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The provided article examines the profound transformation of the global manufacturing industry, 

driven by digitalization and the Fourth Industrial Revolution. It contrasts the traditional, multi-

stage supply chain—which is often burdened by high costs, long lead times, and limited 

customization—with the agile model of Additive Manufacturing (AM), or 3D printing. The article 

explains that AM bypasses physical logistics by enabling the digital transfer of design files. This 

shift empowers on-demand production and mass customization, drastically reducing waste and 

environmental impact. A detailed workflow of a web-integrated AM system is provided, 

illustrating how digital platforms, cloud services, and local machine operators work together to 

streamline production. While highlighting the numerous advantages, such as increased flexibility 

and accessibility for small businesses, the text also addresses key challenges, including material 

limitations, production speed, and intellectual property risks. It concludes that despite these 

hurdles, the future of manufacturing is inevitably moving toward a more digital, distributed, and 

sustainable model that prioritizes efficiency and consumer empowerment. 

 

The Transformation of Manufacturing Through Digitalization and Additive Manufacturing 

Introduction 

The global manufacturing industry is undergoing a profound transformation driven by 

technological advancements, digitalization, and the fourth industrial revolution (Industry 4.0). 

Traditional manufacturing methods that relied heavily on centralized factories, extended supply 

chains, and mass production are being challenged by innovative approaches such as additive 

manufacturing (AM), better known as 3D printing. This paradigm shift not only changes how 

products are designed and produced but also redefines the supply chain and distribution 

models that have dominated for decades. 

The diagrams provided illustrate two critical aspects of this transformation. The first is a detailed 

workflow of a web-integrated additive manufacturing system, highlighting how users interact 
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with servers, administrators, and machine operators to bring a design into reality. The second is 

a comparative model of traditional supply chains versus additive manufacturing supply 

chains, which underscores the drastic simplification and efficiency introduced by digital design 

distribution and local production. Together, these visual frameworks explain how digital tools 

and additive processes are reshaping manufacturing, making it more agile, decentralized, and 

consumer-focused. 

This article explores the implications of these changes, breaking down the technical workflow, 

comparing supply chain models, and analyzing the advantages, challenges, and future directions 

of web-based additive manufacturing systems. 

 

Traditional Supply Chains: Structure and Limitations 

For decades, manufacturing has been dominated by traditional supply chains. As shown in the 

second diagram, the flow begins with the supplier’s supplier (raw material providers), moves to 

suppliers who refine or provide intermediate goods, then passes through manufacturers who 

create finished products, and finally reaches retailers before landing in the hands of consumers. 

This multi-step process involves numerous intermediaries and requires extensive coordination. 

While effective for mass production, it comes with significant limitations: 

1. High Transportation and Logistics Costs – Finished goods often travel across countries or 

even continents before reaching consumers. 

2. Long Lead Times – Each stage adds delays, from raw material acquisition to final 

delivery. 

3. Inventory Costs – Manufacturers and retailers must store large quantities of goods to 

meet demand, which increases warehousing expenses. 

4. Limited Customization – Traditional supply chains are optimized for producing identical 

items in large volumes, making it difficult to personalize products for individual 

consumers. 

5. Environmental Impact – Extended logistics chains and mass production contribute to 

carbon emissions and material waste. 

These inefficiencies have created opportunities for new technologies to disrupt the supply chain 

and bring products closer to consumers. 

 

Additive Manufacturing: A New Supply Chain Model 



The additive manufacturing model, illustrated in the second diagram, bypasses many of the 

inefficiencies of traditional supply chains. Instead of moving physical goods through multiple 

stages, the flow is digital. A 3D model provider creates and distributes digital design files, which 

are then downloaded by either: 

1. A 3D shop equipped with 3D printers, which fabricates the product and delivers it to the 

consumer. 

2. The consumer directly, provided they own a 3D printer and have access to appropriate 

materials. 

This model drastically shortens the chain: from supplier → manufacturer → retailer → 

consumer to just designer → consumer (with or without a 3D shop in between). The benefits 

are profound: 

• On-Demand Production – Products are made only when ordered, reducing waste and 

eliminating excess inventory. 

• Customization and Personalization – Consumers can request modifications to digital 

files to suit their preferences. 

• Localization of Production – Files can be sent digitally to printers near the consumer, 

minimizing transportation costs. 

• Empowerment of Small Businesses – Local shops with 3D printers can serve as micro-

factories, reducing reliance on global giants. 

• Sustainability – Less shipping, less overproduction, and more efficient use of materials 

support greener manufacturing practices. 

This model is the foundation of the web-based additive manufacturing system depicted in the 

first diagram. 

 

Workflow of Web-Based Additive Manufacturing 

The first diagram provides a comprehensive view of how a digital manufacturing system works 

in practice. It begins with the user (designer or consumer), who initiates the process by 

uploading a 3D CAD model (commonly in STL or OBJ format) to the system’s server. 

1. User Interaction and Data Upload 

o The user interacts with a 3D printing server, uploading the design and providing 

key data such as product specifications, dimensions, and production preferences. 



o Coding and application interchanges manage the communication between the 

server and databases. 

2. Integration of External Data 

o The system can pull in external data such as pricing, material availability, and 

logistics considerations. This ensures that the cost and feasibility of the product 

are clear before production begins. 

3. Database Storage and Cloud Access 

o Uploaded models are saved in a cloud database, ensuring accessibility and 

scalability. This allows multiple users and operators in different regions to access 

the same design simultaneously. 

4. Administrator Approval 

o Before proceeding to production, the model must be reviewed by an 

administrator. This step ensures quality control, verifies technical compatibility, 

and prevents errors. 

5. Local Server Processing 

o Once approved, the design is sent to a local server connected to production 

facilities. The system identifies the location of available machines and determines 

where production should take place. 

6. Machine Selection 

o The diagram shows branching paths where the system chooses between different 

machines (Machine I, II, III). Decision points evaluate whether a machine is 

available and capable of producing the requested design. 

7. Production Execution by Operators 

o Local operators in different areas (Area A, Area B) receive the instructions and 

begin production. Each operator supervises the printing process, ensuring that 

quality standards are met. 

8. Completion and Delivery 

o Once the product is finished, it is either delivered to the consumer directly (if 

local) or shipped. The system updates the status, ensuring traceability 

throughout the process. 



This workflow demonstrates the seamless integration of digital platforms, cloud services, and 

local manufacturing resources. It highlights the role of administrators in ensuring system 

integrity while leveraging decentralized production capabilities. 

 

Comparative Analysis: Traditional vs Additive Models 

The contrast between the two supply chain models could not be clearer. In the traditional 

model, the product must move physically through multiple intermediaries, each adding cost, 

time, and complexity. In the additive model, the product moves digitally as a file until it reaches 

the point of physical production, often close to the consumer. 

Aspect Traditional Supply Chain Additive Manufacturing Model 

Flow Physical goods through multiple stages Digital files transferred instantly 

Lead Time Weeks to months Hours to days 

Customization Limited High (personalized production) 

Cost Drivers Logistics, inventory, warehousing Materials, energy, printer maintenance 

Sustainability High waste and emissions Reduced waste, lower carbon footprint 

Accessibility Centralized factories dominate Local shops and consumers can produce 

This table summarizes how additive manufacturing not only streamlines processes but also 

democratizes production. 

 

Advantages of Web-Integrated Additive Manufacturing 

1. Flexibility – Designs can be modified quickly, and products can be produced in small 

batches without significant cost penalties. 

2. Global Collaboration – Designers, administrators, and local producers can work together 

seamlessly across borders. 

3. Reduced Barriers to Entry – Small manufacturers and entrepreneurs can participate 

without massive capital investments. 

4. Consumer Empowerment – Customers can influence design and directly participate in 

production if they own printers. 



5. Resilience – Decentralized production networks are less vulnerable to disruptions, such 

as supply chain breakdowns during global crises. 

 

Challenges and Considerations 

Despite its advantages, additive manufacturing faces challenges: 

• Material Limitations – Not all products can be made with current 3D printing materials. 

• Production Speed – While improving, 3D printing is often slower than traditional mass 

production for large volumes. 

• Quality Control – Ensuring consistency across distributed printers is complex. 

• Intellectual Property (IP) Risks – Digital file sharing increases the risk of unauthorized 

duplication. 

• Skill Requirements – Operators and designers need technical expertise to avoid errors. 

These issues must be addressed for additive manufacturing to become a mainstream alternative 

to traditional methods. 

 

Future Directions 

The integration of AI, machine learning, and IoT into web-based manufacturing systems will 

further enhance decision-making, predictive maintenance, and production optimization. 

Blockchain technologies could provide solutions for IP protection and secure transactions of 

digital files. Moreover, as materials science advances, new printable materials such as metals, 

ceramics, and bio-materials will expand the range of products that can be manufactured 

additively. 

Hybrid models may also emerge, where traditional manufacturing and additive manufacturing 

coexist. For example, mass-produced base components could be complemented by locally 3D-

printed customized features, combining efficiency with personalization. 

 

Conclusion 

The diagrams presented illustrate the revolutionary potential of web-integrated additive 

manufacturing systems. By digitizing design flows and decentralizing production, this model 

shortens supply chains, empowers consumers and small businesses, and reduces environmental 



impact. Compared to traditional supply chains, additive manufacturing provides unmatched 

flexibility, customization, and sustainability. 

While challenges remain, the trajectory is clear: the future of manufacturing is increasingly 

digital, distributed, and consumer-driven. Industry 4.0 is not just about automation—it is about 

reimagining how products are conceived, produced, and delivered in a globally connected 

world. 
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