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Synopsis
Britain’s new relationship with Brussels, coupled with
the pandemic’s ongoing disruption, put supply chain
networks under scrutiny. It revealed their weaknesses
and flaws. And has forced UK exporters to act. With
87% of organisations planning to increase their
investment in supply chain resilience and automation
over the next two years [Gartner, 2021], organisations
must fortify their supply chains against the disruptions
of tomorrow.
Yet, despite this significant investment, successful
transformations at scale are difficult. Currently, a
staggering 70% of supply chain automation initiatives
are failing to achieve their stated objectives [McKinsey,
2020], leaving senior executives under increasing
pressure to mitigate costs, improve the bottom line and
deliver tangible results to the board.
Supply chain automation brings a priceless opportunity
to the 30% that get it right. As a senior executive, how
will you ensure your organisation succeeds during this
vital transformation?
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“Supply chains are being
stretched, strained and broken in
unprecedented fashion. Failure
to address critical issues
promptly could exacerbate this,
causing extreme food shortage
and increased global conflict.”
[Forbes, 2021]

#01 Testing the
supply
The last 12 months have caused permanent change - both Brexit & COVID have
heavily impacted supply chains and organisations have had to rapidly challenge
their strategies for procurement and distribution. COVID has created a multitude
of problems from production interruption to decreased availability of materials.
and these have added to the existing pressures organisations were already
experiencing, due to inefficiencies and an over-reliance on manual processes.
Though COVID-19’s initial effects have started to ease in some locations, much of
the disruption looks likely to remain for the considerable future. According to
recent research, 70% of multinational corporations say COVID-19 poses the
biggest risk to their supply chains today. [OBS, 2021]

Rethinking the Chain
Yet the chaos has also offered firms unprecedented opportunities for growth,
forcing firms to rethink inefficiencies and strengthen weak spots, so they can
build better resilience. According to Gartner, by 2023, 50% of global productcentric enterprises will have invested in real-time transportation visibility
platforms, while the demand for robotic goods-to-person systems will quadruple,
due to social distancing demands. [Gartner, 2021]
To mitigate supply chain risk, it will be essential for companies to be able to
identify and predict disruption - and automation can play a major part in this by
addressing inefficiencies and a lack of interconnectivity. Transforming the
supply chain will be critical to embedding robustness - companies will need to
greatly accelerate their efforts to achieve this, but must carefully strategise their
rollout.

#01 Testing the
supply
Who thrived?
“Some organisations tried to ‘patch’ their problems over the last
12 months but not fundamentally rethinking how they approach
their supply chain will only hurt them down the line.”
[Anonymous Input]
Some companies’ supply chains were not as impacted by the disruption- these
were the ones who’d digitised high-value processes early on and been previously
strong on identifying the risks. They’d already organised multicarrier
arrangements for critical processes, and were benefiting from improved insights
and increased visibility. In some cases, they’d shortened their supply chains and
shed their critical capability, so were much better positioned to cope.
Firms who were heavily tied to manual processes and reliant on single sourcing
from one location were more vulnerable - they were susceptible to running out
of stock and were often held up by shipping or labour delays.
Many industry leaders are leveraging 4.0 solutions - with 39% implementing a
control-tower approach to increase end-to-end supply-chain transparency. As a
direct result of the pandemic, 25% are now fast-tracking their automation
programs to address the labour shortages that have occurred as a result.
[McKinsey, 2021]
The past 12 months have been a wake-up call - historically firms have pursued
low-cost solutions but these have not been fit to navigate the recent disruption.
More investment in advanced, end-to-end automation platforms will be required
to transform information-intensive business processes - and drastically reduce
manual work and human error.
Organisations are now presented with a chance to rethink the way they manage
the entire supply chain - many were guilty of neglecting to ensure they were
resilient enough in the past, but the pandemic has made them reconsider.

#01 Testing the
supply
To survive post-pandemic and through to the next disruption, companies will
have to re-architect and digitise their supply chains, to ensure they experience
minimal impact. Improving robustness will be vital to future survival, where
nationalistic trade wars and a preference for domestic manufacturing could fast
become the norm.

Flexing on demand
“Automation is going to be priceless when it comes to
warehousing, home distribution and delivery networks as it
allows us to mitigate errors, and thus, costs.” [Vikki Roberts, Head
of Supply Chain, Johnson Matthey]

Our participants told us that the ability to be agile helped them cope when it
came to supply during the pandemic - even if they’d planned ahead, suppliers
who couldn’t get labour, couldn’t get resources. Key decisions on what to sell and
what not to sell had to be made quickly, then rolled out - and the capability to do
this at scale ties into having intuitive, automated processes in place.
For some, the fundamental nature of their supply chain has changed over the last
12 months. Plenty of firms are expecting this not to revert post-pandemic, due to
a permanent change in consumer behaviour.
The grounding of flights may have only caused a temporary disruption but with
remote working and lockdowns likely to continue - it’s clear that the way the
supply chain is managed will have to shift.
When it comes to the pandemic’s effects on your business, have there been
challenges, and has this caused leaders to rethink how the supply chain
functions? How much digital acceleration have you already rolled out due to
COVID and Brexit - and how much more automation do you have planned for
the next 12-18 months?

“87% of organisations plan to increase
their investment in supply chain
resilience over the next two years.”
[Gartner, 2021]

#2 Automating to
Thrive
Brexit and COVID have impacted supply chains both in the short and long term
– but this has also driven growth, and the technology we have has enabled this.
A decade ago such a rapid shift wouldn’t have been possible, now automation’s
potential to drive further efficiency is making many sit up and take notice.
Gartner predicts that by 2024, 50% of supply chain organisations will have
invested in applications that support artificial intelligence and advanced
analytics capabilities. [Gartner, 2021] A recent survey of manufacturing and
supply-chain professionals found that 93 percent plan to focus on strengthening
resilience - with 90 percent planning to invest in new talent for digitisation.
[McKinsey, 2021]
Going forward, automation will be a must for any firm wanting to compete automating processes allows risk and redundancies to be identified and
eradicated, which increases operational effectiveness.
There’s been major acceleration when it comes to automation - with numerous
firms wishing they’d invested earlier. If they want to prepare better for future
shocks though, what type of solutions should organisations plan to implement
going ahead?

Tomorrow’s efficiency, today
“Automation will be vital to growing past the last 12 months.
Firms who fail to automate and digitise now won’t be able to
survive, let alone compete long term.” [Dietmar Harteveld, Head
of Supply Chain Management, Siemens]
Automation provides companies with the opportunity to re-evaluate sub-optimal
ways of working, helping them rethink legacy and unify disparate processes, so
they can streamline. It can also help them meet their ESG mission goals through
access to deeper insight and the ability to reduce error. This is especially
valuable, as ESG is on a lot of agendas and will be a top priority going forward.

#02 Automating
to Thrive
One of our interviewees said that while automation is not always cheaper, it’s
vital for firms to harness its benefits, due to the flexibility and efficiency it
provides. When you have humans involved, you need to upskill them to have
capability, but there’s still always the chance of error. People can get sick and
disrupt the whole business - this doesn’t happen with automation, and you don’t
have to retain it whenever a task changes.

It’s all about agility
“People were not ready for the worst-case scenario and have
been hurt because of it.” [Vikki Roberts, Head of Supply Chain,
Johnson Matthey]

Implementing automation into processes gives firms more agility and greater
visibility - allowing them to spot, fix, and prevent problems in real-time and
identify where the chain may be susceptible to failure.
Getting this tech embedded now will limit any future disruption, allowing
companies to better understand what they should be committed to going ahead.
For most companies, the challenge will be deciding what to automate first - and
that decision should be based on what gives the most value. Data and insights
will play a crucial part in identifying what to prioritise, helping to steer companies
in the right direction.
Many firms now see the critical role automation can play in their procurement
strategies, due to the flexibility and robustness it provides. But it will also enable
them to pay closer attention to the interplay of supply and pricing, so they can
respond faster to real-time price changes and resource availability - and it will
remove the need for transactional requirements, so teams can focus their
energies elsewhere.
The majority of our contributors felt that to build greater resilience and capacity
there needs to be much more investment in automation- but firms will need to
look at how they assign value before making the case to decision-makers.
Harnessing intelligent automation will allow organisations to enjoy
unprecedented visibility and insight - but to secure investment, how do we define
the long term payoff, and what high-value processes must be upgraded first?

“80% of firms say
they believe that
automation is vital
to empowering
employees and
supply-chain
partners with
better data
insights.”
[OBS and Longitude, 2020]

#03 The Challenge
Ahead
“The critical factor has been a robust risk assessment
process, and good relationships with supply chain
partners.”
[Matt Parkinson, Finance Director, UPS]
Before firms can fully embed automation into the supply chain, they’ll have to
navigate a number of issues. Our participants mentioned numerous challenges perceived costs, culture, and potential job losses near the top of the list, while
data and security concerns feature.
The complete digitisation of the supply chain requires the unification of multiple
disparate systems, from APIs and electronic data interchange systems to shipping
and logistics, inventory management, and compliance. Yet digitising processes for
the sake of it is not the answer - many companies who adopt new tech fail to
unlock the full potential, due to a lack of capability. End-to-end automation
solutions provide firms with a superior option, enabling greater capability and
interconnectivity, and allowing organisations to manage their entire digital
workflow.
When it comes to investment, companies will also have to consider their
approach to timing - if you don’t want to be left lagging, is it wise to wait, or
better to go for a first-mover advantage?

What needs to be done?
One of the main problems is that there is a huge need to improve visibility and
capability - but to achieve this you need the right data. Trustworthy data means
firms can make better decisions - and understand where they need to be going,
and the changes they must make to get there. Maintaining good data hygiene
has been critical for successful firms who’ve automated, and it will remain so
going forward.
One of the major goals is to increase visibility of inventory - but organisations
will need to carry out due diligence to identify the right tech partners to pair with
on automated projects. Vendors will need to offer flexible, centralised solutions
that align well with the company and their existing carrier network.

#03 The Challenge
Ahead
As firms implement more automation into the supply chain, they’ll require more
precise change management, and will need to create dedicated roles to oversee
this. By 2025, it’s predicted that more than 50% of supply chain firms will have
created a technology leadership role that reports directly to the chief supply
chain officer. [Gartner, 2021]
Without this kind of oversight, companies won’t be able to fully leverage the
systems they have put in place - and they’ll waste valuable time and resources
they could assign to priority areas. Dedicated leaders will be much better
positioned to advance automation drives and create the optimal technology
balance.

Shifting the obstacles
“You can really poison an automation project if you don’t get the
right people on it.” [Anonymous Input]
Most supply chain organisations are functionally siloed and as a result, they’re
measured within their respective domains and roles. A significant end-to-end
transformation that makes full use of automation’s capabilities will require a
complete shift in mindset.
One of the biggest setbacks is employee attitudes to change, as the workforce is
often accustomed to their set ways of working. With automation, it’s even harder,
as some departments and staff fear it will replace their jobs. Upskilling staff to
more advanced digital roles will help to mitigate this - after all, you need people
to understand processes and their potential- but some will remain resistant.
One way of encouraging the cultural shift is by liberating employee time - using
technologies like intelligent document processing to automate repetitive manual
processes. Companies need to shift the focus away from fear - the people at the
end of the change need to understand what is happening and why, and need to
be the ones to drive the change. A lot of firms undervalue this, yet it’s a pivotal
factor.
Training and support are also crucial and is often the last thing companies
consider when it comes to their automation projects - but sometimes this can be
the biggest differentiator between success, and failure.

#03 The Challenge
Ahead
“Crisis is good for accelerating processes - having
network flexibility is one way of gaining resilience
but it’s vital to have a good procurement system.”
[Anonymous Input]
Security and privacy is also an issue, and the ability to adequately protect highvalue data nears the top of the list when it comes to worries about automation.
This becomes even more of a concern when firms need to work directly with
third parties - choosing the right partners will be critical.
For a lot of firms, the biggest obstacle is access to enough capital for investment.
Organisations have been financially damaged by the pandemic, yet they’ll need
to spend money to recover from it, so leaders have to demonstrate the value.
Some organisations have already invested, but aren’t yet able to enjoy the full
benefits - a participant told us their firm had spent a lot of money putting in an
SAP capability but it still couldn’t do what they wanted.
Getting ROI from the tools in place will be a primary challenge - instead of
investing without embedding system and process capacity, it’s better to opt for
intelligent, control-tower type platforms. End-to-end cognitive solutions can help
organisations implement AI, BPM and automation across their entire digital
workflow, allowing them to unify processes, encourage faster collaboration, and
easily scale decision making.
There’s been plenty of short-term acceleration but now companies need to
consider the business case for longer-term automation of the supply chain. With
regards to your own organisation, where will automation give the most value and
what’s the biggest challenge you’re facing when it comes to implementing it?

Conclusion
The pandemic and Brexit have shown that there’s an urgent need for supply
chain organisations to accelerate automation adoption, so they can respond
quicker, reduce system disruption, and make faster, more accurate decisions.
To do this they’ll require robust embedded AI, cognitive capture and
automation solutions that help them manage all aspects of the supply chain
digital workflow - and have the flexibility to be implemented on-premise, or
via the cloud.
Not all solutions are equal - platforms that offer low or no-code development
capability help to maximise faster deployment, giving firms a greater ability to
run automation across workflows. Intuitive, end-to-end AI and automation
solutions will help companies bring their pivotal business systems together,
allowing them to unite enterprise, legacy, mobile, and more, across their
internal and external processes.
By accelerating their workflows and automating repetitive tasks, companies
will free employees up to focus on higher-value work - and they’ll increase
operational efficiency and compliance. They’ll also be able to remotely
benchmark performance, so they can maximise workforce capacity and
improve labour productivity.
COVID has caused a labour shortage - automating data collection and
analysis on supply chain effectiveness will better position companies to cope
in a more socially distanced world. Control-tower solutions allow for better
oversight and collaboration - enabling exporters, importers, transporters, and
agents to communicate quickly, and eliminating the need for multiple parties
to manually rekey data.
The pandemic’s impact will lead to a need for a dedicated risk management
function within the supply chain, so firms can assess vulnerabilities and apply
mitigation. Automation can help to create this new function, without
organisations having to shoulder a prohibitive financial burden.
There will be more future disruption, and it’s probable that the next crop of
leading firms will be defined as much by their supply chain capabilities as
they are their product.
If they invest in the right automation solutions today, supply chain
organisations will not only be better able to navigate the ongoing effects of
Brexit and COVID - they’ll also be more optimally prepared for what’s coming
tomorrow.
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