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 As business continues to evolve, managing data has become  
every bit as important to the supply chain as managing production, 
shipments, and inventories. >>>>
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A
s luck would have it, a demand-
driven supply chain (DDSC) that 
fits this description is moving close 
to reality. It’s been unleashed by 
game-changing technologies that 

keep everyone in the system—from the source of 
materials procurement to the point of sale—up to 
date on what’s selling, what’s en route, and what 
it all means for the bottom line. They increas-
ingly include cloud-based systems, which connect 
multiple users to dynamic data streams across a 
single platform, and other high-powered networks. 

“The cloud has increased the ability to share 
data, and we’re measuring so much more than 
ever before,” says Pierre Mercier, managing 
director for Boston Consulting Group (BCG), a 
management consulting firm. But the cloud has 
brought its own set of challenges, namely more 
information than some companies can comfort-
ably handle. “Many don’t have the science and 
the capabilities to process all that data,” adds 
Mercier, “and to make sense of it and translate it 
into smart business decisions.”

Real-Time SnapShoTS
More and more companies are recognizing the 
importance of supply chain technology, and 
those that do are making the most of it, turning 
the information it generates into impressive 
numbers. Some companies that use advanced 
DDSC systems have improved delivery perfor-
mance by 20% and cut inventories by 33%, 
according to an August report from BCG. 

When decision-makers across an organization 
see the same real-time snapshot of market activ-
ity, they can direct shipments accordingly and not 
worry about stockpiling contingency inventories. 
“Less warehouse space may be needed,” says Rick 
Blasgen, president and CEO of the Council of Sup-
ply Chain Management Professionals (CSCMP), 
“which means companies can reconfigure their 
facilities to do more value-added service.” The 
implications of IT are so vast, Blasgen says, that 

the future of technology in supply chains will be a 
prominent theme when CSCMP holds its annual 
global conference Oct. 20–23 in Denver.

Supply chain decision-makers do well to focus 
on tech, Blasgen adds, because the challenge now 
stretches beyond capturing boatloads of data on 
rates and units sold. It’s increasingly becoming 
a matter of turning these facts and patterns into 
insights, improved supply chain designs, and 
smarter business structures that stand ready to 
exploit opportunities. 

“Being best at managing data is going to be 
every bit as important as being best at managing 
service and managing cost,” says Craig Dickman, 
CEO of Breakthrough Fuel, a provider of supply 
chain fuel management services. “The companies 
that manage data in the supply chain most effec-
tively will win in the new marketplace.”

To turn data into intelligent action, savvy  
companies are learning to analyze conditions 
quickly and are getting their supply chains to fire 
on all cylinders when opportunity knocks. For 
starters, they’re making sure customers hardly 
ever find empty shelves. One firm with a demand-
driven supply chain raised its on-shelf availability 
rate from 90% to 99% while reducing stock levels 
by 40%, according to BCG’s August report. 

ScRambling foR neceSSiTieS
Cloud-based systems are even ready when retail 
demand surges at short notice, such as when a 
hurricane bears down on a metro area and resi-
dents scramble for batteries and flashlights. Rath-
er than selling out in hours and waiting days for 
the next delivery, CVS Caremark adjusts orders 
via a logistics management platform provided 
by Descartes, a logistics technology services 
company headquartered in Waterloo, Ontario. The 
cloud-based service continuously and immediately 
updates all suppliers and carriers. 

In such situations, less urgent shipments 
might be held for a day or more, and trucks might 
be reloaded or rerouted. In the end, a smart net-

Companies with goods to ship have long 
dreamed of a world in which items travel only 
where they’re needed. In this ideal environ-
ment, parts and products move with maximum  
efficiency, arriving on time and in just the  
right quantities to satisfy local demand.

More and  
more companies  
are recognizing 
the importance 
of supply  
chain technology, 
turning the 
information it 
generates  
into impressive 
numbers.



work means customers aren’t left in the dark.  
“We use our cloud-based network to get into the 
flow of CVS and its partners’ data,” says Chris 
Jones, executive vice president of marketing and 
services for Descartes. “Then we have applica-
tions that use that data in the cloud so suppliers, 
carriers, and CVS can all see the impact.”

Cloud-based systems can also illuminate 
where profit centers are concentrated geo-
graphically. KPMG helps clients use cloud-based 
software to identify where sales are delivering 
the fattest profits. The payoff has included 
revenue growth to the tune of 8% for one client, 
says Kevin O’Laughlin, leader of KPMG’s supply 
chain operations service network in the U.S. “It’s 
helping them make better decisions about where 
they allocate their scarce manufacturing capacity 
across product segments,” he says.

Jump-STaRTing pRoducTion
As technology lifts the veil on real-time market 
activity, experts say some of the biggest win-
ners will be the makers of tomorrow’s hot new 
items. Sellers of apparel or consumer electronics, 
Blasgen says, no longer have to play catch-up one 

season late—that is, after the next big thing has 
already come and gone. With clear market signals 
in hand, firms that cater to fickle consumer tastes 
can pivot faster than ever before, jump-starting 
production and directing shipments to particular 
stores where demand has proved strong just  
a few weeks or even days prior.

The same tech infrastructure that helps firms 
study up-to-the-minute shopping patterns  
also points the way to lower supply chain costs— 
at least for those whose corporate partners  
know how to turn information into savings. Take, 
for example, the logistical challenges inherent in 
shipping freight. Negotiating contracts and sifting 
through myriad options, from shared truckloads 
to rail or overnight air, can consume enormous 
amounts of staff time. Now manufacturers and 
retailers alike are driving down costs by signing up 
UltraShipTMS to handle that business in the cloud.

Here’s how it works: A software-as-a-service 
(SaaS) program collects details, such as shipment 
specifications, rate caps, and delivery timetables. 
It finds, books, and tenders the best and most 
cost-efficient routes available and amasses data 
on the client’s shipping practices for strategic 

The 
companies 

that manage 
data in 

the supply 
chain most 

effectively will 
win in the new 

marketplace.
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analysis down the line. Even in the short 
term, the service pays for itself by lining 
up best-possible deals and freeing up 
precious staff time.

Pathways to cost savings vary, as the 
experience of UltraShipTMS clients at-
tests. Through automation, one leading 
food and agricultural products company 
was able to shave 70% off the time that 
dispatchers spent managing shipment 
transactions, including execution of 
delivery payments.

A cosmetics and fragrance manu-
facturer found savings by a different 
route. Data analysis showed the firm 
was spending as much as $120,000 per 
month on expedited shipping because 
automatic triggers were authorizing the 
use of airfreight on a routine basis. By 
shifting models to involve in-house trans-
portation experts earlier in shipment 
decision-making, the UltraShipTMS client 
cut expedited shipping costs by $70,000 
in the first month and saved more than 
$1.5 million over two years.

“It pushes off a lot of the cost with-
out a significant IT effort or significant 
IT spend” for in-house technology, says 
UltraShipTMS president Nicholas Car-
retta. “It allows smaller companies to 
compete on a platform similar to that of 
their big-budget competitors.”

ShoRT- and long-TeRm SavingS
Savings come in other forms, as well. 
Warehousing costs in general jumped 
7.6% in 2012, according to CSCMP’s 
“State of Logistics Report,” but not ev-
eryone took a hit. According to Blasgen, 
proactive companies cut inventory ex-
penses by moving freight in accordance 
with actual demand and forgoing the 
stockpiling employed in years past. 

Relying on cost-reducing technologies 
doesn’t mean compromising perfor-
mance. Quite the contrary. KPMG is 
helping customers to do more than they 
ever could on their own. Sharing demand 
data across its extended network of sup-
pliers, for instance, is often challenging 
with in-house proprietary systems, but 
KPMG’s cloud-based solutions provide 
the necessary capability in a cost effec-
tive way. Business solutions oftentimes 
happen faster when an experienced 
partner gets involved.

“So the ability to implement new 
solutions much more rapidly and ac-
celerate time to value is a real benefit,” 
O’Laughlin says.

Perhaps the sweetest fruits of supply 
chain tech power are apt to be harvested 
over the long term. That’s because 
those devoted to collecting big data for 
individual clients often take things one 
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To advertise in our Supply Chain sections, contact 
Brian Greene at 212.522.1942. For reprints, call 
PARS at 212.221.9595, ext. 437. For more informa-
tion about the industry, visit cscmp.org.

step further, analyzing copious information and 
advising clients on how to adapt business systems 
and modify organizational structures to reap the 
benefits.

Breakthrough Fuel, for one, amasses client-
specific data in the process of slashing trans-
portation budgets by pegging shipping rates to 
actual fuel costs on particular freight movements. 
These databases then become foundations for 
Breakthrough Insight, a dashboard-type business 
intelligence product that provides a constantly 
updated transportation snapshot and equips 
decision-makers with the tools to drill down for 
deeper analytical understandings, with strategic 
implications.

Having all the best data means little, of course, 
if a company is not equipped to utilize it. Today’s 
technologies can help big organizations get all 
their activities, from operations and finance to 
marketing, on the same page quickly by placing 
current data in front of all divisions simultaneous-
ly. But unless they proactively utilize systems to 
translate insight into action, advantages derived 
from technology can easily go unrealized.

KPMG confronts this risk by doing integrated 

business planning across a client’s organizational 
segments, then making full use of what the data 
streams show. This involves working with compa-
nies as they look to ensure that their systems are 
structured to facilitate, not hamper, swift action 
when the information on executives’ desks points 
to a problem or opportunity.

“It seems obvious that all the decisions across 
a company’s divisions should be aligned, but 
often they’re not,” O’Laughlin says. Integrated 
business planning “is about aligning those points 
of view into a single point of view.”

While experts say most companies haven’t 
yet mastered their data streams, they see a few 
notable firms rising to the challenge. These trail-
blazers are seizing the moment by partnering with 
professionals who bring the right tools and know-
how to the job. In the process they’re pocketing 
profits and taking the road to continued success 
in a new environment. ●

800-731-7512 www.UltraShipTMS.com

The New Face of 
Transportation 
Management 
Solutions
Bridge the divide between private � eet 
and common carrier management with 
UltraShipTMS.  
One tool
One implementation
Many bene� ts

Inbound • Outbound • All Modes
Delivering SaaS-based TMS for 12 Years

Award Winning Optimizer Tool

Our clients 
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something 
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