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INFINITE RETAIL POWERTM

The supply chain has always had a direct impact on business 

performance, and its influence on the bottom line is undeniable.  

The supply chain’s contribution to revenue more than doubled, 

from 4% in 2011 to 8.5% in 2012.1 The most successful corporate 

leaders recognize that supply chain operations have a direct impact 

on sales, market share and competitive position. In fact, companies 

that acknowledge the supply chain as a strategic differentiator 

achieve 70% higher performance compared with those that do not.2 

Evidence aside, most companies fail to protect an incredibly 

important asset from disruption. This universal problem is rampant: 

85% of companies have experienced at  

least one supply chain disruption in the 

last 12 months.3 These incidents led to 

decreased productivity for almost half of 

businesses, along with loss of revenue.4 

The longer-term consequences of 

disruption included shareholder concern 

and damage to reputation. 

1 CSC Global Survey of Supply Chain Progress 2012.
2 PWC Global Supply Chain Survey 2013.
3 Supply Chain Resilience Report 2011.
4 Third-Party Logistics Study 2013.
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minor diSruptionS add up to major problemS

There is no question that most companies experience disruptions to their supply chain, and those 
unexpected glitches impact both the bottom line and future growth. Catastrophes such as natural 
disasters, cyber attack and labor disputes are the most obvious disruptions and do major damage 
to operations and profit when they occur. Yet a number of lower profile, everyday disruptions can 
severely impact supply chain performance as well—hiccups that most businesses aren’t addressing 
until they cause significant damage to sales and trading partner relationships. 

Such disruptions are common headaches for all members of the supply chain: a lost purchase order 
for an urgently needed shipment; outdated item information; too much (or too little) inventory to 
appropriately meet demand; inability to fulfill orders at the breakneck pace that today’s consumers 
expect when they place an online order. 

While they shouldn’t have to, most retailers accept these disruptions as part of doing business—
especially as they extend their web of trading partner relationships to cover a global footprint. 
The fact is that many supply chains are not nimble enough to respond to unpredictable changes 
in demand. Even if trading partners could course-correct to better manage inventory levels, their 
relationships with the rest of the members of the supply chain don’t support an environment of 
collaboration. 

Communication is limited to transactions. And suppliers, retailers and other trading partners operate 
in silos, fulfilling their role without visibility into other parts of the process—which ultimately impacts 
their performance.
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As these common glitches go unaddressed, small cracks ultimately grow into major barriers to true 
partnerships and increased profitability. The missing purchase order leads to a lost sale today and a 
damaged relationship that prohibits future business. Excess inventory requires significant markdowns 
and, eventually, unmet financial goals. Stock-outs result in missed sales opportunities and drain market 
share over time. Failure to meet demand for immediate order fulfillment 
sends consumers to competitors that can deliver faster. Ultimately, these 
day-to-day disruptions add up to a business reputation that fails to capture 
the attention of new trading partners and prospective consumers. 

e-commerce: everyday disruptions magnified 

E-commerce is the leading driver of most growth plans, and for good 
reason. It has redefined how consumers purchase everything from 
groceries to electronics to cars, and it will continue to dominate the retail 
landscape. Online buyers will increase their spending 62% by 2016, so 
it is clear why many companies are overhauling traditional supply chain 
operations to meet the demands of customers who want their orders fast and at the lowest possible 
cost.5 

As e-commerce becomes the primary focus for retailers that want to get ahead in a global 
marketplace, trading partners that don’t address the disruption it brings will struggle. All parties in 
the supply chain must closely collaborate with one another to deliver higher quality product at a 
lower price, quickly and directly to the ever-demanding consumer. Without a unified team of trading 
partners, the cracks in communication become clear pretty quickly—and the consumer rarely waits 
around for you to get it right.

 

turn the lenS inward

There is no question that to survive in a constantly expanding global retail ecosystem, companies 
must take action to address these common disruptions before they do irreparable damage. 
The solution lies in optimizing trading partner relationships through collaboration and visibility: 
bulletproofing the supply chain from the everyday glitches that can lead to big problems over time.

Before you can plug the holes that are slowly draining sales, you must first benchmark the type 
and frequency of disruptions in your supply chain. Where are missed opportunities missed? Which 
partners work with you and which fail to live up to expectations? Are inventory forecasts accurate or 
consistently missing the mark? 

5 Forrester Research Online Retail Forecast 2013.
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By defining what is really disrupting your supply chain performance and identifying the areas that 
negatively impact your relationships and sales, headaches can turn into opportunities for growth 
and profit. As you evaluate the strength of your operations, consider the ways in which you can 
bulletproof your supply chain:  

1. Count on real-time Knowledge for Supply Chain precision 

The key to making smarter product, inventory and market decisions lies in having the 
tools to monitor supply chain performance in real-time. Access to this information, 
plus the ability to course-correct immediately, is the only way to turn unexpected 
supply chain disruptions into business opportunities. 

The optimization of electronic data interchange (EDI) has changed the speed with 
which retailers can monitor and react to inventory levels, consumer preference and 
competitor activity. Advanced Ship Notices (ASNs) make receiving more efficient and 
orders more accurate. Product sales data can be analyzed immediately to identify 
purchasing trends as well as red flags. Suppliers can respond more quickly and 
accurately to orders, with electronic documents that are completed and issued within 
a day versus a week. 

2. Seize more Sales with e-Commerce 

E-commerce is not only the best opportunity to reach new customers and land more sales. 
A strong e-commerce strategy and the right infrastructure to support it is also the only way to 
guarantee survival in an increasingly crowded global marketplace. 

How can companies tap into this undeniable opportunity while minimizing the disruption that 
comes with it? Constant and clear trading partner communication is essential, especially for 
those who maintain separate systems for brick and mortar locations and e-storefronts. The 
ability to flexibly fulfill orders with the right inventory from the right distribution center is key to 
meeting customer expectations and optimizing profitability. 

That agility is only attainable by unified supply chains, in which each trading partner 
operates with the same real-time view of inventory, orders and forecasts. Vendor compliance 
programs that support ASNs streamline distribution and ensure that the right product is 
where it is needed, as quickly as possible. These electronic communications tools also 
support shipping changes without disruption. 
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With companies like Amazon shifting distribution strategies 
to accommodate same-day deliveries in major markets, 
the speed at which companies must respond to online 
orders is only increasing. Drop-ship arrangements are a 
proven strategy for putting the right inventory in hand faster. 
Many retailers leverage branded documentation (including 
packaging and packing slips) to take advantage of the speed 
of this delivery method, without sacrifi cing product quality and 
brand integrity. 

3. move more product with accurate item info

Accurate product data and marketing information is an often 
overlooked but critical consideration when avoiding common 
disruptions. As e-commerce becomes an increasingly 
important focus for retailers, access to the most up-to-
date comprehensive data such as price, color, size, style 
and photography is essential for managing expectations, 
inventory and customer demand. More and more retailers 
are harnessing the power of electronic item management 
to catalog products and run automatic updates that ensure 
product data accuracy. 

4. focus your expertise and energy where it Counts 

According to the PWC Global Supply Chain Survey of industry 
leaders, companies that outsource logistics activities and focus on core strategic 
functions are more successful than those that do not.6 Outsourcing elements of your 
supply chain management, including your electronic communications infrastructure, 
frees up staff, eliminates the need for time-consuming manual software updates and 
ensures that maintenance-related downtime won’t disrupt your supply chain. 

5. give all trading partners a telescope 

If even one trading partner operates with blinders on, it is impossible to get ahead of 
disruption. When parties operate in a silo, disruptions not only occur more frequently 
but also go unaddressed over time.

6 PWC Global Supply Chain Survey 2013.
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bottom line by consistently evaluating 
vendor performance.
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 END-TO-END VISIBILITY
Outsourced EDI tools standardize and streamline 

communication so common disruptions are avoided.

Inbound Logistics asserts that a key element of a resilient supply chain is end-to-end visibility—
the ability to track products at every point, from raw materials to manufacturer to customer, 
and spot potential hiccups anywhere on that route. The perfection of EDI and other supply 
chain communications solutions have given trading partners the tools to see beyond their walls 
and communicate seamlessly with their trading partners. When each member of the supply 
chain has the right visibility tools, they have the power to identify and avoid disruption before it 
becomes a costly problem. 

6. Conquer disruption with Collaborative relationships  

Your business is only as successful as that of your chosen trading partners. While cost is 
always a key consideration when selecting and maintaining these vendor partnerships, it is 
important to expand the criteria that go into selecting a new partner. To make your supply chain 
as responsive as possible, a collaborative relationship is key. According to the 2012 Global 
Survey of Supply Chain Progress, closer partnerships with business contacts is the leading 
strategy used to mitigate supply chain risk.7

True collaborators will invest in supply chain management tools that meet your requirements 
and drive business, including your EDI system. The best in the business understand that all 
parties benefi t from adhering to the communications standards established by their retailer 
partners.

7 CSC Global Survey of Supply Chain Progress 2012.
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Once a new relationship is initiated, continue to ensure the success of the suppliers 
entrusted with your business and customers with vendor scorecarding. Consistently 
measuring your suppliers’ ability to fulfi ll orders quickly, accurately and effi ciently 
provides key metrics for determining which relationships you should continue to 
invest in.  

7. turn data into profit  

Top supply chain performers leverage real-time sales data and product performance 
results to make faster, more profi table decisions. According to the CSC Global 
Survey of Supply Chain Progress, a fi rm with combined visibility and analytics 
capabilities is almost twice as likely to be a fast grower (top 20% of growth) as a 
fi rm that is below average in both skill areas.8

8 CSC Global Survey of Supply Chain Progress 2012.
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EDI makes it possible for even the largest retailers to aggregate sales data in real-time  
and leverage it to make more educated inventory decisions. With the ability to collect,  
translate and analyze point of sale (POS) data from various locations, retailers count on  
in-the-moment data—not guesstimates and forecasts—to make more informed inventory  
decisions. Often this analysis of sales performance and the resulting changes to inventory 
can be made within a week.

diSruption happenS. get in front of it. 

The global nature of today’s supply chain makes managing it more complex than ever 
before, yet trading partners and the consumers they serve expect goods to move from 
beginning to end faster and more accurately. The speed of these transactions results in more 
chances for disruption to occur but also makes it more difficult to address the daily hiccups 
that threaten to derail the reputation and bottom line of retailers. 

This changing supply chain environment makes it more important than ever for retailers to 
anticipate and safeguard against everyday disruptions. The key to doing so lies in supporting 
collaborative relationships with suppliers and other trading partners, relationships that 
are built around expectations that all trading partners support complete visibility into their 
performance and the performance of others throughout the supply chain. 

Learn how to incorporate visibility tools into your trading partner relationships and get ahead 
of disruption at spscommerce.com. 


