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Supply Chain Risk & Visibility in the Movement of Goods

As supply chains have become more globalised and complex
over recent decades, so too have the challenges and risks
threatening their safe and efficient operation. However, it can be
misleading to suggest that more threats to supply chains exist in
today’s world, or that the risks are more severe than in the past.
Rather, as a result of the way supply chains have evolved,
disruptions are pushed further through the system and various
risks have the potential to cause more intense disruptions.
One such example of this evolution is the adoption of lean and
just-in-time techniques over recent decades. Such methods offer
manufacturers and retailers the ability to operate with vastly
reduced inventories. Operating this way, however, cuts the
margin for error in supply chains and means a range of natural
and man-made disasters at all operational levels can have
widespread consequences for production schedules and
customer service levels.
Overcoming such challenges is a tricky proposition for supply
chain professionals. While the temptation may be to attempt to
insulate the supply chain from the myriad threats and risks,
logistics managers must take a wider and more holistic view of
how the supply chain fits into their organisation and the costs
disruptions could cause across the overall organisation. Rather
than ‘insulation’, effective risk management strategies require
scenario planning and putting processes in place, as well as
implementing the technology to sense and respond to events as
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they happen. In summary, it requires placing risk and visibility at
the core of a company’s supply chain strategy to achieve an agile
response to risk.
Creating such a risk-agnostic supply chain is a global challenge,
and the emergence of new logistics markets is introducing a
number of additional variables to the equation. Ti’s CEO and
author of the book Supply Chain Risk: Understanding Emerging
Threats to Global Supply Chains, John Manners-Bell, characterised
the challenge thus; “Modern supply chains reach deep into many
emerging markets where social and environmental practices are
less sophisticated and under much less scrutiny than in the
developed world. Multinational enterprises are starting to realise
that there is a huge reputational risk to their companies if they
are not seen to be treating their employees, or more often their
suppliers’ employees, in a fair and equitable fashion. Likewise
they understand that their suppliers must behave in a sustainable
way to the environment, otherwise the implications of bad press
will rebound on their brand. Consequently we mustn’t just think
of supply chain risk in terms of the disruption to the flow of
products; there are much wider issues and costs at stake.”
Stakeholders throughout the supply chain must be engaged in
understanding and overcoming risk; this survey examines the
operational and strategic approaches taken by manufacturers,
retailers and logistics service providers the world over to create
such risk-agnostic supply chains.
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Executive Summary
• Levels of outsourcing are increasing, but it’s unclear if
responsibility for risk is outsourced alongside physical
transportation.

collaborate with key partners to increase visibility in the
supply chain, more than one in four indicated that their own
organisation formed the boundary of what could be ‘seen’.

• Customers are becoming more exacting in their standards and
look for a range of service options to suit their individual
needs. These include sophisticated track & trace capabilities,
increased speed, value-added services and cost reductions.

• The visibility to measure own and partner performance
against SLAs, and to identify performance by trade lane, are
all required to overcome threats to revenue and profitability.

• Shipments are moving to less expensive, ocean-based modes.
Inter-modal shipments that balance speed and lower costs
are increasingly popular.

• Providing supply chain visibility is a significant challenge.
Achieving the required degree of visibility is a complex task
and necessitates working with partners throughout the supply
chain to understand and share salient information in a timely
fashion.
• While a general economic downturn would have a significant
impact, more pervasive risk is posed by a sudden increase in
costs, poor schedule compliance from transportation partners
or the failure of a key supplier.
• Respondents suggested overcoming supply chain risk is
viewed primarily as a visibility challenge to be tackled with
better and more transparent data and reporting capabilities
enabled by sophisticated operational procedures and IT
systems.
• While over a third of those surveyed had managed to

• Respondents viewed their capacity to improve supply chain
visibility as a function of their capacity for data collection,
interpretation and distribution, with IT systems playing a key
role in the process.

• Warehouse management systems, transport management
systems and freight management systems ranked as the most
important operational IT systems. Providing systems which
enable visibility and the tracking and tracing of shipments are
a primary concern for LSPs aware of the emphasis their
customers place on this information.
• A single software system managing across all modes is the
preferred option.

• IT provision is generally satisfactory for most functions, but
room for improvement remains. Adaptability and
customisation are highly sought, suggesting a system’s ability
to manage change and complexity is highly prized.

The Participants

Between June and September 2014, Ti undertook an electronic
survey of 271 industry professionals from across the globe
examining supply chain risk and visibility in partnership with
Kewill. The survey aimed to investigate operational and strategic
approaches to managing supply chain risk and visibility at the
world’s leading logistics service providers (LSPs), as well as at
retailers and manufacturers.

The majority of respondents (47.7%) operate on a global scale
while more than one quarter (26.2%) were drawn from the high
growth emerging markets of Asia.

Respondents: Logistics Services
3PL/4PL

33.8%

Warehousing

4.4%

Freight Forwarder

34.8%

Ocean Carrier

3.9%

Customs Broker

2.9%

Distributor

9.8%

Road Transport

10.3%

More than three quarters of those surveyed (77.0%) are involved
in the provision of logistics services, with respondents drawn
from a broad base and represent all major areas of the wider
logistics sector, including its customer base.
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A significant majority of those surveyed (57.3%) represented
organisations with annual revenue exceeding $100m.
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Business & Operational Landscape

Survey respondents indicated that levels of outsourcing in the
global logistics industry are expanding. While the majority
(51.7%) have seen outsourcing levels remain stable over the last
three years, those seeing higher rates of outsourcing
outnumbered those bringing logistics processes back in-house
nearly 2-to-1.
Outsourcing presents logistics service providers and their
customers with a potentially tricky proposition. While
outsourcing the physical transportation of goods has clear
parameters and boundaries as an economic exchange, it is not
always so clear whether the less tangible aspects of supply chain
management, including risk, are outsourced as well. While for
some the opportunity to outsource is a means to push the more
complex and often costly elements of managing risk to other
stakeholders, for others the loosening of control associated with
transferring responsibility will represent added risk itself.

manufacturers, as well as management at operational and
strategic levels of LSPs, to view risk as a whole organisation
undertaking and reveals the need to more closely partner with
the various stakeholders throughout the supply chain. Any
decision to outsource fundamentally involves relinquishing a
certain degree of control, with partnership having the potential
to prove the best way for many to mitigate the risk of loosened
control.

When relating to risk specifically, responsibility can be
straightforward at lower levels – late delivery of shipments can
be subject to specific contract provisions, for example – but it
has the potential to become far more complex at higher, more
strategic levels, and especially in terms of indirect risks. Apple,
for example, is widely cited as having a strong supply chain, but
found itself at the centre of a storm over arrangements at its
Chinese partner, Foxconn. This type of risk is representative of
the need for supply chain managers at retailers and
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Business & Operational Landscape

Survey responses suggest that more detailed tracking and
reporting measures are highly sought by customers, with nearly
one fifth (18.1%) seeking improvements in the data provided.
This places an emphasis on sophisticated systems which can
provide such services, with respondents noting that expectations
of inventory data management particularly were ever increasing.

for lower cost solutions seems opposed to this however, but
suggests that customers are having to balance of the benefits of
speed with cost. Importantly, it should be noted that slower and
cheaper doesn’t mean demand for added risk and visibility
features is sacrificed, but that customers expect these features
across all product ranges, regardless of cost to the provider.

That respondents grouped five different demands relatively
closely to suggest that customers are seeking a broad base of
consistently high performance from their shippers with tolerance
of poor service provision low. Respondents commented too, that
expectations were increasingly set out at the tender stage, and
that these expectations were beginning to push LSPs to offer
increasingly tailored and specific services, including the ability to
monitor and report at a customer and even transactional level.
This presents several opportunities for LSPs to push their
services throughout customer’s operations and increase control
– a way to reduce risk and improve visibility – particularly as
demand for value-added services grows.

Low levels of ‘in-housing’ tallies with increasing rates of
outsourcing seen elsewhere in the survey, while the lower levels
of demand seen for parcel handling capability suggests the
impact of e-commerce is limited. This may be due to the
majority of online sales falling within national markets, with
shippers able to consolidate orders by on an international level.

The increase in required speed is likely driven in part by the
continued evolution of Just-in-Time and Just-in-Sequence
manufacturing techniques and the reduction of inventories in
the retail sector which both place an emphasis on timely
transportation. This in turn requires robust supply chains that
can adapt and overcome potential disruptions, with visibility and
risk awareness as an enabler of such. The increasing preference
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Business & Operational Landscape

Across all transportation geography, more than 80% of
respondents indicated that shipments were either stable or
increasing, highlighting that providers are operating in a positive
sum environment. More than half (51.5%) of those surveyed are
seeing global shipments increase, the largest of any geography,
while just 17.2% of respondents were seeing a decreasing
amount of global shipments – the lowest of any geography and
suggesting that demand is originating across multiple regions.
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Emerging markets – particularly Asia – seem likely to be driving
at least some of the growth across most transport geographies.
Demand will continue to expand in these markets as middle
classes grow, but also as infrastructure is improved and
production capabilities increase. Moreover, as costs rise in the
more advanced emerging markets, including China, production
will shift to other, cheaper markets. The growth in intra-regional
transits points to this trend as emerging markets that were once
strictly export-only experience growing domestic demand.
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Business & Operational Landscape

Survey participants revealed a shift towards less expensive,
ocean-based modes. This is perhaps not surprising as such a
trend has been witnessed for much of the period since the 2008
recession as pressure has been exerted on rates and margins
squeezed. The shift, however, is harder to reconcile with the
growing demand for speed in transportation that respondents
cited elsewhere in the survey. Several respondents commented,
however, that modal shifts had resulted in increased intermodal
transportation and the introduction of a second mode rather
than a straightforward switch, which is perhaps an attempt to
trade balance reduced costs with the demand for increased
speed.
Given the widespread growth of e-commerce driven volumes, it
could perhaps have been expected that parcels would be a much
more in demand shipment method in 2014, however, with
respondents indicating unchanged volumes it appears likely that
e-commerce is having a much less significant impact on the
international market.
Increased container usage supports the increased usage of sea
freight and suggests consolidation is being used to leverage
economies of scale in order to drive down prices – indeed, it
appears as if this is where the lost pallet volumes have gone, and
indicates shippers are scaling up rather than down to save costs
and ease margin pressure.
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Supply Chain Risk

Respondents indicated that providing supply chain visibility is a
significant challenge. Achieving the required degree of visibility is
a complex task and necessitates working with partners
throughout the supply chain to share information. In addition,
investment in IT is required to allow for remote monitoring of
various measurables, some of which are central to customer
requirements, such as the preservation of the cold chain in the
pharmaceutical & healthcare sector. Moreover, a visible supply
chain requires the capability to make the accurate data available
and accessible to customers in real-time, as well as
implementing systems and procedures that allow for
interventions to be made when something goes wrong.

schedule. For those providers, failure to adhere to schedules
holds the risk that additional charges will be levied, potentially
erasing already thin margins.

Transportation reliability was also cited as a key issue, and one
that is likely to grow in significance as rates of outsourcing
increase. There can be an increased risk associated with
loosening control over transportation, and customers are
increasingly likely to place more exacting demands on LSPs as
they seek the capability to track, trace and monitor the shipping
environment. This places emphasis on collaboration throughout
the supply chain.
The prevalence of Just-in-Time, Just-in-Sequence and other lowinventory manufacturing methods makes keeping schedules
vital. For customers, loosing the schedule is a risk in and of itself,
regardless of the cause, and respondents indicate this has
translated into pressure on deliveries occurring on time and to
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Supply Chain Risk

While nearly half (43.4%) of those surveyed concluded that
economic downturn would have a very significant impact on
revenue and profitability, respondents indicated that three other
potential risks were likely to have a wider, if perhaps less intense,
impact.

Some 73.9% noted that a sudden increase in costs would impact
or significantly impact revenue and profitability across the sector,
while 72.7% rated poor schedule compliance from
transportation partners as likely to have that same level of
impact. The highest rating risk by impact, however, was the
potential failure of key suppliers at 74.0%. The implication is that
stakeholders throughout the supply chain need effective internal
and external monitoring processes in place as well as
contingency plans should any of the events occur.
The two most pertinent threats relate back to key themes
already cited in the survey – at 74.0%, the failures of key
suppliers drives the need for closer, more collaborative
partnerships throughout the supply chain, while the threat of a
sudden rise in costs hints at the margin pressure so keenly felt
across much of the logistics sector. At the other end of the scale,
changes to trade compliance regulations appeared to be the risk
respondents felt most able to overcome, with 40.8% rating the
impact of such changes as neutral or slight.
The importance of visibility in the supply chain was noted by one
survey respondent who cited the interrelated nature of
operations; “If you have robust visibility mechanisms your
forecasting accuracy will improve and you will be able to react
proactively to the advent of other risks and minimise the impact
to your business.”
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Supply Chain Risk

While it is clear that many organisations are looking at various
options to minimise their exposure to and mitigate the impact of
risks in their supply chains, respondents suggested overcoming
supply chain risk is viewed primarily as a visibility challenge to be
tackled with better and more transparent data and reporting
capabilities enabled by more sophisticated operational
procedures and IT systems. Indeed, some 27.9% said increasing
visibility was their primary route to reducing risk, and 22.2%
pointing out that additional IT capabilities were required.
The inclusion of risk management in KPIs and the introduction of
additional compliance procedures rated highly, as opposed to
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the appointment of a Chief Risk Officer with just 2.8% of
respondents indicating their organisations had plans to make
such a move. Indeed, several comments pointed out that risk
management was being added to existing executive
responsibility rather than having a strategic-level role of its own.
The implication appears to be that the majority of those
surveyed believed the strategic capability to overcome supply
chain risks was already present in their organisations, with the
necessary improvements needing to be made at the operational
level where emphasis can be placed on proper implementation
of systems and the monitoring of risks.
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Supply Chain Visibility

More than one third (37.6%) of those surveyed have been able
to collaborate with partners to expand the boundaries of
visibility beyond their own company’s walls. According to the
responses of this survey, achieving such a level of visibility is a
key step along the road to better understanding and managing
risk.
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Still, more than one in four (28.7%) of those surveyed said their
company formed the boundary of what they could effectively
see, and therefore exercise direct influence over. This can place
the management of both shipments, and of supply chain risk
into the hands of others. This may be a strategic move to
outsource the responsibility for risk and visibility, however.
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Supply Chain Visibility

The generally balanced outcome across the three visibility
challenges suggests that the ability to collect, manage and
interpret data from various operational activities is needed
throughout the supply chain.
The placement of accurately identifying performance by trade
lane/mode of transport at the top of the list is likely a reflection
of the increased demands customers are placing on providers to
deliver real-time performance data across a range of
measurements which may affect their shipments.
© October 2014 Transport Intelligence

It was noted by several respondents that such data allowed both
providers and their customers to make better decisions and
generate better outcomes across the business. Meeting such
demands can, therefore, become a competitive advantage, and
one LSPs appear to be pursuing in order to win business. The
ability to measure partners performance reinforces the message
that end-to-end supply chain visibility is a collaborative effort,
requiring partnership and integrated working patterns if
processes to identify and overcome risks are to be effective.
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Supply Chain Visibility

Running parallel with the strategies employed to
mitigate risk are the actions being taken to increase
visibility. It appears respondents view their capacity to
enable better supply chain visibility in improving their
capacity for data collection, interpretation and
distribution, with IT systems playing a key role in the
process. These improvements occur on the operational
level, just as the risk management practices cited earlier
in the survey.
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The Role of Technology

Participants were asked to rank the various software types in terms of their importance in assisting with the management of
operations on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 equalled the least important and 5 the most important. In order to rank the software types,
ranking points were awarded according to each rating – 5 points for a ‘most important’ rating, through to 1 for a least important
rating.
H o w imp o rta nt d o y o u fe e l the fo llo wing s o ftwa re s y s te ms
a re in a s s is ting the ma na g e me nt o f o p e ra tio ns ?
Warehouse management system
Transport management system
Freight management system
Finance software
Order management software
Enterprise resource planning
Customs and compliance software
Planning and optimisation software
Customer relationship management software
Parcel shipping software

R a nk
1
2
2
4
5
6
7
7
9
10

Warehouse management systems ranked highest, while transport management systems and freight management systems ranked
jointly in second place. This suggests that systems which allow for visibility and the tracking and tracing of shipments is a primary
concern for LSPs who are aware of the emphasis their customers place on this information. These are also systems that allow for
management of shipments at the tactical/operational level, while those which eek out a strategic advantage for providers – CRM
software, for example – rate more lowly.

© October 2014 Transport Intelligence

Supply Chain Risk & Visibility in the Movement of Goods

17

The Role of Technology

Survey respondents indicated that one software system managing across all modes is the preferred option. This can reduce the
complexity by managing multiple transportation modes and shipments with a single integrated platform. However, it exposes
providers to several risks – disruptions take on the potential to be perpetuated throughout the supply chain.
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The Role of Technology

When asked to rate the performance of their current software
across a variety of functions, it is perhaps understandable that
the ratings given by respondents produced a bell curve, with
the majority of answers falling in the mid-range to indicate that
software is generally satisfactory but room for improvement
exists. Indeed, approximately half of all respondents rated their
current functional software in either the ‘meets expectations’
or ‘meets expectations +’ category. Of the software types
surveyed, freight forwarding software and warehouse
management systems were the only two which peaked in the
‘meets expectations +’ rating. Warehouse management
systems scored best when ‘meets expectation +’ and ‘exceeds
expectations’ scores were combined with 39.2% indicating
© October 2014 Transport Intelligence

they were highly satisfied with the performance of their
current software. Some 37.5% of respondent rated their
freight forwarding software across those same two categories.
Respondents did, however, reveal a clear need for
improvement in software that facilitates integration with
trading partners – at 32.3%, nearly one third of respondents
categorised their current software as either ‘not meeting
expectations’ or ‘meets expectations –’. Nearly as concerning is
the 29.6% who ranked BI/tools for management dashboards
and reporting in the same two categories. Similarly, nearly one
fifth (19.6%) reported unsatisfactory performance from their
customs & compliance software. This reveals a clear demand
for improved solutions.
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The Role of Technology

Adaptability and the ability to customise software is a clearly
sought after feature. The demand to tailor software to meet
individual needs is likely a direct link to the desire of each
provider to serve the individual demands of their own
customers.
Scalability is important for one fifth (20.5%) of respondents. This
may relate to respondents’ desire to manage shipments
travelling on domestic, regional and global trade lanes, or with
specialised requirements, at any one time from a single system.
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The difference between initial cost and return on investment
suggests that high initial cost isn’t always prohibitive, but only so
long as the value of a system is evident. This is also perhaps
linked to speed of deployment rating near the bottom of the list
– similar to ROI, it seems the correct solution over the long-term
is prioritised. The implication is clear; software must facilitate
the efficient and effective operation of the business model, not
dictate what capabilities an LSP can offer customers.
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