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Take-Aways
	Companies are increasingly using big data to make their supply chains more nimble and responsive.
	Supply-chain managers can no longer just cut costs; they have to add value by making their firms more responsive to changing customer needs and to shorter product cycles.
	As a result, “demand-sensitive networks” are replacing outdated supply chains.
	The new breed of supply chain relies on data and analytics not only to allay shortages and supply risks but also to provide knowledge that allows for proactive strategies.
	“Fast-fashion” chain Zara has accelerated its design, production and distribution so it can rapidly deliver new styles at bargain prices. With better data tracking and supply-demand analysis, tech giant Philips realized inventory reductions of 10% to 15%.


Recommendation
The Economist Intelligence Unit reports that big data is the next big trend in supply chains in this succinct but educational look at the future of logistics. Businesses can certainly use information to make their supply chains faster and more efficient, and their operations more nimble and adept. But the challenge for most firms is how to parse, dissect and leverage the data now available from myriad sources such as cloud technologies and social media. getAbstract suggests this instructive recap to logistics and risk managers, procurement specialists, vendors, and executives working to incorporate big data into their businesses’ supply chains.

Summary
As Dell Computer, Amazon and Walmart demonstrate, thriving companies embrace nimble supply chains and master the nuances of flexible manufacturing. Unilever’s logistics managers scrutinize demographics in each of the consumer goods company’s markets to tailor products and logistics. Inditex, the parent of “fast-fashion” chain Zara, has accelerated its design, production and distribution so it can rapidly deliver new styles at bargain prices. Supply-chain operations are so critical to Apple’s success that their details remain top secret.
“In the last few decades, supply chains have become infinitely more layered and complex.”

Supply-chain managers can no longer just cut costs; they have to add value by making their firms more responsive to changing customer needs and to shorter product cycles. As a result, “demand-sensitive networks” are replacing outdated supply chains. In the past, the typical supply chain consisted of a few vendors in a defined geographic area. Now, both suppliers and customers are scattered around the globe. As supply chains grow more multifaceted, one small problem – a strike, a political upheaval, a transport snafu – can reverberate far and wide. For instance, after Japan’s 2011 earthquake, Toyota suddenly lacked more than 400 different parts, which curbed its operations in Japan and the United States for six months.
“To get and stay ahead of the competition, companies must not only sense the present but see the future and proactively shape it to their advantage.”

The new breed of supply chain relies on data and analytics not only to allay shortages and supply risks but also to provide knowledge that allows for proactive strategies. Cloud technologies, social media and business networks are some of the tools companies can use. For example, retailer Home Depot shifts required goods to stores in specific areas based on local weather reports, and it advises customers via Twitter about product availability at different outlets. Businesses are pulling “unstructured data” from blogs, text messages and web videos and combining them with historical information to forecast trends in pricing and purchasing. The Internet of Things will generate even more data. Firms will increasingly tap into “the knowledge of crowds.” Some enterprises may “geofence” – that is, use global positioning systems or radio frequency identification to follow items through the supply chain. Sharing data with suppliers can reduce levels of costly, capital-intensive inventory. For instance, technology firm Philips launched real-time tracking of its product demand, orders and inventories. By connecting 600 suppliers across 11 locations, Philips realized inventory reductions of 10% to 15% through improved supply-demand analysis.

About the Author
The Economist Intelligence Unit is an independent research and analysis organization.
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