Some Thoughts on Supply Chain Intelligence

Information Technologies are almost a way of life in Business. The number of such Technologies or Applications is expanding, and the rate of change makes it impossible for Business to switch quickly from ‘current’ to ‘new’ technologies.

Over the past few years there has been great interest in Supply Chain Management. As I have previously mentioned, do not assume that ‘all new Technologies are great’, or that ‘new Technology is easy to install, manage and 

Employ’.  Be cautious and plan carefully and with knowledge are good adages.

We are moving, or perhaps we have moved, to a level of Intelligence with new Technology.  Business Intelligence is an accepted term, and means that systems are capturing or producing, or both, Intelligence about some or many aspects of ‘Business’.

The topic of this article focuses on Supply Chain Intelligence – which is the next step after Supply Chain Management (or perhaps it is the logical extension). 

It is relatively new, and Supply Chain Intelligence offers the possibility of extracting and generating meaningful information for Decision Makers. It has long been the objective for IT to build on stable, minute to minute transaction processing and to build up data relative to, and representative of, transactions. (or facts).

Notice that many of the advanced Technologies are aimed at Decision Makers and the top layers of Management.

So, what are the end products of Supply Chain Management ?

They are quite varied.  But it is fair to say that the provision of operational and transaction efficiency in a number of layers has been achieved.

The layers are :

· manufacturing

· resourcing (or sourcing)

· distribution

both within an organisation, and also over its supply chain. You could think of Kmart, Coles, Safeways as good examples.

Supply Chain Intelligence extends the capabilities of Supply Chain Management systems and is directed at a number of targets, and the capability of supplying or generating strategic information to decision makers is one, or a number,  of them.

The Information categories include what-if scenarios for reassessing and possibly reconfiguring key functions in manufacturing, resourcing and distribution. It helps of course if the ‘key functions’ can be accurately determined.

One of the prime objectives which is the outcome of the Technology is to measure (there is the inference of metrics again) the ability of a supply chain to produce cost-effective products. And what is the criteria for a ‘cost effective product’ and when does a ‘cost effective product’ become a ‘non cost effective product’ ? 

There were attempts to extend the use of data prior to most of the new, advanced technologies. In some cases, spreadsheets were used. In others, new software was developed. Data was collected, processed, analyses were made and information was generated for supply chain decision makers.

Data was a problem. The question was how to gather data from multiple sources – quickly, accurately, economically and representatively.

Supply Chain Intelligence, at present, is the end point for data from application packages such as Enterprise Resource Planning,  Supply Chain Management and product life management.  This source data must be extracted, transformed and ‘redesigned’ to a common format before Supply Chain Intelligence analyses can be effectively produced.

Data does not exist in ready made relational, structured, databases. Much data which exists in the Business environment is in non-structured form.

Structured data is mostly created or generated from transaction-oriented systems, and the data components are filtered to suit the requirements or outputs of the particular systems (or users) which they service.

Unstructured data can be thought of as being ‘forms’ data or ‘contracts content’ data. Terms and conditions of a supplier or of a customer, contractual details, are more often in non-structured form. Different contracts will probably have different formats or item accession.

There are a number of organisations which perform research activities – Dunn and Bradsheet, Ibis are examples. These firms perform market analyses or survey data – you have probably been involved in a ‘market survey’. Their findings, conclusions, models and other materials are often built into advanced systems.  

Not surprisingly, a major difficulty in obtaining the benefits from integrated systems is the integration (you could use the term seamless integration) from all of the possible or acknowledged sources.

Is it likely that the direction within a company could be diverted from the major goal of integrating data for Intelligence development, to one of focusing on means of purely integrating data ? or even collecting it ? What do you think ?

Developing techniques for extract, transform and synchronising data from multiple sources can of course take much time, energy and cost. This could  easily ‘break the budget’.

Let’s backtrack a bit.  One of the early stages in developing  a solution to a problem is to fully understand the problem or the question. Perhaps this same philosophy could be applied in Supply Chain Intelligence – such as ‘what is the business question which needs to be addressed or answered.   Who would be involved in such a study ?

The knowledge of the business question automatically introduces limits or boundaries on any later data integration and data tidying effects during the Supply Chain Intelligence selection and implementation. It is fair to speculate that this could also be applied to other of the ‘high tech’ technologies. 

There has been a mind transformation here – the introduction of the concept of the ‘business question’ immediately separates or partitions differences between the higher level high-tech applications, and typical transaction processing – even though they may be complex and require much skills in planning , developing and implementation.

Transaction systems invariably run continually. They typically handle many hundreds of thousands or millions of transaction per day on a 24X 7 basis. And the accuracy level must be 100%.

Supply Chain Intelligence applications may run only a few times a year. The making of appropriate decisions, the implementation of these decisions, the monitoring and analyses of ‘results’ are the essentials at decision making – and of course, decisions need time to mature.

Lets’ look at this question:

Next year the objective is minimise the distribution and shipping costs of sales by $10 million dollars.  This could be a not so large multinational Company – perhaps a Petroleum Company, or Australia’s Liquid gas shipments to China.

What are the options ?  Should there be more, or less, distribution centres?


Are they realisable options ?

The application software (Supply Chain Intelligence in this case) to provide a scenario or perhaps a small number of scenarios is going to be active perhaps once or twice a year.

Which do you think is more important 

· to get an answer to the question in a reasonable time frame

· or, to spend much time in ensuring very high levels of accurate data integration ?

· or, is there another dimension here ?  is it possible to scan the available data for both accuracy and applicability ?

Perhaps this is more accurate :

Obtaining business value and strategic insight from (in this case Supply Chain Intelligence) should firstly be directed at asking the right question.

Technology should be regarded as leverage, and in this secondary role, enables Business questions to be answered in a much reduced times scale.
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