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Background and Introduction 

Since our inception as both a supply chain management research and social media firm, The 

Ferrari Consulting and Research Group has published a series of supply chain management 

focused annual predictions which are produced to advise global supply chain management 

teams are to what to anticipate in the coming year.  

Our goal is to depict how likely global, regional, economic, industry and advanced technology 

trends will impact, and likely influence required supply chain management actions. They 

further provide the baseline of our added research and advisory topics during the coming 

year, along with continuous blog updates. 

The context of these predictions include a broad cross-functional umbrella of what is today 

considered supply chain management, and includes areas of leadership and strategy, product 

management, strategic sourcing and procurement, supply chain planning and customer 

fulfillment, manufacturing, logistics, transportation and customer service management. 

 

Executive Summary and Summarized Themes 

Historians will record the year 2020 as one where the novel COVID-19 coronavirus global 

pandemic tested the resiliency, ingenuity and the resourcefulness of global populations when 

it counted most. The year presented a host of simultaneous disruptions few have experienced 

in recent history, or in personal or professional careers. 

Multi-industry and global supply chains were faced with simultaneous and often parallel 

shocks and disruptions related to product demand, global wide supply, logistics and 

transportation networks. COVID-19 laid bare the cracks and fissures of supply chain business 

processes, capabilities and decision-making needs along with testing the abilities of work 

teams to either work remotely or perform essential work under challenging working 

conditions modified for added safety, social distancing and health monitoring.  



                                                                 
The Ferrari Consulting and Research Group LLC and the Supply Chain Matters© blog 
 

 
© 2021 The Ferrari Consulting and Research Group LLC, All Rights Reserved. Page 2 of 39 

 
 

Despite such challenges, supply chain management teams rallied to the challenge and became 

as MIT Professor Yossi Sheffi noted in his published book, The New (Ab) Normal: “It was the 

supply chain’s finest hour.”   

In addition to needing to overcome the effects of a pandemic, 2020 was by many accounts the 

thrusting of supply chain and its associated capabilities to impact business outcomes into C-

Suite, Boardroom and general media awareness. 

For global business leaders, some would like to believe that 2020 was an extraordinary outlier 

that tested the limits of business and indeed many industry and specific corporate supply 

chains. Rather than an outlier, COVID-19 was the wake-up call for what is now commonly 

being referred to as the “next normal,”  a state of continuous business disruption. Some have 

termed the pandemic as the “Great Accelerator” for changes related either to global trade or 

more focused regionalization of product demand and supply networks. 

Our collection of 2021 predictions reflect an upcoming year that requires continued business 

response and mitigation related to the pandemic and global economic uncertainties. We 

anticipate an increased emphasis for added efficiencies, cost reduction and control, while 

preserving abilities to pivot to ongoing external developments, market opportunities and 

business needs.   

We predict that for multi-industry supply chain management teams, the upcoming year will 

feature a common theme of Renewal, manifested by required New Thinking, Definition and 

Directions for what is going to be required in “next normal” capabilities. The year will 

manifest the realization that more agile supply chain management capabilities in business 

process and decision making and more resilient supply network sourcing strategies will indeed 

become a more integral basis of business strategy. With increased recognition comes more 

visible leadership, collaboration and accountability. 

The overall emphasis in these areas is clearly dependent on the availability and distribution of 

effective vaccines that can control or greatly reduce levels of infection.  Once more, we 

anticipate that for some of our predictions, the horizon for change will span a multi-year 

horizon. 
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Outlooks and Individual Predictions  

In light of what many will rightfully describe as preparing and rebuilding for the “new 

normal” of continuous disruption and more rapidly changing business and industry landscapes 

we are providing a different format for this 2021 Predictions Research Advisory. 

After addressing two fundamental predictive areas, what to expect in the global economy and 

in global commodity and components landscapes in the coming year, we then address our 

determination of areas of supply chain management business process transformation, 

decision-making, talent management and technology aspects of renewal in the format of: 

New Thinking: Challenging traditional notions of approach as a result of the discoveries and 

learning depicted by the pandemic. Many supply chain management leaders believe that 

rather than communicating in terms and definitions with mixed meanings, new thinking now 

has to involve organizational mindshare shifts as to how product demand and supply networks 

best enable expected business outcomes in a business environment of continuous disruption 

and added risks. It includes a new recognition that supply chain capability is closely aligned 

with overall business strategy. 

New Definitions: Translating new thinking in the context of what is really implied in added 

agility, alignment, orchestration and resiliency for each process area. It umbrellas the 

weighting of speed, cost and risk aspects within key business process areas. We recognize that 

each industry is unique and will address some examples of such uniqueness.  We will context 

what is meant by the interaction of people with advanced technology and what stages of 

digital transformation imply. 

New Directions: Setting a compass direction in specific supply chain business process areas, 

in the deploying of more analytics-driven and predictive decision-making capabilities.  Our 

effort will be directed at placing a succinct perspective as to fostering added supply chain 

efficiency, agility and resiliency in specific capability areas. 
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Historic Snapshot- Key Business and Supply Chain Focused Indices 

 
End of 

2016

End of 

2017

End of 

2018

End of 

2019

End of 

2020

2019-2020 

Change

2018-2019 

Change

Equities

Dow Jones Industrial Average- DJIA 19763 24719 23327 28538 30606 7.2% 18.3%

S&P 500 Index 2239 2674 2506 3231 3756 16.2% 22.4%

Nasdaq Composite 5383 6903 6635 8973 12888 43.6% 26.1%

Key Interest Rates

Federal Funds Target Rate (FFTR) 0.75% 1.50% 2.50% 1.75% 0.25% -85.7% -42.9%

U.S. Prime Rate 3.75% 4.50% 5.50% 4.75% 3.25% -31.6% -15.8%

Currency Markets

Wall Street Journal U.S. Dollar Index $92.94 $85.98 $96.47 $89.47 $89.60 0.1% -7.8%

Value of Euro to U.S. Dollar $1.05 $1.20 $1.14 $1.12 $1.23 9.8% -1.8%

Value of U.S. Dollar to China Yuan $6.94 $6.50 $6.88 $6.96 $6.54 -6.0% 1.1%

Key Commodity and Energy Markets

Dow Jones Commodity Index-TR 273.80 282.34 260.28 286.63 277.00 -3.4% 9.2%

S&P GSCI Index (Rounded Value) 398 442 374 440 408 -7.3% 15.0%

USD Price of Brent Crude (per BBL) $56.75 $66.63 $53.80 $68.60 $51.17 -25.4% 21.6%

U.S. Avg. Retail Price Diesel (per gal.) $2.51 $2.91 $3.12 $3.07 $2.63 -14.3% -1.6%

U.S. Avg. Retail Price Gasoline (per gal.) $2.25 $2.59 $2.65 $2.57 $2.24 -12.8% -3.1%

Global Supply Chain Activity

J.P. Morgan Global Manufacturing PMI 52.7 54.5 51.5 50.1 53.8 7.4% -2.8%

World Container Index - Drewry 

Shipping Consultants (Eight major 

routes to/from the U.S.,  Europe and 

Asia) $1,550 $1,200 $1,793 $1,832 $4,359 137.9% 2.1%
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Global Economic and Financial Outlooks 

 

Overview 

Entering the year 2020, our prediction in this area echoed a rather subdued economic outlook 

with downside geo-political risks testing the agility and resiliency of multi-industry customer 

and demand and supply networks. After a full year of pandemic and other related disruptions, 

the extremes of overall supply chain and infrastructure response capabilities have indeed 

been tested. Our assessment of economic and business forecasting data leads us to believe 

that the coming year will require anticipation of continued uncertainty, volatility  and likely 

added disruption. A critical dependency will be continued availability, distribution and 

inoculation of effective vaccines to neutralize virus spread. 

 

In spite of such challenges, innovative organizations should view uncertainty as the 

motivation to instill new thinking, added innovation and transformation to insure that that 

that product demand and supply networks can continue to pivot more readily to help the 

business gain industry competitive advantage. 

The year 2021 outlook is again one of high uncertainty and dependent on a lot of assumptions, 

while supply chain managements teams will be expected to support business revenue and 

profitability needs amid rather challenging markets and working conditions. While global 

populations are hopeful for the arrival of effective vaccines during the coming year, industry 

supply chain management teams should assume a condition of random virus flare-ups, supply 

chain disruptions or global transportation bottlenecks.   

Since April 2020, there has been a steep “V” shaped global manufacturing activity response to 

perceived added inventory needs which has outpaced services industries which continue to 

struggle with the cumulative impacts of the pandemic. How this ramp sustains itself in 2021 

will be critically important. 

The most significant difference, however, is a new appreciation at C-Level and Board Levels 

that supply chain business process and customer fulfillment capability is the core of the 

business mission. That will be an advantage to supply chain leaders in what we are 

characterizing as a Year of Renewal.  

 

Economic Outlooks 

According to the World Bank, the novel COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic delivered an 

enormous shock to the global economy and led to the deepest recession since the second 

world war. The virus struck early and remained a factor for the entire year. Consequently, 

there is little question that the year 2020 presented unprecedented economic and operational 
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challenges for multi-industry and global supply chains. The President of the World Bank 

indicated in early December 2020 that with the exception of China, it would take upwards of 

two to three years for global output to return to pre-pandemic levels as developing nations 

slowly climb out of economic slump. Further indicated was that advanced economies are 

expected to recover more quickly. 

The year 2021 will unfortunately be just as challenging, and much will depend on the global 

availability and administration of effective vaccines that can protect global populations. As 

we pen these predictions, three different vaccines had reached emergency approval process 

among different countries with the potential for a dozen more completing patient trials 

during 2021. There are obviously optimistic viewpoints as to whether herd immunity among 

certain populations can be achieved during 2021 and much will be dependent on the ability of 

vaccine providers and various governments in their overall efforts.  

 

Global and Regional Outlooks 

The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) World Economic Outlook published during October 

2020 featured an Executive Summary headline: “While recovery in China has been faster than 

expected, the global economy’s long ascent back to pre-pandemic levels of activity remains 

prone to setbacks.”  

The agency expects global growth for 2020 to be an adjusted negative 4.4 percent, less 

severe than forecasted in June 2020. As a matter of reference, entering 2020 the IMF growth 

estimate was a modest 3.4 percent global growth.  

For the upcoming 2021 period, global growth is projected at 5.2 percent over 2020’s 

depressed levels. Further, the level of global GDP in 2021 is expected to be what was termed 

as a modest 0.6 percent above that of 2019. The agency provides the assumption that local 

transmission of virus levels will be brought to low levels globally by the end of 2022.  

The report provides a downside warning that the risk of worse growth outcomes remain 

sizable with a virus resurge, or progress on treatments and vaccines is slower than 

anticipated.  

The agency further points to such growth projections implying wide negative output gaps and 

elevated unemployment rates from 2020 spilling into 2021 across advanced and emerging 

market economies.  

Among advanced economies, the IMF is projecting a growth rate of 3.9 percent for the coming 

year after an expected negative 5.8 percent performance in 2020. Projections call for the 

U.S. economy to grow by 3.1 percent in 2021 after contracting 4.3 percent in 2020. The 
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agency’s outlook for the European Union is 5.2 percent growth in the coming year after a 

projected negative 8.3 percent contraction in 2020.  

Among emerging market and developing economies, the projection calls for a 6 percent 

growth rate after an overall contraction of 3.3 percent in 2020. As expected, China is 

expected to fare well from other nations with an expected growth rate of 8.2 percent in 2021 

after a projected 1.1 percent growth rate in 2020. China was one of few nations that was able 

to quickly recover from the pandemic starting in the second quarter of 2020. India is 

expected to be another stand out for this region with an IMF projected growth rate of 8.8 

percent in 2021 after an expected contraction of 10.3 percent in 2020. 

In December 2020, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development(OECD) 

warned that the resurgence of the pandemic in second half of the year had dramatically 

weakened global recovery levels and warned of further impact if governments withdraw 

economic stimulus measures too soon or fail to deliver effective vaccines. OECD trimmed its 

2021 global growth forecast to 4.2 percent from the 5 percent forecast issued in September. 

On a regional basis, growth projections for the European Union were trimmed to 4.2 percent 

for 2021 while the projection for the U.S. economy was adjusted downward to 3.2 percent. 

The agency further warned of divergence among different regions that could lead to changes 

in the world economy with the potential of China “accounting for over a third of global 

expansion” in the coming year. 

Financial Outlook 

With a good many economies in financial recession as a result of COVID-19, the sentiments of 

business CFO’s remains a rather important consideration for multi-industry supply chain 

management teams in terms of budget resources in the coming year. One gauge of such 

outlooks is The CFO Survey, a collaboration of Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business and 

the Federal Reserve Banks of Richmond and Atlanta.  

This survey’s October 2020 gauging indicated that corporate financial decision-makers 

generally expect employment and revenues to remain below pre-COVID levels until at least 

some time in 2021. This survey reportedly reflected optimism about the future financial 

prospects for the U.S. economy and their own firms after confidence plummeted in the first 

quarter of 2020.  The average optimism was just above 70 on a scale of 100.  

According to John Graham, Finance Professor at Duke’s Fuqua School of Business: “More than 

60 percent of respondents reported that revenue projections have not recovered to their 

pre-COVID mark and about 40 percent report lower employment. Moreover, only about one-

quarter of the firms that are below pre-COVID levels anticipated a full revenue or 

employment recovery by June 2021.” 
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Many industry supply chain management teams will likely have to anticipate limitations on 

spending and investment other than business critical needs for the first half of 2021. From our 

lens, the implication is that any strategic or tactical transformation initiatives will require 

broad-based C-Level sponsorship, preferably line-of-business driven, and with measurable 

business benefits. 

State of Global Supply Chain Activity Levels 

Indices for global-wide production and supply chain activity levels at the close of December 

2020 pointed to rates of growth in global manufacturing and new order growth as being the 

strongest seen over the past decade, which was a remarkable testament to global-wide supply 

chain management teams. The closely watched J.P. Morgan Manufacturing PMI™, a reflection 

of a compendium of global wide indices, posted a 34-month high value of 53.7 by the end of 

2020.  

The report authors took note of a continued “V” shaped manufacturing and supply chain 

response after the initial significant negative impact to this index occurred in April 2020, 

when the bulk of global manufacturing was severely disrupted by virus related business 

shutdowns. Broad-based growth among all three sectors of consumer, intermediate and 

investment goods industries were recorded in the December indices.  

However, the year-end report provided data of a cautionary nature indicating that global 

supply chains were stretched at capacity limits leading to marked delays of supplier 

deliveries, production schedules and distribution plans. Average supplier lead times were 

noted as extended to one of the greatest extents in survey history. 

From our Ferrari Consulting and Research Group lens, our monitoring of these global indices 

lead us to believe that indeed some concern and caution is appropriate for the coming first 

quarter of 2021. While inbound order activities remain positive, supplier lead time, 

manufacturing challenges and other pandemic related disruptions were taking a noticeable 

toll on service levels and added costs. There remained a global wide imbalance of ocean 

shipping containers impacting goods shipments from Asia supply sources. Once more, with the 

exception of China and maybe a few other Asian based nations, the third wave of exploding 

virus infection rates will add to such concerns in the coming months. 

 

Global Supply Networks Outlooks 

 

Overview 

Last year, our 2020 outlook called for unparalleled levels of global supply network 

management challenges, especially centered on components and products produced in China. 

After the COVID-19 coronavirus made its presence across the globe during the first part of 
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2020, the term unparalleled turned out to be the operative condition with global-wide 

manufacturing impacted by worker infections, absenteeism and significant material shortages 

that had to be overcome. Proactive concern for the financial and operational condition of 

suppliers became evident and visible. 

 

Supply network challenges in 2021 are likely to remain somewhat unpredictable depending 

again on the timing of global vaccine availability along with the overall ability of individual 

economies to bounce back. Particular emphasis will remain focused in China, its ongoing 

global trade policies and alliances, as well as added political developments in the coming 

year. The United Kingdom and specific European Union nations will be evaluating the impacts 

of the new Brexit trade agreement in terms of added cost among other factors. Production 

output, overall supply availability and distribution of vaccines globally will be very closely 

monitored with nationalistic policies likely adding to supply implications.  

In the coming year, how individual governments actually categorize or legislate what are 

deemed to be essential supply network and production capabilities will be an important 

determinant for global supply chain network changes. Incoming U.S. President Elect Joe Biden 

has already indicated a desire to invoke the U.S. Defense Production Act to boost production 

levels of coronavirus vaccines. The action would likely address the boosting of supplies of 

personal protective equipment, virus testing capacity and the raw materials for the vaccines 

that are to be produced to insure adequate supply. We predict that some other nations will 

likely invoke similar actions and that may lead to added supply network challenges or 

conflicts for certain key raw materials. 

Resiliency in sourcing and in back-up contingency planning will remain a key capability of 

difference in the year 2021.  Sourcing for lowest cost will be subsumed by sourcing driven by 

a combination of cost, supply network risk and other resiliency factors related to 

transportation and ongoing geo-political tensions. That will increase the importance of 

existing or new regional trade alliances and supply network practices and protections. 

Global Supply Management Forecasts 

The World Bank Commodity Markets Outlook published in October 2020 reenforced that 

COVID-19 delivered a significant shock to global commodity markets during 2020 but the 

impact varied for different categories of commodities. That was in contrast to the 2008-2009 

global wide recession when a broad array of commodities experienced large and persistent 

declines. 

In the all-important global supply management category of energy, prices incurred a steep 

fall of nearly 60 percent between January and April of 2020, because of precipitous drops in 

demand but rebounded somewhat in the second half of the year. This recovery was attributed 

to concerted sharp supply reductions from OPEC nations. Toward the end of 2020, crude oil 
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prices reportedly remained at one-third lower than their pre-pandemic levels and were 

projected to average $41 per barrel in 2020.  The October forecast indicates a rebound in 

energy prices during 2021 to an average level of $44 per barrel. According to the outlook, 

demand as reflected by oil consumption was expected to remain below pre-pandemic levels 

until 2023 with a gradual easing of output restrictions among OPEC producers during this 

period. 

The report indicated that metal prices in 2020 recovered more rapidly than expected because 

of China’s quick recovery in manufacturing and construction demands. China itself accounts 

for upwards of half of global demand for various metals. The October World Bank forecast 

indicated modest price increases in 2021 boosted by the recovery of the global economy and 

continued stimulus within China. However, in December of 2020, metals prices were soaring 

as speculative investors were piling into futures markets. Prices for copper had risen to an 

eight-year high, while aluminum and zinc prices increased 15 percent since September 2020. 

Market speculators seemed more concerned with potential added supply disruptions and thus 

the run-up in futures. 

Similarly the World Bank forecasted that agricultural prices were expected to rise slightly in 

2021 following a forecasted 3 percent increase in 2020. The report noted that the pandemic 

created bottlenecks in food availability and border closures. We might add the notions of 

pantry loading that swamped food supply networks leading up to the peaks of country focused 

virus infections. One significant unknown is the emergence of the La Nina weather pattern 

which usually incurs cooler than normal ocean temperatures in the Pacific Ocean, leading to 

dryer and more extreme weather in other parts of the globe. J.P. Morgan indicated in a 

November 2020 report that this weather pattern evolved quicker and with stronger intensity 

and categorized this as the “primary supply-side wild card” for agricultural markets entering 

2021.  

Raw material prices reportedly slightly declined in 2020 and were forecasted to increase 1.6 

percent in 2021. 

 

Global Geo-Political Tensions Remain 

As the year 2020 wound down, global-wide geo-political tensions remained high in specific 

areas. The U.S. Presidential Election in November resulted in the election of Joe Biden as 

President-Elect of the United States and Kamala Harris as Vice President Elect. This 

development has led to political pundits to predict that rather than the Trump 

Administration’s unilateral and direct confrontational strategies related to trade policies, the 

Biden Administration will presumably take a less confrontational, more multi-lateral 

approach involving a collective group of partner countries. 
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U.S. and China Trade War 

During 2020, trade tensions among the two largest economic nations reached an all-time high. 

That prompted China’s leaders to become more aggressive in economic planning and to 

identify advanced information and other leading-edge technology areas as the path to long-

term economic growth and prosperity. The Economist noted in a November 2020 editorial: 

“The new battlefield today is information technology: semiconductors, data, 5G mobile 

networks, internet standards, artificial intelligence (AI) and quantum computing” and with 

the implication of a new cold war centered around leadership in evolving advanced 

technologies and the country’s domestic strategic supply network capabilities. This implies a 

more concentrated investment and resource effort directed at advanced semiconductor chip 

design and production capabilities. 

As we pen these predictions, initial implications are that the Biden Administration will retain 

the existing level of tariffs as a leverage to further negotiations with China’s leaders. 

The year 2020 provided the initial signs of a “de-coupling” of high-tech supply networks and 

we believe that more of such developments will occur in the year 2021. Many are terming the 

sourcing implications of this de-coupling as a primary driver of the “China+1” strategy, 

namely considerations for alternative sourcing of high-tech supply or production to one other 

country besides China.  

Beyond high-tech supply networks are notions of building more global supply network 

resiliency with alternative sourcing more pegged to major regional markets supported.  

Further concerns revolve around increasing tensions among China and neighboring entities 

Taiwan, Hong Kong and Japan. As China makes more aggressive strides to advance its in-

country semiconductor, IT and advanced manufacturing capabilities, there will be increased 

pressure on Taiwan in sharing manufacturing innovation capabilities. In November, Apple 

contract manufacturer Wistron agreed to sell its mainland China factory to Luxshare, the up-

and-coming contract services manufacturer favored by China’s leaders. Global high tech OEM 

customers such as Apple and others are already influencing Taiwan managed contract 

manufacturers to develop alternative high-volume manufacturing in other areas of Asia to 

include Vietnam and India, as well as in Europe and the United States. The government of 

Japan also stepped up its efforts to lure high-tech producers back to its country with added 

economic stimulus. 

Industry supply chain management professionals will need to keep a keen eye on their buying 

and sourcing strategies related to China. On the one hand, the country could remain a 

lucrative market for business growth. On the other hand, the lessons of COVID-19 in assuring 

more resilient business and supply chain continuity in certain industry supply networks, 
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especially those related to medical products and services, high-tech devices automotive and 

other areas will become more apparent. 

The Eurozone and Brexit 

As we pen these predictions in late December 2020, and four years after Great Britain’s 

approved referendum to separate, the United Kingdom and the European Union finally 

reached the basis of a trade deal regarding the UK’s exit from the EU. Just prior to this 

agreement, there were significant disruptions involving all ports, terminals and airports either 

exiting or entering the United Kingdom and there was a real possibility of a no-deal “hard” 

Brexit.  

An announced, more virulent strain of the novel COVID-19 coronavirus, reportedly as much as 

50-70 percent more virulent, added to the disruption as EU and other global nations quickly 

restricted travel to and from the UK. 

With little time allocated for preparations, UK and EU supply networks will have to be 

prepared for an additional, hopefully brief period of transport disruptions while governments 

and businesses make the necessary transition to new processes for material goods and 

services movement. Indications are an era involving new customs declarations, import 

licenses and inspection costs. An estimated 43 percent of UK exports are destined to the EU 

and among these two trading blocks, upwards of $900 billion of two-way trade flows exist. 

The British government has estimated that there will be a requirement for 215 million extra 

customs declarations annually while many businesses have yet to be informed as to other 

implications that could be part of this new trade agreement. By some estimates, added 

administrative processes could amount to $23 billion annually for British businesses, and €14 

billion for EU businesses.  

Particular industries such as automotive and commercial aerospace who rely on just-in-time 

inventory movement across the two trading entities will be especially concerned with the 

short and longer-term impacts.  

German Chancellor Angela Merkel has likened the impact of Brexit to that of Great Britain 

joining the ranks of China and the United States as a potential trade competitor to the EU. 

How this trade partnership fares in its first year will be closely watched by all stakeholders. 

Regional Trade Alliances 

We predict that more substance and initial influence will come from the ongoing development 

of key regional alliances.  

Among Asian nations, the two major trade alliances: Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), and the newly approved Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), which China elected to join, will vie for overall 
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regional influence in the coming year. We anticipate some conflicts to occur. A further 

consideration is which of these alliances will India, the United States or the United Kingdom 

elect to join. China is likely to attempt to be a key influencer of trade practices for the 

region, as well as logistics and transportation practices. If the U.S. elects to join either, there 

will likely be added demands for intellectual property protections, environmental and labor 

standards.  

For the Americas region, the United States, Mexico and Canada Trade Agreement (USMCA) 

will likely come under the influence of the incoming Biden Administration. That stated, we 

predict that this alliance will garner additional influence in the region and smooth over 

differences that were created during the Trump Administration.  

For the Eurozone area, the impacts or added developments related to the UK and the U.S. 

being separate trading nations with the EU as well as other major global regions will take 

center stage. 

The notions of multi-industry supply chain efforts directed at added supply network sourcing 

resiliency or nearshoring will be influenced by various evaluations of the above regional trade 

structures over the longer-term horizon. 
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2021 Detailed Predictions 

Included in this outlook focused research advisory are ten specific predictions for the coming 

year. Each prediction is presented in our revised “new normal” predictions format. 

 

2021 Prediction One- Enhanced End-to-End Visibility and Continuous Supply 

Network Risk Mitigation Becomes Essential 

 

Prediction Summary                                                                                                                                 

Our first two predictions for the year 2021 already score high in various surveys undertaken 

among the global supply chain management community, and that is why we list them in this 

sequence. However, there are nuances regarding implication, approach and scope which we 

will address. 

The need for end-to-end supply chain visibility is not a new challenge, it has been a goal for a 

number of years. The challenge has been one of scope, context and technology path. Scope 

can be defined in dimensions such as global or regional supply network, customer fulfillment 

or logistics and transportation execution. Each has differing process visibility and decision-

making needs. 

In our 2021 prediction we have grouped end-to-end visibility with continuous supply network 

risk migration because more often than not, the COVID-19 disruption in 2020 exposed this 

blind spot area.  For supply chain management teams that consider themselves as laggards, 

this will be the prime essential goal.  We state that for the obvious reason that securing 

senior management sponsorship for this area should be readily achieved with the right 

context. 

New Definitions: There are many inherent definitions of what is implied by end-to-end 

visibility, and we recommend that it initially include the various tiers of the direct materials 

supply network.  That is often equated to key suppliers, and in a lot of current cases, the 

deemed most critical suppliers. However, the goal should be direct materials suppliers whose 

parts and components can disrupt any particular key product’s production or customer 

fulfillment process. Knowing that information up-front is key and often requires bill-of-

material analysis. 

A further need for clarity of definition is whether end-to-end visibility is best achieved in 

supply chain planning, customer fulfillment or supplier management business process areas. 

We submit that determination from which area or areas this stems will be unique for different 

business and industry settings, or supply chain management segmented processes. Insure that 

such definitions are clarified and agreed upon. In today’s technology landscape, supply chain  
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assessment and visibility is often grouped as stand-alone functionality targeted to 

procurement focused risk assessment processes. 

A differing definition relates to services-based businesses and fulfillment networks, such as in 

retail or services delivery businesses. End-to-end visibility in this area is a focus on customer 

fulfillment execution. 

New Thinking: Achieving end-to-end supply chain visibility is often placed in the context of a 

technology-led initiative, and that we submit is not the most ideal approach. We advise teams 

to context this initiative as a cross-functional supply chain management effort, with active 

supply chain leadership sponsorship and resource support, that will umbrella supply chain 

strategy and planning, product management, operations and the procurement function.  

Too often, end-to-end visibility can take on sole procurement leadership, where information 

can be isolated to specialty procurement systems or internal functional management 

reporting. Supply chain risk identification and mitigation is clearly now a business mission 

critical objective requiring senior management awareness, as well as integrated business 

planning involvement. 

In the area of end-to-end supply chain risk identification and mitigation, the risks can be in 

areas of supplier financial strength, operational readiness, known product vulnerabilities or 

early warnings to an actual occurrence of an unplanned disruption. Such information needs to 

be shared and assessed from various supply network perspectives, including alternative 

strategies or pre-planned contingencies or highly responsive tiger-team actions. When seeking 

a technology solution, consider providers who architect their technology for seamless 

exchange of information, without placing an added financial or resource burden on suppliers. 

Heed the lessons garnered from the termed industry exchange platforms that came to the 

forefront over ten years ago, many of which led to approaches that were too vendor or 

platform specific. 

New Directions: After achieving organizational alignment and broad focus, end-to-end supply 

chain visibility can readily be achieved by today’s Cloud based technology either in B2B 

supply chain platforms or in specialty supply chain risk applications. A cross-functional supply 

chain management technology selection team should primarily base their selection criteria on 

universal access of information, avoiding yet another supply chain island of information. A 

further selection consideration should be rapid deployment and ease of use for all parties, 

including suppliers.  

With the highly uncertain economic environment requiring added scrutiny by CFO’s for 

additional costs, technology selection teams should conduct adequate due diligence to 

ascertain technology solutions that can meet objectives, support flexibility to business 

changes and have a track record for timely implementation at the most reasonable short or 

longer-term cost.  
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Additional Predictions: We anticipate new technology vendor entrants to the  supply chain 

risk assessment and mitigation area including some existing best-of-breed supply chain 

technology or ERP providers. This is an area where specialized professional services providers 

leveraging artificial intelligence and machine learning technologies will increasingly be 

offering customized technology approaches. 

The year 2021 will feature the initial coming together of global supply network design, 

planning and supplier risk assessment technology approaches. We anticipate added acquisition 

developments in this area because of hot market interest. Keep these possibilities in-mind 

and insure that vendor selection has a broad-based capabilities assessment. 

 

2021 Prediction Two-Discernable Acceleration of Supply Chain Digital 

Transformation Initiatives But in the Context of Business-Driven Objectives. 

 

Prediction Summary 

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 provided stark evidence of the need for business as well as 

supply chain digital transformation capabilities, sometimes painfully. With many businesses 

continuing to have employees work from their respective residences, digital access to 

information and digital based collaboration tools are deemed essential and will continue to be 

so. Previous obstacles or change management issues were obviously put aside with the 

compelling need to be able to conduct business from remote locations or to rely on 

information in the Cloud to make informed decisions. 

The massive and now ongoing preference among consumers and businesses large and small, 

for conducting business and selling more products online in direct or Omni-channel customer 

fulfillment has provided compelling evidence of the need for a supply chain digital 

transformation strategy.  

Multiple survey data now indicates that organizations that previously invested in various forms 

of digital transformation were better prepared to respond to the COVID-19 disruption that 

occurred in 2020, as well as pivot to take competitive advantage. Thus, various desires to 

initiate or enhance digital transformation capabilities should be on the priority agenda. 

Prior to and leading up to the pandemic, vision, culture and workforce readiness were often 

cited as challenges and too often, digital transformation took on a more technology-led 

perspective. 

New Thinking: To effectively move forward, business and supply chain leaders will focus on 

specific business process areas requiring digital transformation. Rather than function driven, 

such transformation areas will likely be line-of-business focused and prioritized in identifying 
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the important foundational areas that will differentiate business and supply chain response to 

customer needs or provide added agility, efficiencies or insights to various teams.  

New thinking, at least for 2021, is that large scope big bang digital transformational 

initiatives will not be feasible for all but the largest and most financially robust companies. 

Thus, managed scope, prioritized and targeted efforts will mostly be supported in the coming 

year. The most important milestone for this area in the coming year is the existence and 

commitment to a time-phased transformation roadmap that is actively reviewed and 

continually assessed. We predict that many will be customer facing with continuous and 

synchronized planning, more agile decision-making, and targeted automation as the initial 

focus.  

New Definitions: Transformation takes on many dimensions and it will be important for 

teams to have a shared understanding of specific digital supply chain capabilities along with 

the specific business metrics needing to be enhanced by such capabilities. These could be 

areas of overall competitiveness, enhanced or more responsive business planning, analytics or 

insights or addressing opportunistic needs for added automation and/or efficiencies in 

physical supply chain execution and customer fulfillment processes. 

New Directions: Rather than previous aspirational efforts, the focus for 2021 and beyond will 

be one of outside-in driven change management leveraging the lessons and pain points of the 

COVID-19 disruption as a compelling call to action across the entire business. Digital 

transformation of processes will focus on near real-time information provided on a streaming 

basis as opposed to pigeon holed in specific applications.  

An important direction is to shun singular functionally driven efforts, and instead focus on a 

business-wide transformational goal that has individual functional business process time-

phased implementation milestones. 

Organizations will alter their thinking of “Big Data” which originated as a technology vendor 

marketing term, and instead focus on “Smarter Data” which is the most essential and 

determinant factor to required business outcomes. Regarding long-term strategies related to 

leveraged use of data, consideration will be more focused on technology providers that foster 

open standards and API’s for data exchange among multiple businesses as well as those that 

feature a streaming data lake information architecture that can support multiple 

applications.  

Additional Predictions: We predict that business and supply chain consulting firms will find 

lots of interest in helping organizations develop their digital transformation roadmaps and 

provide objective assessments as to how such efforts are garnering success in other similar or 

different industries. 
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For technology providers focused on supply chain digital transformation, those that 

understand that the technology buyer is senior management and line-of-business focused, and 

can converse benefits in that context, will garner added success in the coming year.  

 

2021 Prediction Three- Augmented Resiliency in Global Supply Network 

Strategies Becomes Far More Important to Assuring Business and Profitability 

Growth  

 

Prediction Summary 

For the past three subsequent years, our annual predictions included a focus on unparalleled  

levels of global supply networks risks primarily predicated on geo-political trade tensions, 

conflicts and increased tariffs. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed all of such risks and made 

very visible glaring vulnerabilities for specific supply networks. As the highly popular futurist 

Simon Sinek often indicates: “Crisis is the great revealer.” 

What was likely the most important takeaway from the pandemic in 2020 was that supply 

network sourcing strategies predicated solely on lowest cost producer exposed critical 

vulnerabilities to businesses and that considerations for degree of risk will become more 

significant for corporate board rooms and investors. Such risks include sole sourcing of 

deemed critical components, global transportation risks and added costs. 

A further takeaway has been the critical two-way relationships among buyers and suppliers 

that really come into play at times of supply network disruptions. The financial and 

operational resiliency among deemed key suppliers is now more important than ever. 

For certain industries, geo-political and national agenda policies are now a further important 

influence. The most visibly impacted  industry networks in the year 2020 were medical 

personal protective equipment (PPE), generic pharmaceutical raw material API and other 

compounds as well as high tech and telecommunications, semiconductor component and 

advanced information technology supply networks. The former two are subject to an evolving 

groundswell of national policies that are increasingly concerned for the strategic policy 

aspects of healthcare supply networks and favor domestic or nearshored supply.  The latter is 

the notion of what is described as a new “cold war” or forced de-coupling among the U.S. and 

China relative to the  existence and domestic protection of supply networks related to 

deemed strategic high technology products. 

In 2020, our prediction was that Chief Procurement Officers (CPO), and Chief Supply Chain 

Officers (CSCO) would be compelled to position C-Level, line-of-business and product 

management teams for alternative sourcing strategies options. Our belief is that for certain 

industries, the pandemic accelerated the need for such options. Such assessment can take 
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considerable time, and during the pandemic, when many procurement teams were confined 

to working from home or constrained to international air travel, alternative sourcing efforts 

were likely delayed.  

For the coming year, rather than options, the agenda turns to assessing increased regulatory 

influences and their impacts as well as establishing a definitive timetable for alternative 

global sourcing of key high-risk components. Common belief is that the wholesale changing of 

strategic sourcing can take quite a number of years and for some industries, that has been the 

case. Strategic sourcing changes that focus on both the ability to serve key markets and to 

leverage more regional or near-shored supply networks may well have accelerated timing 

expectations in this coming year. Hopefully, with vaccines approved and beginning to be 

administered, broader based business air travel will become more risk free. With work teams 

mastering enhanced skills for digital online and virtual conferencing, that will be a facilitator 

as well. 

New Thinking: Of all of our 2021 predictions, resiliency in and among supply networks 

requires new thinking including challenging existing industry status quo. We anticipate that 

management consultants and respected thought leaders will be actively involved in 2021 in 

helping businesses and industries in facilitating new thinking related to global supply network 

resiliency. Prior history provides  the basis that outside-driven pressures of change will move 

the needle of action more readily. 

New Definitions: The term resiliency implies different characteristics among different 

groups, and for different industry settings. We predict that businesses and specific industries 

will develop their own definitions, and indeed, this will not be a one term fits all. At a 

minimum, definitions of resiliency must include measures on the abilities of any particular 

business to more easily pivot to industry disruptions or new and emerging market 

opportunities, as well as the ability to exceed the quality, cost and service requirements of 

customers.  Agility and resiliency are not necessarily the same term. 

New Directions: We predict that new directions involve more active assessing of the evolving 

geo-political landscape and the likely emerging and overall timing of geographic regional 

industry supply networks. This would include the newly reconstituted United States, Mexico 

and Canada (USMCA) trading alliance for automotive and other industries, and the two 

emerging trading alliances that include ASEAN regions. The Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) created in 2018, and the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) newly created in late 2020 and having China as a 

member, will likely influence tariff-free and other trade flows across the ASEAN region. For 

the Eurozone, the ultimate outcome of Brexit, and the notions of the United Kingdom having 

to establish independent trade agreements is another consideration related to regional 

networks.  
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CPO’s and strategic supply management specialists will have to re-think these new dynamics 

occurring in the global and  regional trade landscape, since economists view these trends as a 

movement toward regionalized product demand and supply networks.  

 

2021 Prediction Four: Omni-Channel Focused Processes and Customer Fulfillment 

Capabilities Now Essential to Business Growth 

 

Prediction Summary 

One of the most prominent customer fulfilment changes that occurred in 2020 was the 

profound shift among both consumers and businesses to online buying and goods delivery. As 

global populations were restricted to residences or working from home, and with concerns for 

personal safety, online and Omnichannel fulfillment became an essential need. Loren 

Padelford, Vice President at Shopify, Inc. told The Wall Street Journal in late December: 

“Covid has acted like a time machine: it brought 2030 to 2020. All those trends, where 

organizations thought they had more time, got rapidly accelerated.” Indeed, our interview in 

October 2020 with Thomas Epting, Director, Shopify Fulfillment Network indicated that the 

Ottawa based provider suddenly experienced five years of growth in five months as a result of 

the COVID-19 restrictions on businesses, requiring an all-out effort to support new customer 

needs. 

Businesses large and small experienced significant pressures to offer products and services 

directly in online channels. Many businesses had little choice but to accelerate plans for 

added online fulfillment capabilities and those that were able to pivot were able to both grow 

or sustain needed revenues. For some, it was a matter of survival, for others, it was a call to 

action. 

Online platform providers such as Amazon, Walmart, Target and Shopify experienced 3-5 

years of expected scale in literally six months, and also had to quickly pivot to support such 

added volumes. Online marketplace Etsy reported that merchants on its platform sold 

upwards of 24 million face masks during the September quarter alone, garnering nearly $289 

million in revenues.  

Learnings were garnered in areas of parcel carrier relationships, overall network volume 

throughput and metering of capacity by working directly with sellers and marketing teams in 

attempts to smooth out online order volumes in planned promotions. 

As noted in Prediction Two, there is a growing consensus that online commerce capability was 

not only the savior of 2020, but a likely permanent shift toward online fulfillment not only in 

B2C but in B2B fulfillment dimensions. Market estimates at the end of 2020 indicate that E-

commerce will range from 17 percent to upwards of 20 percent of global retail sales. A 
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published estimate from Group M calls for online spending to grow by low-double-digit 

percentages through the next six years, even after populations return to the notions of a 

“new normal.”  

Businesses and supply chain teams that previously invested in abilities to support both digital 

transformation and online capabilities were indeed more prepared to pivot, but, in the 

coming year added focused efforts are essential to support business needs.  

This requires a line-of-business and cross-functional focus that is closely aligned with parallel 

digital transformation initiatives addressed in our Prediction Two. A further realization in 

planning for the year 2021 is a watchful monitoring of business relationships with online retail 

provider Amazon, and a very keen eye on what is sure to be continued escalation in overall 

logistics and last-mile transportation costs related to online business. 

New Thinking: For 2021 and beyond, assessing which products and their associated supply 

and fulfillment networks are positioned for either traditional or online selling and fulfillment 

channels requires added thinking.  

It will include transitioning for the notions of product design for supply chain, to product 

design for online channels, including physical design and packaging needs, or channel 

postponement driven product fulfillment. For food and consumer goods manufacturers, the 

lessons learned in 2020 were that products sold in high-volume wholesale distribution sales 

channels could not be readily altered for individual customer online buying needs.  While both 

channels will remain, the balancing of capabilities in a flexible and seamless Omni-channel 

set of capabilities requires a re-thinking.   

An ongoing determinant in this area will be one of continuous assessment whether to develop 

internally or outsource forms of inventory management, customer fulfillment and last mile 

fulfillment capabilities to an online retail platform provider. There are building concerns 

related to Amazon’s current and future relationship with hosted sellers as both a partner or a 

potential competitor. There is further increased visibility and awareness relative to Amazon’s 

aggressive tactics in directly competing with its most popular hosted online sellers by offering 

Amazon private labeled products that are remarkably similar in design and functionality but 

at a lower cost. The online provider has complete control for monitoring or adjusting search 

results for certain products or categories. There is further increased evidence that on the 

online platform provider has been directly targeting key competitors such as online home 

furnishings provider Wayfair and small and medium business focused online platform provider 

Shopify. Regarding the latter, The Wall Street Journal reported that small retailers hosted by 

Shopify recorded upwards of $5.1 billion in online Black Friday sales while small third-party 

sellers on Amazon garnered $4.8 billion in revenues. 

The provider has increasingly been offering its own logistics and last-mile fulfillment 

capabilities to hosted sellers in Fulfilled by Amazon, but that comes with concerns related to 
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seller positioning, volume quotas and other Amazon determinants that have implications for 

product revenue and margin impacts.  

This specific area requires a reassessment or rethinking of the overall near and long-term 

supply chain technology strategy, one of Cloud based technology that best brings together an 

interconnected network of synchronized planning, multi-tier supply network visibility, and 

more real-time, synchronized customer fulfillment execution. 

New Definitions: Customer fulfillment will have to be defined in a broader Omni-channel 

perspective with context to traditional selling, wholesaling or E-commerce process and 

decision-making capabilities. Such definitions are not as separate and distinct processes, but 

setting a goal of shared inventory management, supply visibility and customer fulfillment. 

New Directions: Control and access to end-customer data remains an overriding concern and 

will increasingly lead to the offering of online merchandise in an “Amazon plus” strategy, 

providing the option of alternative online outlets for products including directly owned and 

controlled platforms.  

Additional Predictions: We join others in predicting that both Amazon and Alibaba will 

come under increased scrutiny from various global and domestic regulators regarding overly 

aggressive or monopolistic competitive practices focused on hosted sellers or online 

competitors. 

In November 2020, the European Commission declared that Amazon broke European antitrust 

rules by using independent sellers’ data for its own benefit. Further announced was a second 

formal investigation into the company’s e-commerce processes. In October 2020, a U.S. 

Congressional Subcommittee concluded a 16-month investigation and accused the online 

provider of exerting “monopoly power” over sellers on its web site.  Regulators in India have 

clamped down on Amazon for the past two years. Such scrutiny and formal investigations will 

continue in this coming year, perhaps with consequences. We agree with some Amazon 

watchers that the online provider will either cutback or suspend its private labeling initiatives 

in the coming year to appease increased regulatory scrutiny. 

Similarly, in late 2020, China’s regulatory agencies launched an antimonopoly investigation 

against Alibaba, that country’s largest online retail platform provider. Also under 

investigation is online financial services provider Ant Group, a financial affiliate of Alibaba, 

founded by tech entrepreneur Jack Ma. According to various reports, Alibaba is suspected of 

punishing sellers who offer their products on either Alibaba or competitive rival JD.com. 
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2021 Prediction Five: Well-Being and Care of People and Fostering Needed Digital 

Process Skills Take Center Stage. 

 

Prediction Summary 

There is little question that the dedication, resourcefulness and ingenuity of people made a 

significant difference for multi-industry supply chain management teams throughout 2020. 

The cascading impacts of the pandemic, the needs for accelerated digital transformation, 

added speed and agility in decision-making and added innovation were all facilitated by the 

direct efforts of people and respective tiger teams.  

Supply chain executive leaders have consistently cited their individual teams as the key 

differentiator in the ability to pivot when it is was required. CEO’s among individual 

businesses that successfully pivoted continue to stress the importance of empathy for people, 

their overall health and safety, as a key fabric of corporate values during the pandemic.  

At the same time, the pandemic has exposed inequality among workers and among individual 

countries which will have to be addressed in the coming year.  

As businesses and their respective supply chain management teams turn their attention 

toward more enhanced initiatives related to added agility, resourcefulness and resiliency in 

product demand and supply network capabilities and decision-making, there is an increased 

realization that such changes in capability will require mind shift changes related to talent 

and overall management skill areas. 

New Thinking for the coming year involves overall thinking that focuses supply chain 

management as overseeing and synchronizing a connected system of inter-related product 

demand and supply networks. It includes a greater emphasis in skills-based development and 

recruiting as opposed to solely functional experienced based skills. This was a concept we 

introduced in last year’s predictions and it remains even more critical in the coming year. 

Skills based would include areas such as creative thinking, grasp of the bigger picture, team-

based collaboration, continuous learning and acceptance of change.  

An important consideration will be the weighting or balancing of people with intimate 

experience and knowledge of business and supply chain capabilities with “digital native” 

skills. Some organizations, depending on industry or corporate culture, may have to weigh 

“digital native” skills higher, while others, intimate inherent knowledge of existing processes. 

A further consideration for new thinking is viewing people as leveraging technology to 

eliminate redundant tasks, overcome access to and rationalization of large amounts of data to 

facilitate data-driven insights. Viewing technology’s purpose as solely being the elimination of 

people is a policy leading to stifled innovation and supply chain management agility. As 
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Professor Nadia Stevens of Northeastern University articulates: “it is not about people being 

replaced by technology but rather humans interacting with technology.” 

New Definitions are viewing supply chains rather as interdependent product demand and 

supply networks with skills that can understand and address the needs for overall 

collaboration and synchronization among such networks. We anticipate over the coming years 

the blurring of job roles such as sourcing, procurement, supply chain planning and execution 

to job roles related to strategist, network operations, customer fulfilment and service 

operations, citizen developer, data analyst or ad-hoc team leadership.  

New definitions are about moving away from traditional job descriptions towards skills-based 

assessment definitions, access to continuous training opportunities and performance ratings 

that reinforce skills-based needs. 

New Directions are going to be movement away from command and control or hierarchical 

decision-making  and more toward cross-business and cross-functional virtual tiger-team 

based collaboration. Directions should foster and support vertical and horizontal based 

innovation from the operational floor and across various supply chain management processes 

and decision-making capabilities. This implies involving key customers and suppliers in joint 

innovation and decision-making.  

It is about unlearning and relearning as an organization, tolerating failure as the stepping 

stone to added learning and constantly being obsessed with the skills-based aspects of change 

management. 

Added Predictions: Bloomberg has written about a reversing of the urban boom in the U.S. 

and other countries, an exodus of digital native workers opting to take-up residences in 

“second cities and exurbs” where quality of life, cost-of-living and access to family-based or 

community services can be more attractive to such workers, in some cases trading 

compensation for such access. While there are certain implications to these practices, such as 

compensation levels adjusted for local residencies and wage tax structures, such trending 

should not be dismissed.  

Other widely followed thought leaders such as MIT Professor Yossi Sheffi, or international 

relations expert Parag Khanna, among others, predict that in the post-pandemic new normal 

there will evolve a more pronounced global wide competition for talent. Professor Sheffi, in 

his book, The New (Ab) Normal describes a new globalization involving access to tech labor 

needs among various global locations, facilitated by virtual digital access. In an essay titled, A 

great war for talent awaits post-Covid world, Parag Khanna observes: “As countries, 

especially in the Northern Hemisphere realize they have unsustainable debts, aging and 

retiring workforce and labor shortage, they are actually competing for that talent.” He 

argues that individual country efforts to ease their labor regulations and address the needs 
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for added tech talent will foster broader virtual access to needed tech resources. Our belief is 

that this will be a multi-year trend but none the less should be a part of new thinking. 

 

2021 Prediction Six: The Fostering of Connected Manufacturing and Supply Chain 

Operational Synchronization Among Product Demand and Supply Networks 

Remains an Important Priority 

 

Prediction Summary 

Today’s highly complex global supply chains are a product of increasing individual customer 

requirements, an overall global sourcing strategy that heavily weighted lowest cost producer, 

and a lack of realization that overall synchronization of supply chain operational processes 

requires new thinking.  Prior to the 2020 COVID-19 disruption, many businesses were under 

pressure to significantly increase efficiencies, reduce overall costs, but at the same time be 

able to support the dramatic shifting of markets and just-in-time focused customer fulfillment 

needs. As previously noted, the pandemic laid bare the cracks and fissures of manufacturing 

and supply customer fulfillment processes.   

Businesses face a reality of extended product demand and supply networks that require more 

agility and synchronization of activities. Owned factories and customer fulfillment centers 

generally remain as black boxes that have isolated islands of information or multiple systems 

of transactional record. 

Rather than solving such challenges by adding more safety stock or re-organizing the supply 

base, there is a need for New Thinking, New Definitions and ultimately New Directions.  

New Thinking is about adopting an outside-In perspective where end customer needs drive 

manufacturing, direct materials procurement and end-to-end inventory management and 

replenishment requirements. Rather than fighting multiple localized fires each day or 

optimizing one network fulfillment mode at the expense of inefficiency or added bottlenecks 

in another, new thinking is an overarching customer demand pull process perspective. 

It requires the capture and data convergence of siloed information occurring among existing 

software and operational application systems in the context of outside-in demand pull data 

convergence. Rather than a rip or replace of existing application systems approach, or a 

single execution system customization approach, it will be a rethinking of data convergence 

than can be enabled by today’s more advanced Cloud based technology in this area. 

An understanding that the keys to global supply chain synchronization and added agility are 

connected factories and supply chain execution, transportation and customer fulfillment 

entities. This implies streaming Cloud based data streams and low-code API’s that capture 
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and exchange data among various other Cloud systems as opposed to singular behind the 

firewall resident applications having data and information siloed for a particular process.  

Supplementing material and inventory planning requirements by establishing a Plan for Every 

Part (PFEP) methodology achieves a more holistic view of inventory optimization.  

The rethinking of Just-In-time to just enough inventory to meet existing customer orders, but 

at the same time, to a more weighted context to now more important risk factors, including 

required customer service levels, existing supplier or transportation lead times, supplier 

performance and known risks of potential disruption. Rethinking Just-In-Time is in the context 

of an electronically controlled and risk balanced Kanban system. 

Building the foundation for truly connected factories that are outside-in, customer demand 

driven, as well as virtually connected to customer fulfillment and inventory replenishment 

processes. 

Harnessing the potential of Manufacturing 4.0 and IoT in operational data at the Edge for 

early warning of quality lapses or more insightful analytics. 

 

New Definitions involve a context for driving needs for added efficiencies beyond a single 

production facility, to include multiple production and supplier facilities. It involves the goal 

of linking interconnected manufacturing and supply chain material and information flows 

under common decision-making context of quality, cost and delivery (QCD) factors. 

An awareness that that in supply chain execution and customer fulfillment processes, data is 

siloed among ERP based production scheduling, various WMS and TMS applications, and even 

other operational management and scheduling systems that control the priority of movement 

of materials. For manufacturing and supply chain execution, interconnected systems, data 

and more synchronized decision-making implies an overall data convergence strategy. 

New Directions are in building the foundation for more predictive (likelihood of what is to 

occur) and prescriptive (actions that need to take place to ensure needed outcomes) decision-

making capabilities related to supply chain material and inventory replenishment flows. It is 

an awareness that added customization or additional integration of data and information of 

any single supply execution system defeats the objective of synchronizing and optimizing end-

to-end flows of inventory and product fulfillment needs. 

Rather than adding additional safety stock or re-organizing the supplier network, an outside-

in perspective has a context of individual or collective customer needs in on-time and service 

level performance as the over-arching determinant. 

Leveraging appropriate predictive or prescriptive analytics as well as artificial intelligence 

enabled technologies to assist teams determine and enable the best QCD outcomes. The goal 
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is achieving smoother workload management, requiring less labor and unforeseen disruptions 

that can aid with agility and efficiency.  

Providing end-to-end graphical, visual or Digital Twin enabled views of manufacturing and 

supply chain execution to assist appropriate teams to initiate exception-based control, 

prioritization, and collaboration on the most optimal or highest priority inventory flows when 

disruptions do occur, which they will.  

 

2021 Prediction Seven: The New Normal Requires Changed Approaches and Skills 

Needs for Supply Chain Leadership 

 

Prediction Summary 

The year 2021 as well as a subsequent two-to-three-year period that requires supply chain 

management renewal and likely meaningful change, demands changed approaches in overall 

leadership. 

The notions of individual supply chain management functions, centers of organizational power 

or command and control structures cannot sustain themselves in the new normal of 

continuous change that requires far more agile and responsive capabilities. With responsive 

product demand and supply network capabilities now recognized as being a core component 

of overall business capability and market response, supply chain leaders will be viewed as 

both key executives of business process capabilities and as principle leaders of business as 

well as technology transformation.  

Our prediction in this area is that skills-based talent development outlined in Prediction Five 

as further applicable to determining a new level of supply chain management leadership 

skills.  

New Thinking involves challenging the status quo among existing line-of-business practices as 

to how they can be made more agile, with an outside-in focus that has customer needs as the 

determinant. New thinking is fostering and setting a direction that an integrated business 

planning process includes tenets for increased agility, resiliency and network synchronization 

of overall decision-making.  

It includes setting a direction as to how more agile and continuous planning processes must 

envelope both network planning, manufacturing and customer fulfillment capabilities. From 

an organizational framework perspective, it is about de-emphasizing command and control 

and fostering more bottom-up, ad-hoc team-based decision-making techniques. 
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Our prediction is that one of the more crucial requirements for supply chain leadership will be 

in fostering effective cross-business and cross-functional change management practices. 

These very skills were required during the initial and subsequent phases of the pandemic, 

where quick decisions were required with the best available information, balanced with 

known risk factors. For the year 2021 and beyond, the temporary fixes and the learnings of 

2020 must now be the basis of what we have described in this report as new definitions and 

directions.  

In the area of procurement and supply management, new thinking is a transformation to 

strategic supply network management. More than ever, strategic sourcing and supplier 

management is one of deeper two-way collaboration, joint innovation and risk management 

sharing. The quest for lowest cost supplier must be balanced with other business risk factors. 

Traditional purchase to pay processes should be steered toward autonomous, self-managing 

and exceptions only processes virtually enabled in Cloud platforms, while existing supply 

management professionals are reskilled to more strategic roles. 

The pandemic brought forward the critical importance of people, caring for their safety, well-

being, personal and career aspiration goals. The notions of deemed essential workers blended 

with a remote work force requires leaders with sensitivity, empathy and keen communication 

skills.  While it may have been convenient or rewarding to position supply chain management 

as the firefighters of significant unplanned disruption, the new normal requires supply chain 

management practices that are more proactively focused to balance cost and efficiency with 

management of likely risk factors. 

New Definitions are in overcoming existing functionally driven barriers with fostering skills-

based job requirements as described in Prediction Five. Definitions will be a realization that 

supply chain management and IT support roles are now coming together, that talent equates 

to blending deep business and supply chain knowledge with digital native skills.  

The definitions of digital and supply chain transformation are those of business process driven 

change enabled by the most appropriate technology. 

New Directions in the coming year for supply chain management leaders will be a mindful 

awareness that investments and transformation efforts need to be designed with flexibility. 

With continued uncertainties and unknowns related to global and regional economies, geo-

political developments, the threat of further pandemics and global climate driven disruption, 

avoidance of fixed investments in favor of more flexible efforts that include more timely 

checkpoints and milestones are wise. Tolerance for perceived transformation setbacks, where 

teams can be encouraged to acknowledge setbacks when they occur and self-correct without 

recrimination must be practiced. 

We predict that existing sales and operations planning processes will evolve more quickly 

toward integrated business planning processes that blur functional roles of Operational 
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Finance, Sales and Marketing, Product Management and Supply and Manufacturing 

Operations. Increasingly over the coming two-year window, consideration should be made 

towards the enablement of Digital Twin technology to help simulate and assess various 

options to better predict and assure expected business outcomes. 

 

2021 Prediction Eight: More Active Investment, IPO or M&A Activities Among 

Sectors of the Supply Chain Technology Landscape  

 

Prediction Summary 

During 2021 supply chain management and respective technology strategy teams should 

anticipate more active investment, IPO, M&A and key strategic partnership activities among 

certain sectors of the supply chain technology landscape.  

Much of this investment and activity is going to be fueled by the increased market need for 

supply chain digital transformation and more real-time end-to-end visibility in inventory and 

material movements which are addressed in our predictions. It will further involve inter-

enterprise Cloud based B2B supply chain platforms that support the synchronization of 

connected planning and customer fulfillment execution processes as well as analyze, 

synthesize and simulate differentiating decision-making capabilities. 

The past year provided substantial evidence of such activity and coming year will likely 

provide even further developments. Throughout most of 2020 we highlighted increased equity 

investment in specific supply chain technology areas in spite of a notable economic recession. 

Some noteworthy higher profile examples, among others were: 

• Supply chain Cloud platform technology provider E2open entering into a business 

combination agreement with CC Neuberger Principal Holdings 1, as a publicly traded 

special purpose acquisition company listing on the New York Stock Exchange which raised 

$1.4 billion in the truncation. Prior to the move, E2open had acquired multiple other tech 

providers. 

• Transportation and logistics real-time visibility platform provider Project44  completing a 

$100 million Series D financing round, bringing total raised investment to $241 million.   

• Business spend management technology provider Coupa Software’s announced acquisition 

of supply chain design and analytics technology provider Llamasoft for a reported 

purchase price of approximately $1.5 billion. The acquisition was aimed to strengthen 

Coupa’s capabilities in direct procurement spend management and among broader supply 

chain business process support capabilities in the area of procurement, supply network 

design, simulation and artificial intelligence enabled decision-making. 
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A further catalyst to our prediction was that in December 2020, a groundbreaking announced 

ruling from the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) approved a New York Stock 

Exchange plan to allow for direct initial public offering (IPO) of stock without having to pay 

expensive underwriting fees. This announcement is being billed as the ability of rapidly 

growing companies, including tech providers, to sell shares directly on the exchange to raise 

additional capital or provide exit strategies for existing founding or equity investors.  

New Thinking and Directions Implications 

Multi-industry supply chain managements teams need to continue to monitor such 

developments especially if they involve existing or deemed attractive technology providers. 

As supply chain management teams increase their investments in specific needed 

technologies, most efforts will be managed scope efforts designed to address specific business 

process automation or transformation needs. Some of these investments will represent 

relationships and partnerships with specific technology providers that will likely span multi-

year incremental phases of technology adoption. Much more important with increased 

attractiveness of Cloud based technology platforms are the multi-year contracts that will 

make-up usage of the technology.  

Motivations from equity investors in spurring M&A, IPO and strategic partnerships are to 

ensure longer-term or more accelerated revenue and profitability growth by targeting multi-

year subscription-based revenue flows. Thus, a key target will be product demand, customer 

fulfillment or B2B supply network technology platforms with attractive value propositions. 

This is the key area to be watchful of in the coming year.  

A New Thinking consideration is that existing and future multi-year technology contract 

relationships should migrate toward the direct stewardship and responsibility of supply chain 

management operations, planning or executive leadership.  

A further consideration in the technology market dimension is the ability of growing small and 

medium enterprises to be able to continue to leverage advanced technology at reasonable 

subscription price points. Such organizations have their own unique challenges in digital 

transformation, enhanced end-to-end visibility and added online selling and fulfillment needs.  

As noted in Prediction Four, increased regulatory scrutiny by various global regulators focused 

on specific deemed anti-competitive, abusive or dominant platform providers may likely 

expand to factor affordable or wider market offerings for smaller businesses. 
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2021 Prediction Nine: Significantly Increasing Global-Wide Transportation Costs 

and Eroded Service levels Will Foster New Thinking in Supply Network Sourcing, 

Customer Fulfillment Strategies and Last-Mile Delivery. 

 

Prediction Summary 

If there was one significant pain point for multi-industry supply chains during 2020 it was 

global transportation, both from overall service level erosion and disruptions and associated 

skyrocketing cost increases. These challenges transcended global ocean container, regional 

and domestic trucking, and parcel delivery networks.  

Substantially increasing cost factors are of considerable concern to businesses large and small 

and are reflected in multiple interviews and survey data among supply chain management and 

business leaders.  

One significant milestone was the World Container Index, a compilation of spot rates among 

eight major global shipping routes, produced by global shipping advisory firm Drewry 

Consultants. The index posted a value of $4359 at the close of 2020, a near 138 percent 

increase from its year-ago level. Drewry’ s commentary was one of ”…exporters and 

importers using ocean transportation fighting a seemingly constant battle to secure freight 

capacity they needed, only to get burnt when they did on the cost side.” 

Parallel with the explosion of shipping rates was a persistent global-wide imbalance of 

shipping containers, forcing added delays in securing timely vessel bookings for shipments 

originating in Asia. Experienced transportation and logistics managers have indicated such 

rate increases and service erosions were unprecedented. Similarly, increased rates, added 

surcharges and outright capacity metering during high peak shipping periods took a financial 

and business impact toll on online retailers and businesses. The exploding transportation and 

eroding service levels especially impacted online B2C and B2B fulfillment during the second 

half of 2020, not to mention carrier announcements to increase rates even further for 2021. 

Our prediction for the coming year is that such trends cannot be sustained without new 

thinking on the part of global logistics, financial management, product sourcing and 

procurement teams. Such trending may well accelerate moves toward more regional or 

nearshored product sourcing strategies. 

For the shipping industry as a whole, our prediction is that the transportation industry will 

experience more pronounced pushback from global governments and regulators as such cost 

increases are increasingly perceived as hindering economic and business recovery. In early 

January 2021, the European Freight Forwarders Association and the European Shippers 

Council were requesting European Union competition officials to look into supply chain 

disruptions believed to have been caused by ocean container carriers.  
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Some online retail platform providers, such as Amazon or others, may find themselves at an 

industry advantage because of their abilities to leverage transport volumes for more 

attractive and predictable contracted rates. 

New Thinking: Global or domestic transportation capacity and cost management are now a 

far more important factor in the ability of being able to more accurately predict overall 

volumes per mode of transportation and proactively manage or reduce unsustainable 

transportation and logistics cost increases. Such needs are usually achieved by establishing 

annual contracts with carriers or logistics services providers at calculated threshold volumes 

and hedging contracted rates by taking advantage of market spot rates when advantageous 

for cost savings or added service needs. In some cases, manufacturers or retailers would tend 

to turn over transportation contracting and cost management to logistics service providers, or 

an online retail platform provider, under the belief that their economies of scale can better 

leverage overall costs spanning contract and spot market.  

In the coming and future years, far more attention will be required toward more dynamically 

managing both contracted and spot market transportation needs, and that will require added 

considerations among business CFO’s and supply chain management leaders as to rethinking 

transportation contracting and of more centralizing overall management. This is, of course, 

industry dependent and industry-specific, but with more business volumes expected to move 

toward Omni-channel customer fulfillment, long and shorter-term management of 

transportation costs and service levels takes on far more business significance. 

One of the more expensive and cost-ridden areas of online Omni-channel based customer 

fulfillment is the area of last-mile of fulfillment. Many logistics and services providers who 

have attempted to address this area have since withdrawn, and the industry seems to be of 

the belief of turning this over to last-mile fulfillment start-ups or traditional postal carriers 

because of prohibitive costs.  That obviously does not bode well for various retailers and 

services providers who feel the added cost burden. We sense that a new direction in the 

coming year will be coming to grips with the reality that Free Shipping is indeed a marketing 

driven concept, and that solutions to last-mile fulfillment will be more driven by a gig 

economy focused model of independent local contractors. The challenge will be consensus 

and alignment as to acceptable cost and fees in specific retail markets. 

New Definitions: Our belief is that in the coming year, logistics and transportation 

management will transcend from a services-based procurement, cost center management 

focus, to that of a broader functional organizational dimension that will peg specific margin 

and service performance goal setting and more dynamic transportation management 

capabilities under a broader organizational definition. This may well be the initial basis for 

centralizing of transportation under an umbrella for dynamically linking supply network 

planning and response with services procurement. 
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We believe such trending will accelerate re-definitions of logistics-services providers in the 

specific services and contract goals that are defined. 

New Directions: We anticipate that this will be a significant new opportunity for enablement 

for supply chain management technology in that it requires bringing together the most-timely 

information related to overall global supply network footprints, planned material flows in 

monthly buckets and online transportation brokerage and contracting. New thinking in this 

area will be supply network strategists and integrated business planning teams having a more 

concentrated focus on more dynamic contracting of transportation pegged to cost and margin 

goals.  

The direction of actual carriers moving into broader, more technology enabled one-stop 

logistics and inter-modal services providers will encounter significant tests as to whether 

businesses and/or global regulators will accept or tolerate such directions when the 

transportation industry as a whole secures more revenues and profit at the expense of 

importers and exporters.  

 

2021 Prediction Ten: More Active Focus and Support of Business Sustainability 

and Corporate Social Responsibilities in the Aftermath of the COVID-19 

Pandemic.  

 

Prediction Summary 

We predict that the COVID-19 pandemic’s learnings and realizations in 2020 will lead to a 

more active focus on business sustainability and corporate social responsibility efforts over 

the coming year(s), as global and regional economies begin to improve. There is an increased 

belief that the pandemic and the consequent economic and social impacts, have undone many 

human rights or diversity gains that companies have made in recent years. The significant 

disruptions that occurred among domestic and global supply networks provided added senior 

management recognition to the importance of supplier relationships as being an extension of 

business sustainability. Thus, organizations will face heightened attention surrounding 

sustainability and CSR oversight and initiatives. 

The Ecovadis 2020 Business Sustainability Risk and Performance Index that is based on 

cumulative 2015-2019 performance data drawn from more than 40,000 companies globally 

indicated that while business sustainability index performance was improving through 2019, 

scores in the area of sustainable procurement remained in their lowest levels. While North 

American based companies had led in active reporting of carbon emissions, European based 

companies were leading in implementing actions in reducing emissions. Greater China 

reportedly remained as the lowest scoring region. The Index further revealed that among a 
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sampling of 35,000 supplier ratings, more than a quarter had no health crisis measures in-

place. Such variances led to a conclusion that employee health and safety, diversity and 

discrimination, child labor and human trafficking remain high on business’s sustainability 

management agenda. Further noted was significant performance differences among specific 

industries with highly regulated sectors tending to be more advanced while services sectors, 

including transportation lag behind. A further interesting finding was that small and medium 

businesses tend to outperform large enterprises in sustainability and corporate social 

responsibilities. 

In the early days of the global outbreak, when vast populations and subsequent transportation 

had to be locked down for their own safety and that of healthcare institutions, global citizens 

began to actually visualize what a cleaner, more carbon free environment can feel like. By 

the same token, the pandemic was a brutal reminder of the fragility of our planet and to the 

notions of what overall risks can equate to in human and environmental dimensions. 

Some futurists thought leaders and business commentators equate active and visible 

corporate sustainability commitments to appealing to customers and consumers who are 

increasingly concerned about the rising threats of climate change, and who might favor 

brands that demonstrate active commitment. To some extent, that may or may not be true. 

There is mixed data pertaining to direct correlation. On the other hand, the extent of this 

pandemic’s vast impact on customer demand and supply networks, including the various 

business continuity vulnerabilities, drives home a reality that sustainability is about the future 

of the business and of respective global and domestic supply networks.  

Global food companies such as Nestle, Unilever, Kellogg and others continue to actively 

support human rights across supply network value chains, combatting forced child labor, 

protecting farmers and growers rights through joint efforts.  

New Thinking: The opportunity for new thinking is to view product demand and global supply 

networks in the dimension of overall business sustainability and corporate responsibility. 

There is now a building emphasis among companies towards embracing environmental 

sustainability in the lens of a circular model, a concept to avoid production of any waste 

while emphasizing the packaging and use of products in advanced forms of recycling or re-

use. Such strategies differ from commitments in energy consumption or strictly carbon 

reduction and emphasize more focus on renewable energy and reductions of reliance on fossil 

fuels. This is a rather important differentiation for supply chain focused initiatives. Lift 

trucks, material handling and transport equipment which are so pervasive across multi-

industry manufacturing, logistics and transport networks are more far-reaching objectives. 

A further area of re-thinking is the notion of sourcing for lowest cost or cost per unit, towards 

broader business continuity or risk implications. Too often this has been the dark side of 

supply network sourcing, that lowest cost is the sole determinant.  COVID-19 drove home the 
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need for complete visibility among all suppliers related to their capabilities and performance, 

as well cost.  

The corporate social responsibility dimensions of factory workers in Myanmar or Bangladesh 

apparel mills, China based consumer electronics providers believed use of contracted slave 

labor, or U.S. based slaughterhouse and meat producers lack of adequate health safeguards 

for virus spread, are all current evidence as to what lowest cost can imply. As noted in our 

prior prediction related to resiliency, sourcing balanced for risk factors needs to increasingly 

include corporate sustainability and especially social responsibility risk considerations. There 

is no coincidence to increased headlines that include high profile branded companies such as 

Apple, Amazon, Nike, Uber and others concerning added investigations and/or allegations of 

human rights abuses among contracted suppliers or gig workers. 

A important emphasis in re-thinking for the coming year is in coming to consensus on the 

increased use and fair compensation of independent contractors or gig workers. This has been 

a particularly sore point among trucking, seasonal worker and last mile shared ride and 

customer fulfillment services networks. Companies such as Uber, Lift, Amazon, DoorDash and 

many others have come under increased scrutiny for labor practices that avoid the payment 

of direct wages and benefits. New moves in Europe and the U.S. introducing legislation that 

would force categorizing such workers as direct employees risks upending respective business 

models that address needs for added flexibility to handle surge periods of service needs. That 

will require the industry to come up with new definitions and practices that provide gig 

workers with some basis of predictable compensation and baseline benefits, but at the same 

time provide flexibility and choice of working hours on the part of workers themselves.  

New Definitions involve a far broader emphasis on sustainability and CSR in the setting of 

overall goals that are more aggressive as opposed to “comfortable” to prevailing senior 

management. That includes broader and more succinct definition and accountability for 

overall performance, as well as management bonus areas tied to annual CSR objectives that 

complement revenue and profitability goals. 

In the area of fairer compensation for independent and gig workers, efforts in Europe are 

being championed by companies toward a framework in Italy where couriers are compensated 

a set hourly wage making deliveries, added consideration for equipment and insurance needs, 

while introducing collective bargaining rights for independent contractors. In the United 

States, President-Elect Joe Biden has indicated intent to push for collective bargaining rights 

for gig transport workers. It will behoove the broader industry to proactively provide new 

definitions, modified compensation that can address minimum wage levels, and collective 

bargaining models for gig workers to address periods of high work demand. Companies that do 

not revise existing definitions run the risk of new labor legislation and regulation. 

New Direction is in clearer responsibilities, accountability and commitment for meeting 

sustainability and CSR objectives as opposed to just the establishing of supplier audit or code 
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of conduct mechanisms to constantly test or monitor for CSR non-compliance. This is an area 

where active industry-wide consortia and supplier investment and support mechanisms have 

played an instrumental role.  

We believe that a renewed recognition and future new direction will be in added emphasis 

among corporate boardroom, C-Suite as well as strategic sourcing and procurement leaders 

that active and measurable sustainability and CSR efforts are now an integral part of overall 

business continuity. The implication is added leadership and accountability in these areas. 

 

Summary Thoughts 

Indeed the year 2021 will be both a year of renewal, but also one of opportunities to be 

prepared for the multiple dimensions of more accelerated business change, more agile 

decision making and supply response. The overall goal remains the ability for product demand 

and supply networks to be able to pivot to whatever challenges are provided in respective 

industries and markets. 

 

Throughout the coming year, The Ferrari Consulting and Research Group will be providing 

additional research insights and consulting services, along with timely updates via our Supply 

Chain Matters media outlet. 

 

We extend our best wishes for a productive and successful year. 
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