplined 

transfer of information process to ensure a smooth start to production. Production validation is tailored 

to customer requirements. 

At the same time, partnership is a two way street. When the NPI process identifies potential production 

issues with the design, panelization, test strategy or choice of components, those changes need 

customer approval to be implemented. Failure to adopt those recommendations can result in quality 

issues, component availability challenges and added cost.  

Questions to ask when auditing this area include: 

• What types of engineering resources are available to support the NPI process? 

• What types of recommendations are commonly made as part of this process? 

• Are DFX recommendations prioritized and explained in ways that makes the impact of not 

adopting the recommendations easily understandable? 

• What types of checks and balances are done to ensure documentation is adequately verified? 
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• Is there a standard production validation process or can it be tailored to unique customer 

requirements? 

• Is feedback on lessons learned provided after the initial product build? 

Supply Chain Management 

Materials often represents 65-75 percent of a product’s cost. Material availability and quality can have 

significant impact on on-time delivery. As a result, supply chain management expertise is another critical 

EMS provider skillset. On the EMS provider side, the ability to leverage its total material spend relative 

to optimizing supplier terms and a focus on establishing stocking programs that help ensure component 

availability at minimal risk are key points of value. 

EDM’s experienced purchasing team recognizes that customers need a partner who can align supply 

chain management strategy with evolving project needs and market trends. The Company’s ERP system 

enables its team to view requirements across customers to determine its total annual spend on each 

component type and on hand inventory. This helps the team negotiate better pricing and reduce excess 

material charges in projects with forecast changes. 

EDM’s strong financial position enables it to offer a variety of customized stocking programs that ensure 

critical components are available even when lead-times are stretching out.  

Additionally, EDM’s engineering team works with its purchasing team to identify all options when part 

obsolescence is a risk. Their expertise can also be drawn on should supply chain disruption drive a need 

to identify alternate packaging solutions. 

The benefits of leveraging an EMS provider’s supply chain management expertise can include material 

cost reductions, reduced internal transactions, improved inventory turns and a leaner supply chain. At 

the same time there are customer responsibilities in this area of partnership, as well. Accurate long-

term forecasts are critical in setting up a reliable pipeline of material. An EMS partner benefits when 

historical demand as well as forecasted demand is shared, because that enables the team to better 

monitor deviations and discuss stocking program recommendations in the case of variable demand. 

Early notification of new products and collaboration in adding alternates to the approved material list 

(AML) is also important in ensuring good parts availability over time, particularly in constrained markets. 

Additionally, when an EMS partner expresses supplier quality concerns or makes alternate part 

recommendations it is generally based on experience or market knowledge. Following those 

recommendations usually improves quality, overall cost and on-time delivery performance. 

Questions to ask when auditing this area include: 

• What systems visibility does the EMS provider have in terms of managing material on order and 

on hand?  

• What types of solutions does it offer when parts reach end of life? 

• How is a focus on cost reduction ensured over time? 

• What types of stocking programs are offered to address variable demand challenges? 

• Is the EMS provider’s financial strength sufficient to support the project’s inventory 

requirements? 
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Efficiency Enhancement 

Another key point of value that an EMS provider can bring to the partnership equation is applying its 

expertise in production efficiency enhancements. From continuous improvement initiatives to process 

automation, the expertise of the EMS team can reduce cost while improving quality and throughput.  

For example, EDM’s team was able to design a custom automation solution for a consumer products 

manufacturer that lowered assembly costs below what the OEM was paying in China. 

The PCB assembly was panelized in a 25-up array. The routing, programming and test process following 

SMT assembly was fairly labor intensive if done as separate process steps in multiple work cells, so the 

team decided to look at modifying the router to combine all three steps. 

The modified router was able to program and functionally test all assemblies on the panel. They 

programmed the router to only route the assemblies passing test. As a result, the operator can perform 

other tasks while the program, test and route process is in progress because any assemblies failing test 

will remain attached to tabs on the panel. 

Once again, there is a customer element to this partnership in that these enhancements often require 

customer approval and incur some upfront non-recurring engineering and/or tooling costs. That said, 

normally these enhancements more than pay for any investment within the first year of production. 

Questions to ask when auditing this area include: 

• What is the EMS provider’s track record in efficiency improvements on projects of similar size 

and scope? 

• Does the EMS provider have areas of specialized expertise such as test engineering or process 

automation that are particularly relevant to this project? 

• Are efficiency enhancements suggested proactively or only when a customer asks for them? 

Post Manufacturing Support 

This is an area that is often overlooked because this element of support is often tailored to the projects 

as needs are identified and utilizes dedicated resources. That said, services such as fulfillment to end 

markets and/or repair depot/refurbishment can reduce significant amounts of cost. Fulfillment from the 

EMS provider to the end market users or distribution centers can eliminate a shipping leg, reducing 

time, freight costs, warehouse space and customer personnel at the customer’s facility. When repair 

and refurbishment is co-located at the EMS provider building the product, existing test equipment and 

inventory can be used to support that operation.  

The partnership element for customers in this area is typically imagination. Most post manufacturing 

solutions involve operations that are inherently inefficient when done in-house. However, because 

these operations often have low visibility to purchasing teams, they are not included in contract 

manufacturing bid packages. Periodically evaluating the scope of outsourced projects where the EMS 

provider is building complete units will often identify opportunities for cost reduction if the EMS 

provider delivers a more complete solution. 

Questions to ask when auditing this area include: 
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• Does the EMS provider have examples of post manufacturing solutions for projects of similar 

size and scope? 

• Are the EMS provider’s fulfillment support capabilities sufficient for project requirements? 

• Is there a logistical advantage to the EMS provider’s location, not present at the customer 

facility? 

When the EMS partnership is fully explored, both parties benefit. The EMS provider ends up with a 

project that can be built more efficiently, and the customer ends up with the savings that result. Taking 

the time to evaluate the opportunities to exploit EMS provider expertise and solutions, always pays 

dividends. 

About EDM 

EDM has been solving its customers’ engineering and manufacturing challenges for more than three 

decades. Our approach is simple. Unlike many regional EMS providers who focus predominately on 

manufacturing solutions, we have invested in both engineering expertise and assembly resources. As a 

result, we can integrate seamlessly with our customers’ product development during the design phase, 

filling gaps in their teams and/or making DFX recommendations. With existing production or legacy 

products, we have been able to offer unique custom automation or redesign recommendations to 

address customer cost, obsolescence or market competitiveness challenges, as well.  

We embrace the vision of our founder, Robert Roberts, who wanted to create a different kind of EMS 

company; one that genuinely cares about its customers and employees and operates on principles that 

drive the way we do business and treat each other.  

EDM has grown steadily since 1990. We maintain a strong financial position that allows us to provide the 

best possible terms to customers; have material stocking programs and finished goods Kanbans to 

support changing customer needs; and invest in equipment and people. Our track record ensures that 

customers can trust that we have the resources to stand behind our commitments, the ingenuity to 

provide cost competitive, superior quality solutions, and the supply chain expertise to minimize their risk. 

And as a 100% employee-owned company, every one of our employee owners thinks like a boss when it 

comes to quality and cost. 

 

 


