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Note: This white paper was drafted in 2020, during the global coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. This 
unprecedented global event has heavily disrupted supply chains and illustrated the critical need for more 
strategic planning capabilities and resilience. Its impact on business, and on lives, cannot be ignored. For 
instance, companies that relied solely on goods from quarantined areas such as parts of China have had to 
scramble to find new suppliers. This has been especially true in industries such as life sciences, healthcare, 
technology, consumer goods and aftermarket parts. These challenges, of course, cascaded through supply 
chains to affect business ecosystems, illustrating the need for resilient, intelligent supply chains.
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Introduction

Your supply chain is the very lifeblood of your 
business. From the first sketches of a new product 
to national consumer fulfillment, business today 
literally ebbs and flows across increasingly complex 
links in global supply chains. 

Alongside this global growth, supply chain 
management and planning have become much 
more sophisticated and can offer significant 
business advantages. However, many organizations 
still view their supply chain through the lenses 
of cost and efficiency, rather than the powerful 
competitive tool it can become. 

Yet changing customer demands, global disruptions 
such as climate change and pandemics, and 
extreme competitive pressures require supply 
chains to become resilient by design if they are to 
support long-term success.

Industry leaders are starting to recognize the 
importance of this more strategic view of their 
supply chains. In fact, one survey noted a shift from 
focusing on short-term goals, such as efficiency and 

effectiveness toward more strategic goals around 
building resilience and finding new, disruptive ways 
to transform supply chains.

By taking a more strategic approach, your 
organization can truly unlock your supply chain’s 
potential for driving growth, enabling innovation, 
improving customer loyalty, and building new 
competitive advantages.

IDC, Leveraging an Intelligent Digital Supply chain, March 2019

In today’s hyper-competitive world, organizations that 
treat the supply chain as a strategic tool will outpace 
their competition and uncover new opportunities.

Efficiency and
effectiveness

Being resilient to potential 
external supply chain disruptions

Being the supply chain
disruptor in our markets

Strategic priority 2018

18%
22% 60%

Strategic priority 2021

Efficiency and 
effectiveness

Being resilient to potential 
external supply chain disruptions

Being the supply chain 
disruptor in our markets

34%
47%

19%

This paper looks at how organizations need 
to think differently about their supply chain. 
It looks at three key elements that need to 
work together to move past short-term cost 
savings to long-term strategic advantage:

1. strategic leadership and planning; 

2. resilience by design; 

3. strong 3PL partnerships.
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Strategic leadership builds resilience

In an era defined by uncertainty, it can be harder than 
ever for supply chain teams to operate efficiently, let 
alone capture competitive advantages. In addition 
to facing down changing regulations, trade disputes, 
climate change and labour unrest, leaders need to 
take a more holistic, strategic view of the supply chain.

This means your supply chain strategy must closely 
align with the overarching goals of the organization, 
as well as with the more specific priorities of the 
procurement, sales, marketing, manufacturing, 
customer service and product management teams. 
Finding the balance between organizational needs 
and uncertain realities begins at the planning stage.

When supply chain teams are at the strategic 
planning table, they can identify early opportunities 
to manage risk, reduce cost, optimize processes, 
and improve customer satisfaction. But to truly find 
and leverage competitive advantages, they also 
need the planning tools that help them provide 
data-driven insights and strategies. 

These tools support an evidence-based approach 
that allows teams to move from reactive decision-
making to strategic planning based on diagnostic, 
predictive and prescriptive data. This forward-
looking approach can improve compliance, speed-
to-market, risk management, processes and 
efficiency. Enabling confident supply chain decision-
making is particularly key in uncertain times.

Yet even before the global coronavirus pandemic, 
supply chains faced a volatile environment of 
economic swings, talent shortages, growing 
complexity and uneven digital maturity. During 
periods of disruption, these risks come into a much 
sharper focus, and the business case for a more 
modern supply chain grows stronger.

Six challenges facing supply chain leaders

1. Empowered consumers 

It’s hard to remember a time when consumers 
were content to “allow 4 to 6 weeks for delivery.” In 
some places, even four hours is too long. Today’s 
consumers demand real-time information, transparent 
processes, simple transactions and quick delivery     
on their terms. These growing expectations extend 
well beyond ridesharing, pizza and books—they 
inform how we approach healthcare, public transit 
and, yes, our own business partners and suppliers. 

The fingerprints of empowered consumers can 
be found throughout today’s supply chains, 
whether business-to-consumer (B2C) or 
business-to-business (B2B). Lead times are 
shrinking, and pressures around speed-to-
market are growing. Even upstream suppliers 
feel the pressure as their customers set 
new performance standards. After all, those 
intermediate buyers are also consumers and 
bring their heightened expectations to work. 

What Consumers Want

Lower costs Fast delivery Great service

80%
of online shoppers are 

influenced by free shipping
choose retailers that 
offer faster shipping

expect free shipments 
within 7 days

46%
49%

 choose retailers that offer 
better returns policies

stop using a retailer after a 
poor returns experience

50%
79%

Source: Canada Post Corporation. 2020 Canadian e-commerce report.
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As these demands place pressure on fulfillment 
and management in the supply chain, there is, 
of course, growing concern about the added 
cost of adopting new, customer-centric business 
models. A primary goal for strategic supply 
chain leaders is finding this balance between 
customers’ changing expectations and the 
ongoing pressures on efficiency and cost

2. Market and social volatility

Trade uncertainties and disruptions have 
dominated the global marketplace, directly 
affecting national and international supply 
chains. From trade wars to tariff disputes to 
Brexit, cross-border and economic uncertainty 
is becoming our new norm. 

Activism is another growing threat, as we have 
seen in demonstrations in Hong Kong that 
crippled a major freight hub. Here in Canada, 
protesters spent weeks disrupting freight rail lines 
that move $250-billion worth of goods annually.1

While the global coronavirus pandemic ushered 
in explosive growth in e-commerce, most 
merchants and supply chain players had to learn 
quickly how to prioritize resources to support 
the greater good, such as medical supplies and 
personal protective equipment.

Add to this the impact of rolling and recurring 
economic shutdowns that made key supplies of 
raw materials and parts unavailable for weeks or 
months, and stifled production and distribution 
across the globe. 

3. Talent shortages

One of the biggest challenges facing the 
industry in the coming decade will be the 
continued shortage of people, especially in 
transportation, where replacements for retiring 
drivers can’t be found quickly enough.

The industry is also dealing with a lack of 
qualified repair technicians to keep vehicles on 
the road, causing further risks to meet demand 
for just-in-time delivery. Meanwhile, changing job 
requirements, retiring Baby Boomers and a lack of 
technical and analytical capabilities are generating 
a looming skills crisis in logistics planning. 

The 2019 Supply Chain Talent survey shows the 
industry struggling to find employees with the 
right skills and experience and contending with 
a general lack of training on next-generation 
supply chain thinking. Since Canadians will be 
spending more than $100 billion online by 2023,4 
the need to find and retain skilled front line and 
support workers will become even more critical. 
Organizations at every stage in the supply chain 
need solid strategies to manage through these 
labour shortages.

4. Growing complexity

The supply chain has never been more complex. 
Today supply chain managers wrestle with an 
increasing number of suppliers, partners, and 
customers, many on a global scale. A 2018 
report finds this growing complexity to be the top 
business pressure facing 38% of supply chains.5

Empowered consumers only add to this 
complexity as organizations support the “mass 
personalization” of products and a growing 
demand for DTC business models. In fact, delivery 
has become a part of the very product being 
offered, with 80% of online shoppers citing free 
shipping as a top reason to choose a specific 
merchant. More than half of Canadian online 
shoppers look for managed expectations around 
delivery and almost as many choose their supplier 
because they offer faster shipping. All of this 
requires sophisticated, intelligent supply chains.4

In the U.S., there was an estimated 
shortage of more than 60,000 
qualified drivers in 2019, which could 
swell to a gap of 160,000 by 2028.2 
Even in Canada the job vacancy rate 
for long-haul drivers was 9.4% in 
2018, compared with an industry rate 
of 6.8%, and a national average of 
3.3%.3
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Paradoxically, the effort to incorporate the 
technology that creates these intelligent 
supply chains further adds to the complexity. A 
recent study finds that most organizations are 
operating in a reactive state: they understand 
the importance of transforming the supply 
chain but are hyper-focused on cost efficiency 
and stuck in functional silos. In fact, only 
16% of supply chain organizations feel they 
have effectively managed or optimized their 
connected systems, data and processes.6

5. The need for analytics

Providing the end-to-end insights needed to 
meet today’s demands is nearly impossible 
without the transparency and solid metrics 
gained through strong analytics. Organizations 
recognize the need for better analytics. Two 
thirds (66%) of respondents in a recent study 
said analytics is key to a successful relationship 
with their third-party logistics (3PL) partners; 
however, only about one third (34%) felt they 
had the capabilities required.7

Many organizations today have outdated 
planning systems—nearly half (47%) are 
operating without an enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) platform—and almost 
three quarters of organizations (74%) have 
interoperability issues.5 When supply chain 
planning happens in silos, using limiting 
technology, it creates time-consuming handoffs 

that make it almost impossible to keep up with 
today’s complexity and empowered consumers. 

Many strategic supply chain leaders are now 
looking to their 3PL partners to help them past this 
frustrating situation by providing the digital maturity 
they need to find and keep their competitive edge.

6. The need for digital maturity

Digital transformation can help supply chain 
planning, improve processes, collaboration and 
customer satisfaction by consolidating data 
and providing analytics capabilities. A digitally 
mature supply chain can break down the silos 
that slow progress and innovation and help drive 
new disruptive approaches. 

Organizations that invest in digital 
transformation quickly shift from that reactive 
stance to a proactive way of working, using 
evidence-based decision-making across the 
supply chain. Other benefits include:

Better compliance—By integrating 
supply chain and other systems, 
organizations have a full view of their 
performance and can quickly address 
compliance risks.

Faster time-to-market—Predictive 
insights allow organizations to more 
quickly anticipate and respond to 
changes in demand and customer 
preferences.

Reduced risk—End-to-end visibility 
is crucial to creating supply 
chain resilience, responding to 
disruptions, and delivering predictable 
performance.

Increased efficiency—Digital maturity 
provides the data needed to make 
smarter evidence-based decisions that 
maximize efficiency.

Rapid innovation—With solid data 
and the analytics to put it to work, 
organizations can accurately model 
different scenarios that help find 
opportunities to innovate.

1. A lack of clean data

2. Poor analytics 
resources

3. Missing expertise and 
talent.7

Barriers            
to better 
analytics
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Strategic leadership is more important than ever 
before to help you leverage the competitive 
advantages in your supply chain. By driving the 
internal innovation required to respond to volatile 
trade and labour conditions, you can lead the 
organizational alignment required to design long-
term resilience.

Resilience by design confronts 
uncertainty and risk

The past two decades have been turbulent for the 
global supply chain as political, climate and social 
disruptions continue to pose significant challenges. 
This uncertainty is driving supply chain leaders to build 
more resiliency into their operations as a way to protect 
the business and create a competitive advantage. 

Resilience, an organization’s ability to avoid and 
recover from adversity, has never been more 
important, and supply chain executives are taking 
note. In 2018 just 22% of industry leaders identified 
supply chain resilience as a strategic priority. By 2021, 
however, that number will be almost half (47%)6

The globalization of supply chains over the last 
decade has created tremendous benefits, but 
brings increased risk as well, particularly when it 
comes to natural disasters. For example, the 2011 
earthquake and tsunami in Fukushima, Japan sent 
shockwaves throughout automotive, aerospace 
and technology industry supply chains, while floods 
in Thailand shut down a key hard-disk maker, 
impacting computer manufacturing supply chains 
for more than a year. 

In late 2019 and 2020, the coronavirus pandemic 
highlighted once again need to build resilience into our 
interconnected global supply chains. As manufacturing 
came to a halt across Asia and economic shutdowns 
cascaded westward through Europe and North 
America, few businesses were spared.

In fact, the 1,000 largest global companies and 
their suppliers had more than 12,000 factories, 
warehouses, and other facilities in quarantined 
areas8 by March 2020. Some experts believe it will 
take years for global supply chains to fully recover 
from the pandemic.

Integrating visibility   
and life-cycle tracking.

When a global manufacturer of wireless 
handsets and accessories saw an 
opportunity to expand its e-commerce 
abilities and better manage inventory, 
they partnered with SCI.

The SCI team developed interfaces 
to support inventory management, 
data sharing and reporting. They also 
managed:

• Direct-to-consumer e-commerce 
fulfillment. 

• Customized freight management 
services 

• Assembly and kitting 

• Cross-dock processes

The result was improved inventory 
accuracy, timely shipping and rapid 
dock-to-stock inventory.

Today, the manufacturer has direct 
access to its reports through a seamless 
interface between its SAP system 
and SCI’s state-of-the art warehouse 
management (WMS) and transportation 
management (TMS) systems.
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At the best of times, 40% of manufacturers 
struggle to get their products to the market fast 
enough,6 and it seems likely that even more 
will find it difficult to meet pent-up demand 
as economies reopen and consumers and 
businesses restock. 

A resilient supply chain creates competitive 
advantages by ensuring you can offset the impacts 
of natural disasters, trade disputes, labour actions, 
and social unrest, along with emerging risks such as 
counterfeit goods. 

Lack of integration and visibility creates 
vulnerabilities

Organizations with mature, integrated, data-driven 
supply chains use real time, collaborative planning 
tools and continuous innovation to design the 

competitive resilience they need. Yet only 16% of 
organizations have these sophisticated systems.6 
This lack of customer insight makes it difficult to 
reach markets quickly and ensure a pipeline of 
innovative new products. 

There are many reasons for this connectivity 
gap: half of organizations surveyed say it’s too 
expensive, while nearly a quarter (23%) struggle 
with the business case and 21% can’t find 
the right partners.6 For organizations that are 
able to move past these and other barriers, the 
competitive opportunities are abundant.

By focusing on resilience, you can set up your 
organization to weather external and internal 
disruptions while increasing transparency and 
evidence-based continuous improvement practices.

Resilience checklist
The hallmarks of a resilient supply chain include:

Transparency so risks can be 
identified easily

Ongoing risk analysis for real-time 
adjustments

The nimbleness to avoid or reduce 
the impact of external factors 

Quick recovery from  
disruptions

Gathering and analyzing disruption 
data to inform decisions

Leveraging changing conditions to 
improve performance or processes

The competitive advantage of intelligence and resilience
Profitability
Data around costs, margins and risk 
offer prescriptive insights for your 
bottom line.

Market share
Supply chain innovation can 
optimize your pipeline of 
new products for first-mover 
advantage.

Customer satisfaction  
An intelligent supply chain is better 
able to anticipate and meet the 
changing pre- and post-sale demands 
of your empowered consumers. 

Canadian presence
As cross-border shopping wanes, 
organizations that need to reach 
Canadian customers will need 
partners with the market insights and 
experience to help them compete.



9

Strategic partners add expertise and scale 

It’s a tough world out there. The new realities of 
competitive cost pressure, uncertain economic 
conditions and empowered customers, along with 
the challenges of building intelligent digital supply 
chains, make it more important than ever to find a 
trusted 3PL partner. 

With the right expert partner, you can address 
cost and efficiency, and also tackle the more 
important strategic imperatives of designing for 
resilience, growing market share, building customer 
satisfaction, reducing risk and making data-driven 
decisions for your business. 

Taking advantage of Canada’s   
e-commerce explosion

For sellers looking to simplify their entry to the 
Canadian market, a top-tier Canadian 3PL partner 
can help them quickly take advantage of the 
enormous B2C and B2B growth potential in Canada.

Canada’s shoppers, especially the most frequent 
buyers, increasingly favour purchasing directly from 
manufacturers and using online marketplaces. The 
vendors who reach these shoppers through their 
preferred channels will build stronger relationships and 
move products more quickly. 

Studies show leaders in Canadian e-commerce 
saw a 72% increase in online sales between 2018 
and 2019 — 30% higher than the market average—
along with improvements in customer retention, 
average order rate and conversions.9 

Despite increasing competitive pressures, and 
looming uncertainty, many organizations still don’t 
take full advantage of the capabilities of their supply 
chain partners. One way to build a competitive 
advantage is to work with your 3PL partners 
for strategic activities beyond transportation, 
warehousing and distribution, such as: 

Resilience planning
A good 3PL partner has the global 
perspective and local insights to help 
organizations build a supply chain 
strategy that puts long-term resilience 
at its core. From network modelling to 
project management, an experienced, 
strategic 3PL partner is key to resilience 
by design.

Customer insights 
Although 40% of companies say they lack 
deep customer insights,6 only 11 percent 
tap their 3PL partners’ customer service 
expertise and data.7 A sophisticated 
logistics partner can fill ERP gaps 
with real-time data about purchasing, 
inventory, costs, and much more.

Improved loyalty
Poorly handled returns can harm both 
reputation and revenue, yet only about 
one third of sellers look to their 3PL 
partners for reverse logistics support.7 
When returns are handled quickly 
and easily, you’ll see better customer 
satisfaction and loyalty while reducing 
costs and capturing valuable data about 
processes and quality.

The majority of Canadian consumers 
(61%) prefer to buy from Canadian-
based companies to avoid the hassles 
and costs of cross-border shipping.4

Today, 8 in 10 Canadians shop online, 
and they spend more every year. 
Canadians spent $65 billion online in 
2018, which could grow to a whopping 
$108 billion by 2023.4
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Efficient processes
Many products require custom services 
before they can ship, such as labelling, 
packaging, assembly or kitting. By engaging 
your 3PL partners to handle this work you can 
improve customer experience, compliance 
and efficiency, and carve out a competitive 
edge over the 75% of your competitors who 
don’t leverage these value-added services.7

Post-sales support
Organizations with their own field support 
teams can benefit from outsourcing parts 
and inventory management to a 3PL partner 
with stocking locations close to customers. 
Some partners can deliver technical 
support directly, using trained local teams, 
and a few even offer call centre services 
to deliver an end-to-end customer service 
function. Meeting the service expectations 
of your empowered consumers can create 
a powerful advantage at a lower cost than 
keeping the functions in-house. 

Installation and training 
One of the biggest opportunities to build 
customer satisfaction lies in how organizations 
deliver, install, and maintain products. The 
right 3PL partner can get your products where 
they’re going, and can also install, set up, test, 
and even train customers to use them. 

Ongoing maintenance
When products need routine maintenance 
or quick parts replacement and repair, a 
local 3PL expert can often get things done 
much faster than the seller’s staff. Whether 
it’s a consumer home healthcare device or 
a sophisticated piece of office hardware, 
closing the loop on the customer experience 
drives loyalty and outshines the competition.

Taking care of the environment
Most organizations are doing their part 
to fight climate change and pollution but 
managing the end-of-life for products 
is often challenging. Sophisticated 3PL 
organizations can help you manage 
collection, proper recycling and salvaging 
reusable or dangerous elements to keep 
them out of the waste stream.

Choosing a 3PL partner

The right 3PL partner plays a significant role in building 
a resilient supply chain that creates competitive 
advantages. Beyond cost effectiveness and improved 
efficiency, your trusted partner should also provide 
strategies and services for end-to-end visibility, the 
expertise needed to open new markets and the 
presence to achieve customer service excellence. 

Here are a few questions you should be asking your 
3PL partners:

What are their capabilities across the 
product lifecycle? Can they handle reverse 
logistics and post-sales service? 

Will they improve customer loyalty with 
forward stocking, outsourced technical 
services and parts inventory management?

Do they have broad e-commerce and 
omnichannel retail experience and best-in-
class fulfillment capabilities, such as custom 
subscription boxes?

Can they design responsive supply chains 
for specialized needs in industries such as 
healthcare or technology?

Are they digital leaders with mature 
technology to provide real-time insights 
around inventory, cost, customer experience 
and compliance?

What value-added services can they offer, 
such as kitting and packaging or custom 
labelling?

Do they have best-of-breed metrics around 
on-time delivery, dock-to-stock, fill rate and 
order accuracy?

Do they keep service levels consistent while 
managing inventory across the country, 
including vendor managed inventory (VMI)?

Can they reach Canadian customers from 
coast to coast to coast?
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A brighter, more competitive future

It’s clear that organizations need to get more out 
of their supply chains, but many are trapped in a 
traditional focus on cost and efficiency. Making 
things worse, the strategic planning and analytics 
skills required to build a modern, resilient supply 
chain are becoming harder to find as competitive 
pressure grows. Add to this a crippling lack of 
robust ERP platforms and their critical insights, and 
we see that far too many organizations continue 
to fall prey to volatile markets, turbulent politics, 
and natural disasters. The business case for an 
experienced 3PL partner has never been stronger.

Copy that! A partnership for logistics excellence

For more than 30 years, Xerox has partnered with SCI to provide fully managed, end-to-end 
support for its copier business across Canada. Xerox relies on SCI to manage delivery and 
installation, on-site testing, user training and routine software and hardware updates. When 
copiers reach the end of their service, SCI removes them and salvages useable parts for future 
repairs. To support Xerox’s environmental commitments, SCI destroys obsolete products with 
zero waste sent to landfill. In addition to lower costs, SCI helps Xerox deliver outstanding 
customer service, optimized resources, and access to qualified logistics and technical talent. 
The results:

• Achieved inventory accuracy levels of 99.99%.
• On-time shipping of orders received before 4 p.m. exceeded 99.95%.
• Dock-to-stock in four hours with advanced shipping notice (ASN) receipt.

“We cannot direct the winds, 
but we can adjust the sails”

-Anonymous

Along with a solid strategy, the right digital tools for planning and innovation and a supply chain that is 
resilient by design, a great 3PL partnership can unleash your competitive advantages for years to come.
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About SCI

SCI is Canada’s leading end-to-end 3PL provider. For more than 30 years, our clients in omnichannel retail, 
technology and healthcare and wellness have trusted us to give them a competitive advantage. Across 
the most extensive national distribution and transport network in Canada including 30 distribution centers 
coast-to-coast and more than 40 critical parts stocking locations and shipping hubs, SCI manages more 
than $1-billion in inventory every day.

To learn more about how we can help you unlock your competitive 
advantage visit www.sci.ca or call 1-866-773-7735.

https://www.sci.ca/

