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The retail supply chain has gone global, and now it is going mobile with new technologies to benefit the 
supply chain from end-to-end.   

The 2013 Retail Supply Chain Special Report

Welcome to the 2013 Retail 
Supply Chain Special 
Report, where we take a 
look at significant factors 

affecting the retail supply chain. 
Last year the Retail Supply Chain 
Special Report focused on RFID and 
multichannel fulfillment, and you can 
access that report at ismretail.com/go/
SCreport. This year we are featuring 
research and commentary from the 
Retail Value Chain Federation (RVCF, 
formerly VCF) and Retail Systems 

Research (RSR), both industry leaders when it comes to the 
retail supply chain.

Globalization Of Retail
The retail supply chain is becoming worldwide, from sourcing 
and manufacturing to end user delivery, and everywhere in 
between. Knowing how to maximize assortment planning 
across all channels and where to source the merchandise will 
be key to retailers maximizing margins and controlling costs 
as they expand worldwide. Nikki Baird, managing partner 
of RSR Research, will discuss the localization of demand, 
globalization of supply, and cross-channel opportunities. 
She will cover the benefits of globalization and how it can 
open new markets for retailers.  Baird will also discuss 
the various business challenges retailers face regarding 
the supply chain, especially when it comes to flexibility in 
demand. 

Mobility In The Supply Chain
Sheri Kurdakul, director of alliance marketing and 
development at RVCF, focuses on the mobile revolution in 
retail and how it affects the supply chain. Kurdakul analyzes 
how mobility increases accuracy, enables better shipment 

tracking, and allows greater visibility into the supply 
chain. Additionally, she will discuss how mobility improves 
customer service on the sales floor through inventory 
visibility and how mobile energizes the supply chain through 
social interaction. 

Kurdakul will be discussing how mobility and the supply 
chain affect retail from two different perspectives — in the 
store and in the distribution center. Everything points to 
better customer service, increased sales, and streamlined 
operations.

Change Or Be Left Behind
The retail supply chain is evolving, and retailers need to take 
notice. Those that evolve with it and are open to changes in 
sourcing, technology, and planning will become true retail 
winners, while those retailers who choose to stick with old, 
outdated methods will be left behind. Retail is in one of its 
most competitive eras in history, and with the growth of 
e-commerce, margins are slimmer and customers are less 
loyal. The supply chain is a major area of potential cost and 
time savings and can be a differentiator when it comes to 
customer service. 

As you go through this report from two leaders in the 
industry, take note of how the supply chain is constantly in 
motion. The technology is changing every day, but the ultimate 
goals are still the same — getting the right items to the right 
place, on time for the customer.

Bob Johns 
  Associate Editor 
  Integrated Solutions For Retailers/Retail Solutions Online 

Bob Johns
Associate Editor 
Integrated Solutions 
For Retailers/
Retail Solutions Online
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ompared to other retail functions, the 
supply chain tends to evolve slowly. 
It’s not that innovation is slow, as 
much as that the pieces involved 

in supply chain tend to be less flexible than in 
other parts of the business. In marketing, if an 
ad no longer plays well with the audience, it gets 
scrapped. In merchandising, the poor-selling 
product gets marked down and discontinued. 
In supply chain, if the warehouse that has 
delivered to stores for decades now needs to 

tackle the complexities of cross-channel — well, that change simply 
does not occur overnight.

RSR has, in the past, examined various aspects of the retail supply 
chain — we have looked at inventory visibility, demand forecasting, 
and supply chain fulfillment, among other topics. Our latest report, 
Retail Supply Chain 2012: Globalization, Localization, and Cross-
Channel, examines the end-to-end retail supply chain — and just in 
time for the rapidly increasing pace of supply chain change.

It’s A Small World
In tackling a holistic supply chain benchmark, we examined three 
trends that impact retailers’ supply chains today: cross-channel 
shopping, global sourcing, and localized assortments.

On a relative scale, localization of assortment came out as the 

biggest challenge among survey respondents (Figure 1).
Overall, 53% of respondents reported localized assortments 

as critical to their company to some degree or another. This is 
the local execution challenge of globalization, exacerbated by 
retailers’ desire to expand their global presence — 39% agreed 
that they will be operating more selling locations around the world 
than today. The differences are even stronger when viewed by 
performance. Retail Winners — those that outperform their peers 
in sales — place even heavier emphasis on global growth and local 
assortments (Figure 2). 

For companies in mature markets, globalization is in response 
to a need to grow. There is a lot of retail saturation in North 
America and Europe, and new regions of the world promise 
more opportunity. But it is not unique to retailers from mature 
markets: Increasingly, those successfully operating in challenging 
developing regions are putting their low-cost operations or clever 
product sourcing strategies to the test in mature markets, and there 
are more retailers operating locations in both Europe and North 
America than have headquarters there (see Figure 3 on next page).

This year’s supply chain survey demonstrates how important 
the trend of globalization is becoming. In every region of the 
world, at least some respondents report having a selling presence 
even if they don’t have headquarters there.
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Figure 1: Sources Of Supply Chain Challenges

Source: RSR Research, 2012
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Figure 2: Sources Of Supply Chain Challenges “Agree”

Source: RSR Research, 2012
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Cross-Channel Headwinds
Cross-channel challenges appear to be somewhat eclipsed by 
localization and globalization. However, as you will see in this 
research, it has been having a major impact on retailers’ supply 
chain designs. So as retailers struggle with rethinking how to 
assort inventory across a broader range of cultures and align 
that assortment against the unique global nature of consumer 
goods manufacturing, cross-channel challenges are still there, 
lying just beneath the surface. And the demands for inventory 
flexibility that a cross-channel strategy makes on supply chain 
are only beginning to be felt.

So in the relatively slow world of supply chain evolution, 
globalization — a trend that has been creeping up for decades 
— has taken a big upswing, in part thanks to the economic 

uncertainties of mature retail markets. But cross-channel’s 
impact is the wrench in the works that makes retailers’ global 
plans — and local ones — that much more difficult to execute. 
How does this all translate into investment plans for supply 
chain technology? 

Cross-Channel’s Secret Influence
Retailers’ number one supply chain business challenge 
is consumers’ price sensitivity (Figure 4). However, while 
consumers have always been price sensitive to some degree — 
even the most profligate luxury shopper isn’t going to readily 
pay more for something than they have to — the sensitivity that 
came out of the economic downturn has stayed, in part because of 
price transparency that comes from cross-channel visibility into 
price and inventory availability. The more sensitive a customer 
is to price, the more pressure there is on supply chain to deliver 
more for less. 

From a performance perspective, there are some differences, 
many driven by economic factors. Laggards are more impacted 
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Figure 4: Sources Of Supply Chain Challenges “Agree”

Source: RSR Research, 2012
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Figure 3: Retail Operations Worldwide

Source: RSR Research, 2012
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Source: RSR Research, 2012

Figure 5: Supply Chain Business Challenges
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by uncertainty because they don’t have the performance or 
margin edge to let them take bigger risks; thus, they rate price 
sensitivity, unpredictable demand, supplier consolidation, and 
reduced supply chain flexibility due to a longer supply chain as 
bigger challenges than their winning peers (Figure 5).

Winners have the same challenges, to some degree, but express 
them in different ways. They are more likely to express their 
concerns over supply chain flexibility in terms of uncertainty 
over variable supply chain costs than in terms of the risk of 
a longer, global supply chain. They also are more likely to 
recognize the impact of cross-channel on the supply network.

The Business Challenge Of Cost
Among all of the supply chain challenges identified above, there is 
one that emerged from a different quarter that promises to be even 
larger. According to survey respondents, less than a third have seen 
any improvement in lead times over the last three years, and the 
majority has seen no change at all (Figure 6). 

For all of the investments that retailers have made in their supply 
chains over the last three years, relatively little improvement has 
occurred in the speed that supply chains move — even when Retail 
Winners have actually managed to make more improvements than 
their peers. However, keep in mind that, at least on the execution side, 
Retail Winners have also said that they are willing to give up some 
supply chain speed and efficiency if they can increase their flexibility 
— in large part to meet demands for cross-channel capabilities. 

Unfortunately, from the perspective of return on investment, these 
numbers may explain why innovation in supply chain has been slow 
to occur for retail — there is no clear consensus on supply chain 
opportunities, and difficulty getting payback out of changes to supply 
chain may well explain why.       n  

Figure 6: Retail Operations Worldwide

Source: RSR Research, 2012
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remember as a child my mother standing 
in long lines during the holidays to 
try to buy one of the few remaining 
Cabbage Patch Dolls for my little sister. 

Parents were being trampled for a slim chance 
that there might be one doll left on a shelf. If 
you were really lucky, some triumphant clerk 
would come out of the back room announcing, 
“The last one in the store!” Then there were 
the unlucky ones who would wait forever by 
the back stockroom door only to be met with 
a reply of, “Try 
back next week. 

We get shipments on Wednesdays, 
but we can’t guarantee we will 
receive any more before the 
holidays.”

Times have changed, and 
“mobile” has thrust that change 
into hyperspeed. Today, consumers 
have the ability to be anywhere 
(home, work, coffee shop, etc.), 
turn on their mobile devices, and 
shop. They can decide whether 
they want to pay for shipping 
to their house or work, have it 
shipped to their local store for 
pick-up (free), or check inventory 
levels in that store to purchase it 
and take it with them the same day. 

Retail has always been dictated by supply and demand, but 
with the convergence of social, ecommerce, and mobile outlets, 
demand is the kingdom, and the consumer is the king calling all 
of the shots.  

Retailers who are mobilizing their own teams to manage this 
convergence are seeing benefits in multiple ways, from higher 
efficiencies in their supply chain processes to lower lost sales 
instances and increased sales opportunities. 

Mobility Increases Efficiency And Accuracy
Forecasting can now be done with more insight into what is 

happening with a retailer’s consumer base. Marketing is closely 
monitoring social media to communicate valuable information to 
planning teams. Planning teams can work with their suppliers 
through manufacturing processes and make adjustments on the 
fly, including those related to regulatory compliance. DCs can 
receive shipments, reconcile with the purchase orders, and stage 
or cross-dock from a handheld. If there are shipment errors, 
these can be communicated in real time and with fewer human 
touch points, further reducing the opportunity for errors. Mobile 
devices can document the condition of a shipment and transmit 
the information in real time, further speeding the order-to-cash 

cycle time. 
 Transportation can be handled 

more efficiently, including real-
time exception communication. 
This allows the DC to accommodate 
both dock scheduling and staff 
adjustments to avoid increased labor 
costs. Drivers can then reduce their 
wait time, thereby reducing fuel 
costs.

In-store receiving can become an 
automated process, greatly reducing 
human errors and theft. If the 
receiving is done on a mobile device, 
it also can eliminate the need for 
employees to sit behind a computer 
screen for hours in the back office. 

Bringing Mobility To The Sales Floor
While in a brick-and-mortar location, consumers have apps for 
scanning bar codes and QR codes to look up product information 
and competitor pricing, sometimes even from a store’s own 
online division. They can receive special offers while walking 
past a storefront or display rack and receive coupons through 
text messaging and social media sites.

Sales staff armed with mobile devices can provide “gadget 
awe” for the customer. What person isn’t enticed by images and 
information on a shiny mobile device? When a customer inquires 
if a store has any more stock in size 8 in the color green, it is 
frustrating when the clerk disappears for a few minutes into a 
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Mobility Reigns Supreme
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Customers are becoming more mobile, forcing retailers to do the same.
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The RSR Research Mission is to elevate the conversation about 
retail technology to a strategic level within the retail enterprise by:
•Providing objective, pragmatic advice to both retailers 
and solution providers;
•Leveraging our extensive retail industry experience;
•Providing a deep bed of research into retailers’ technology 
investment plans and the business opportunities and 
challenges that drive those investments.

Retail Value Chain Federation (RVCF) is an organization 
that advocates trading partner alignment, retailer-supplier 
operating synchronization, and best practices by facilitating 
collaborative and educational opportunities and providing 
technology solutions to eliminate disruptions throughout 
the retail value chain. RVCF includes North America's 
leading retailers, merchandise suppliers, and service 
providers.
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backroom to look for something that may or may not be there. If the 
staff can look it up on a mobile device while standing next to the 
customer, it creates a relationship between the customer and the 
clerk. If the specific item is not available, a suitable alternative can 
be immediately suggested, even offering upsell options. 

If the item is specific and no alternative is to be found, a clerk 
can offer to immediately order it online and have it shipped, 
delivered to the store, or held in another store location for pickup 
— again, never losing that bond between the clerk and customer.

And don’t forget about the effect mobility can have on theft, which 
is always an issue in retail. A thief looks for holes in security, 
watching visibility angles from registers and backrooms. If your 
staff is constantly roaming among its customers, never leaving 
the sales floor, it makes for an unpredictable set-up and a less 
attractive target to a would-be thief. 

The common thread with mobility is communication. Having 
social networking built into your supply chain fosters greater 
communication between departments and business partners, 
which can reduce errors caused by delays in critical information. 
According to an Aberdeen study presented at the 2012 RVCF 
Fall Conference, out-of-stock rates for retailers using social 
networking averaged 3.4%, whereas those not using social 
networking averaged 7.2%. If your teams are able and encouraged 
to communicate innovative ideas as well as inefficiencies and 
errors, adjustments can be made with more insight and speed.

But all of this communication and mobility does not come 
without its own set of challenges. Some of the top hurdles to 

overcome include the following:
•	 Interoperability — If your mobile devices cannot 

communicate data with the systems you already have in 
place, then you are wasting your time and money.

•	 Security — All of your communications, especially any 
information on a network, should be secured and an 
agreement should be in place to ensure that the data is 
used only for its intended purposes.

 
•	 Device	 Life	 Cycle — Two points come to the surface 

regarding this line item. Ensure that your mobile devices 
are durable for the conditions to which they will be 
subjected (i.e. warehouse versus sales floor). Also realize 
that the expectancy for mobile device replacement can be 
as short as 18 months. 

•	 Education — Not all users are Apple geniuses, and 
training should be factored into the cost.

As with any new process, all the costs and implementation 
factors need to be well planned. Retailers are embracing these 
new systems, a fact that was made apparent in the November, 
2012 issue of Integrated Solutions for Retailers’ special report, 
“Tech Spending 2013: Mobile Makes Its Mark.”

And so it goes, the king has decreed — mobile is here to stay in 
retail.                                                                                     n  

The common thread with mobility is communication. Having 
social networking built into your supply chain fosters greater 
communication between departments and business partners, 

which can reduce errors caused by delays in critical information. 



Since 2000, Compliance Networks has offered a best-in-class vendor compliance optimization and supplier 
performance management solution (rCMS) that enables retail enterprises to make more informed supply chain 
decisions. rCMS provides actionable visibility into supply chain data, recovering lost sales opportunity costs and 
improving supply chain flow and order planning. rCMS provides performance accountability for supply chain 
stakeholders, and predictability that supports profitable ordering decisions and merchandising plan execution. 
Compliance Networks automates vendor performance and vendor compliance processes, including: scorecards, 
chargeback management, vendor certification, and supply chain alerts in support of retail specific distribution 
management best practices. Compliance Networks enables retailers to realize quantifiable results in a short period 
of time, translating directly to increased shareholder value. compliancenetworks.com

Oracle Retail provides retailers with a complete, open, and integrated suite of business applications, server, and 
storage solutions that are engineered to work together to optimize every aspect of their business. Twenty of the top 
20 retailers worldwide — including fashion, hardlines, grocery, and specialty retailers — use Oracle solutions to drive 
performance, deliver critical insights, and fuel growth across traditional, mobile, and commerce channels. For more 
information, visit our Web site at oracle.com/retail.
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The rising expectations of today’s hyper-connected customers put increased pressure not only on the storefront, but 
on every link in the supply chain. If a retailer doesn’t have real-time, accurate visibility into inventory, the risks of 
showrooming increase. Honeywell Scanning & Mobility offers retail enterprises the industry’s most advanced solutions 
from mobile POS and in-counter solutions to rugged and reliable wearable or voice-directed mobile computers for 
warehouse picking, with the device management software to monitor and update them all from one dashboard, to 
help deliver your product to your customer faster.  honeywellaidc.com

Infor is the third largest provider of enterprise applications and services, helping 70,000 customers in 194 countries 
improve operations, drive growth, and quickly adapt to changes in business demands. Infor offers deep industry-
specific applications and suites, engineered for speed, using ground-breaking technology that delivers a rich user 
experience, and flexible deployment options that give customers a choice to run their businesses in the cloud, 
on-premises, or both. 

Infor offers the industry's first and only unified HCM platform: A revolutionary service delivery model that allows you to 
select just the processes you need, or an end-end-solution, all delivered to maximize access, business insight, and 
breakthrough performance. infor.com/solutions/hcm

QlikTech is a leader in Business Discovery — user-driven Business Intelligence (BI). QlikTech’s 
powerful, accessible Business Discovery solution bridges the gap between traditional 
business intelligence solutions and standalone office productivity applications. Its QlikView 
Business Discovery platform enables intuitive user-driven analysis that can be implemented 
in days or weeks rather than months, years, or not at all. The in-memory associative 
search technology it pioneered allows users to explore information freely rather than being 
confined to a predefined path of questions. QlikView Business Discovery works with existing 
BI applications and adds new capabilities: insight for everyone, zero-wait analysis, mobility, 
an app-like model, remixability and reassembly, and a social and collaborative experience. 
Headquartered in Radnor, Pennsylvania, QlikTech has offices around the world serving 
approximately 24,000 customers in over 100 countries. Discover why more than 3,000 
consumer products, retail, and distribution companies around the world rely on QlikView.
qlikview.com/retail
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