
usiness prosperity requires much more human 
involvement and intervention than is happening 
in most organizations. It is a complex world of 

multi-enterprise, multitier global supply chains; constantly 
changing demands; accelerating product introduction; high 
levels of risk; and environmental and economic woes. As a 
result, supply chains have evolved into multifaceted and 
globally distributed relationships that exist across varying 
time zones, cultures, and technologies. (See Figure 1.) 

Front-line supply chain people make critical business 
decisions on a daily basis that affect customer satisfaction, 
profitability, and a host of other key business metrics. They 
have the very difficult responsibility of balancing what 
often can be the competing priorities of customer service 
and operations performance.

Given the number of moving parts, this balancing act 
requires human insight and judgment, adeptly taking what 
is known and applying it to the situation at hand. While, for 
years, the goal has been to take humans out of the equation 
in the interest of automating processes, today’s competi-
tive advantage will go to businesspeople who understand 
how to leverage the unique knowledge and skills of their 
supply chain professionals and, thus, empower them in the 
decision-making process.

No more business as usual

In a static world, demand plans are handed off to supply 
chain management professionals who develop a corre-

sponding supply plan that meets the demand forecast in 
the most cost-effective way. But in such a dynamic world—
where demand is volatile, supply disruptions are common-
place, and new products are introduced at an accelerated 
pace—supply chain management is anything but simple.

Even the best laid plans are challenged as soon as 
you leave the planning meeting. The assumptions built 
into a sales and operations plan are stretched, pulled, 
and threatened every day. While operations management 
professionals continue to focus on improving the plan-
ning process, they also are examining how their organi-
zations can respond to unexpected events that disrupt 
their carefully planned strategy, as is often the case in a 
global economy. 

Throughout the past few decades, company leaders 
increasingly have focused on supply chain planning 
approaches and tools that remove the human element from 
the process in the hopes of streamlining their business. 
However, human input and judgment are essential in deter-
mining the right compromises to make when unplanned 
disruptions and demand volatility occur. Unexpected events 
with high risk to your business are on the rise. To combat 
this, it’s necessary to embrace human judgment.

Dealing with a last-minute order change, an unexpected 
hiccup in supply availability, or engineering changes in the 
midst of rapidly shifting demand requires human inter-
vention. The real battle is being waged on the front lines, 
where the amount and pace of change can cause mayhem 

BY  JOHN SICARD AND  JANE MARSHALL

SUPPLY CHAIN

Why the supply chain professional 
is integral to business success

and
Compromise

B

of Your
Power

People

Tapping the



in operations if not met with nimble and intelligent action 
from supply chain participants. 

Stop executing blindly 

Today’s environment requires more collaboration than 
command and more coordination than optimization. Of 
course, collaboration and coordination are human func-
tions. For supply chain practitioners, it is no longer about 
blind execution according to fixed supply chain models 
based on extended planning cycles. Teams of people should 
be trusted and expected to add value to the decision-making 
process by exercising their creativity and judgment based 
on what is happening in real time.

While hard numbers undoubtedly should be the basis 
of all decisions, there are many so-called soft issues where 
ambiguity is the norm. These are extremely diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to represent in a supply 
chain planning model—and yet, they are so 
important to the overall business outcome. It is 
far better to allow human judgment to prevail in 
these ambiguous situations. 

Consider a situation where a customer calls 
in an order change well inside of lead time—for 
instance, a doubling of their demand on a particular order. 
In addition, this customer wants the original due date to be 
honored. All too often, such unexpected change can cause 
other orders that previously were free and clear to become 
constrained and late. Which orders should be the priority? 
Are there options to expedite? Can you consider alternate 
sources for the part? 

When a compromise must be made to satisfy change, 
people always want to be—and should be—part of the deci-
sion equation. Use their insight into what is truly the best 
decision at that moment. Interestingly, the agreed course 

correction often is not the same response were the new 
demand simply to be fed into an advanced planning system. 

Using traditional supply chain planning models can help 
set a direction. However, it still is necessary to have supply 
chain professionals evaluate the results in a collaborative 
manner in order to provide the human judgment necessary 
to adapt to the latest business conditions. These individuals 
should be responsible for managing information, analysis, 
and responsibility from the initiation of an issue right to the 
final decision and follow-through.

Team-based decision making

While supply chain professionals can make smart choices 
independently, many decisions should not be made in 
isolation. Without collaboration, there can be a poor 

balance of opinion and limited insight into the impact 
of proposed actions, resulting in biased or uninformed 
decisions. It’s important to enable collaboration among 
knowledge experts to maximize the value of each supply 
chain decision.

Reaping the benefits of human judgment ultimately is 
about fostering team-based courses of action that tap into 
the collective insight of the right people. It means bringing 
people together to wrestle with the various alternatives and 
ultimately develop a shared understanding and mutual 
commitment to a particular course of action.
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The team environment is even more important in a multi-
tier, multi-enterprise, outsourced supply chain. Very few 
organizations work within their own four walls anymore. 
Virtual enterprises are the new reality, and brand owners 
operate with multiple geographically distributed locations, 
working alongside their contract manufacturers, suppliers, 
and customers. They are interconnected partners in a coordi-
nated operation. In such an environment, one person’s actions 
will affect countless others, both inside and outside the enter-

prise. As such, decisions require consultation and input from 
all those who can influence or be influenced by them.

The supply chain champion

In most businesses, there are certain individuals working in 
the supply chain planning function. These people under-
stand the intricacies of the business, think creatively, and 
see opportunities for improvement, and such key indi-
viduals cannot be replaced by planning systems. Their 
insight and knowledge cannot be replicated in a mathe-
matical model. Thus, the real challenge is to make them 
more efficient at what they already do well—and that means 
not relegating them to following orders, not bogging them 
down with digging for data in moments of crisis, and not 
isolating them in their respective silos. Business leaders 
must empower supply chain champions and help them 
spread their knowledge.

Strategies for success

Too often, supply chain professionals must make quick deci-
sions that have significant impact. If inadequately equipped, 
they are left scrambling to access the right information, engage 
the right people, and work out the right course of action. As 
a result, decisions are made every day based on inaccurate 
data, limited collaboration, and minimal understanding of 
the impact or risk across the organization. The status quo 
is no longer sustainable. A strategic capacity for people-
centered collaboration and decision making is required.

This can be an exciting time for supply chain profes-
sionals, as they gain growing recognition of their value and 
their direct impact to a company’s top and bottom lines. It’s 
their time to shine.  

John Sicard is executive vice president, development and service 
operations at Kinaxis. He may be contacted at jsicard@kinaxis.com.

Jane Marshall is solution consultant at Kinaxis. She may be con-
tacted at jmarshall@kinaxis.com.

Every day, supply chain professionals face new challenges and difficult decisions. Empowering these experts to share their 

knowledge with colleagues and industry peers is a cost-effective and morale-building way to advance a company’s long-term 

goals. Thankfully, today’s professionals have numerous means and opportunities to feed their expertise and tap into this vast 

knowledge base. Here are just a few ways this can be accomplished:
� Educational advancement—certifications, professional associations, and refresher courses—solidifies knowledge of supply 

chain fundamentals and can keep professionals abreast of the evolution of supply chain management.
� Online communities offer a place to ask questions, research supply chain-related information, and share experiences.
� Trade publications offer expert insights and industry trends.
� News aggregators keep businesspeople up-to-date on industry news.
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