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6

The People Dimension in Logistics and
Supply Chain Management Research
and Practice: its role and importance.

Edward Sweenéy

It is widely recognised that the effective applicatof logistics and supply chain management (SCa4) &
vital role to play in European economic recoveryp&rience suggests that success in achieving highels
of supply chain integration (SCI) depends on botysgal and technical components (tred-wiring), as
well as human and behavioural componentsgtiewiring). There is significant evidence that the lattes ha
been largely neglected by the logistics and SCM conity. Furthermore, it appears that the majority of
supply chain improvement initiatives by practition@ave been primarily concerned with technological
structural and process issues. This chapter atbaéethe difficulties often encountered in attemgtio put
logistics and SCM theory into practice are largelyonsequence of a lack of focus and understaroditige
people dimension. Based on this discussion, it ®8eme suggestions for improvement in this areapply
chain professionals.

6.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on the people dimension sdftewiring— of the supply chain in the context
of both scholarly research and predominant pra@gevidenced in the many empirical studies
that have been conducted over the years. This aspémgistics and supply chain management
(SCM) is important from many perspectives (inclgdielationships, management development
and the potential role of supply chain learningdwdver, Storey et al. (2006) acknowledge the
“crucial importance of the behavioural and peopieeathsion but the relative neglect of this in any
substantive form” (p. 754). The work of Fawcetakt(2008) draws a similar conclusion:
People are the key bridge to successful collah@ratinovation and should therefore not be
overlooked as companies invest in supply chainlemabuch as technology, information, and
measurement systems (p. 35).
This highlights the imbalance between the softngir{i.e. the people dimension) and theerd-
wiring (e.g. technology, information, and measuremertesys) in the supply chain improvement
initiatives of firms. More recently, Tokar (201Q)ggested that the issue of human behaviour has
been largely neglected in logistics and SCM sclbiprand presented a case for the importance
of research in this area:
based on the belief that such research would dfiepretical richness to both areas,
significantly improve the predictive accuracy ofaidable models, and increase the efficiency
of SCM and logistics in practice (p. 99).
Following this introduction, section 2 provides @rerview of the concept of integration which is
in many ways the central tenet — loig idea — of SCM. Section 3 then notes that there is
significant evidence of a divergence between themg practice. As discussed in section 4, this

! National Institute for Transport and Logistics (W)TDublin Institute of Technology (DIT)



evidence points to the need for a stronger emplvasisholarly research, as well as in practice, on
the people dimension (i.e. the soft-wiring). Théhau alludes to the 2009 collection of poems by
Irish Nobel literature laureate Seamus Heanéjuman Chain- to illustrate this point. In section

5 the author takes a critical look at the notiorilafst practice” and concludes by highlighting the
importance of asking the right questions if theigleand management of supply chains is to be as
effective as possible.

6.2 SCM's “Big Idea” - Integration

The SCM concept was originally introduced by mamnag@ consultants in the early 1980s and
has a strong emphasis on the idea of inter-firm gntich-firm integration of supply chain
activities. In many ways, integration is the centenet — or “big idea” —of supply chain
management. For example, Storey et al. (2006hair discussion of the interlocking ideas and
propositions of SCM declared that: “the central empthning ideas relate to alignment and
integration” (p. 758). Similarly, Pagell (2004) t&t@d that: “in its essence the entire concept of
SCM is really predicated on integration” (p. 460).

Most businesses — certainly manufacturing-basethéss — can be described in terms of the
five functions: buy, make, store, move and sellisTis what is referred to as theternal (or
micro- or intra-firm) supply chain. Traditionally these functions haften been measured, and
therefore managed, in isolation, often working miss purposes. As succinctly noted in the
aforementioned paper by Storey et al., this traxii approach is analogous to a relay race with
responsibility being passed from one function tmther. SCM means thinking beyond the
established boundaries, strengthening the linkbgéseen the functions, and finding ways for
them to pull together. A recognition that the “wddd greater than the sum of the parts” calls for
more effective integration between — for exampleurchasing and procurement (‘buy’),
production planning and control (‘make’), warehouseanagement (‘store’), transport
management (‘move’) and customer relationship mamagt (‘sell’). Contemporary SCM also
has a strong focus on integration and the manageohealationships between the upstream and
downstream firms — suppliers, manufacturers, thady logistics (3PL) firms, distributors,
retailers and so on — that comprise the wigldernal (or macro or inter-firm) supply chain or
extended enterprise.

The core SCM concepts of integration and teamwgrkian be seen clearly with reference
with reference to any pursuit that requires groopsndividuals to work together. Take the
symphony orchestfasee Figure 6.1) as a case in point. If the varisections of the orchestra
were to play in isolation from each other, irregpecof the virtuosity of the individual players
and section leaders, the result would likely besedd most ears (although some have argued that
jazz is the more likely outcome!). However, witte thid of sheet music and a conductor, harmony
can be added resulting in music to our ears! Tleetsimusic is analogous to the supply chain plan,
and the conductor to the supply chain director anager. They ensure that the players operate as
a team and perform in an integrated manner.

Woodwind . T
|:| Manufacturing Distribution
\

Purchasing
Slring|:|
Brass I:l

Percussion

Marketing

Figure 6.1 The Modern Symphony Orchestra and SCM

2 With due acknowledgement to Benjamin Britte¥itsung Person’s Guide to the Orchestra



6.3 Divergence of Theory and Practice — The Limitat ions of Hard-
Wiring

There is significant evidence of a divergence betwieory and practice in relation to this “big
idea”. The comprehensive literature review of Claed Paulraj (2004) noted that “practitioners
are far from mastering SCM” (p. 150). Some authatsle asserting that SCM is a sound concept
have noted that turning the idea into practiceoseasy and that it has so far received more lip
service than accomplishment, except in a few lepdidge companies (Leenders et al., 2002).
Carter and Narasimhan (1994) noted that the incatipm of SCM into the overall business
planning process is not widely practiced. As natedier, the concept of integration lies at the
heart of SCM philosophy. However, there is sigaifitevidence of a divergence between theory
and practice in this core area. For example, Stetay}. (2006) recognise that the theory suggests
that the supply chain should be managed from ereditbbut note that, “our research found very
few examples of this” (p. 763). The work of Fabbestés and Jahre (2007) concluded that, “at
this point in time it seems that we can confirmt fhéegration is more rhetoric than reality, that i
might be more difficult in practice than in theorf. 848). Using their own cultural reference
they likened this scenario to that of the “Empesdtew Suit” or “new clothes”. Their more recent
work (Fabbe-Costes and Jahre 2008) reinforcesvigig. In short, there is evidence to suggest
that there are — as Storey at al (2006) put itubsgantial gaps between theory and practice” (p.
769). Stank et al. (2011), in their recent synop$ishe New Supply Chain Agen(falone et al,
2011), make a similar point when they state thidhfortunately, few companies have yet to take
advantage of the stakeholder value opportunitygoriesi through supply chain activities” (p. 941).
These arguments raise important questions conggtinreal impact of SCM theory in practice.

In relation to the scholarly body of logistics aB&M knowledge, a number of interesting
factors are evident. Firstly, some academic litemafocuses on doing little more than describing
phenomena that exist in practice. Secondly, anofligmificant body of literature lays out
prescriptions for success, often based on notibise-galled “best practice”. As New (1997) put
it, this results in a form of “normative tensionétiveen thas and theoughtand goes on to state
that:

the rhetoric of managerial folklore tells managwarsfeel that they should take a broad,

integrative approach and ‘manage the whole chaird, this often clouds practitioner reports,

with both overstatement and yet profound cynicipirlg).
Thirdly, there is much literature that is primardgncerned with identifying trends in relation to
the implementation of SCM in practice. Thus, aslpuiStorey et al. (2006), the literature tends
“to move rather imperceptibly between descriptipmscription and trend identification” (p. 757).

These factors need to be considered through the d¢dénresearch philosophy and the
positionality of researchers. The philosophy unieripg research of any kind is closely bound up
with notions of ontology, epistemology and axiologyparticular, it relates closely to the concept
of a paradigmwith the paradigmatic preferences of the researdb&rmining to a great extent
the detail of the methodology adopted. From thespextive of research in business and
management generally researchers tend to posii@mgelves along the positivist — interpretivist
continuum. Positivist approaches are largely qtetnie in nature and focus on testing theoretical
propositions in an objective manner. Interpretigigproaches, on the other hand, tend to be more
gualitative and, therefore, subjective in natured aften aim to build (i.e. rather than to test)
theory. As noted by Mangan et al. (2004), “the mugjoof logistics research is, rightly or
wrongly, primarily populated by quantitative resgaviewed through a positivist lens” (p. 575).
This assertion is borne out by the reviews caraetlby Dunn et al. (1994), Mentzer and Kahn
(1995) and Samuel (1997) in the 1990s, and moentlcby Sachan and Datta (2005), Frankel et
al. (2005) and Spens and Kovacs (2006). For exarSlehan and Datta (2005) report that of the
papers published in thdournal of Business LogisticsSupply Chain Management: An
International Journal and the International Journal of Physical Distribution & lgistics
Managemenbetween 1999 and 2003, the majority (over 60%)arakclusive use of research
methods associated with the positivist paradigmvésts, simulation and mathematical modeling).
In many ways, the dominance of positivist reseaanl largely quantitative methodologies is
mirrored by the strong focus of the so-called “hardng” of supply chain in practice. This hard-
wiring is concerned primarily with technology, syisis and structures. For example, recent
research in an Irish context carried out by thd@uteveals that the great majority of recent and



planned major SCM initiatives by firms are in ardik® information and communications
technology (ICT), organization re-structuring, pss control and other components of the hard-
wiring.

The point is that almost any situation can be desdrin mathematical language or in an
algebraic formula. Such constructs can then beysedl in great detail and appropriate
interpretations drawn. However, such analysis isredp meaningless in the absence of an
understanding of the real environment that the emattics is attempting to describe (see Figure
6.2). Indeed, the construction of mathematical nwdénost always requires analysts to make
assumptions about the nature of the real situdtiahthey are trying to model. Thus, a critical
issue in the analysis concerns the impact of tlssemptions on the way in which models are
interpreted and, in particular, how any assumptimagle impose limitations on how the model
can be used in practice.

HX) = flxq)+Flxg) + ... + F(x;)

w1 - () o] (<52

Figure 6.2 The Mathematical Descriptions of Real Environments®

The fundamental point here is that adoption of lyupesitivist approaches to SCM research is
seriously limiting as supply chains are, first dacemost, about people. Similarly, improvement
initiatives in firms that focus exclusively on tHeard-wiring” dimension by definition largely
ignore the people dimension and are unlikely tfilftileir potential as a result. This points to the
need for a new focus on thiiman Chain

6.4 The Human Chain

The author has been a fan of Irish Nobel literataveeate Seamus Heaney for as long as he can
remember. The initial interest was sparked by hiskwabout a namesak8weeney Astrais a
translation by Heaney from the Iri§uile Suibhnewhich translates into English ake Madness

of Sweeneyr Sweeney’s FrenzyThe story follows a mad king called Sweeney is tiazed
wanderings through the countryside, torn within $gthby his love of the wild and his incurable
loneliness. Seamus Heaney's 2010 collection of poerluman Chain— addresses, amongst
other issues, relationships (between — for examplgsband and wife, child and parent, the past
and the present) and affirms the interconnectednégzhenomena. Supply chains are about
people: customers are people; suppliers are pettyise who design, manage and execute supply
chain operations are people. However, as notethanirttroduction to this Chapter, the people
dimension has traditionally been underemphasizé inaesearch and in practice.

In relation to research, Mangan et al. (2004) dised the appropriateness of the positivist
and interpretivist paradigms with reference to $ymhain and logistics decision making note
that:

it could be suggested that positivism is relevantdgetting an overview and for considering

the broad structure of decisions, whereas phendagndi.e. interpretivism) is useful for

finding out at the micro-level about the behaviotithe decision maker (p. 568).

This mirrors a comment made by New and Payne (1888pst a decade earlier, albeit using
slightly different language:

%with due acknowledgement to Antoine de Saint-Exudrg’ Petit Prince



The most striking conclusion is that while logistis a difficult area for relevant empirical

research, progress may be possible if the rangeettiodologies employed expands to match

the greater scope of the holistic interpretatioh$ogistics. ‘Soft’ data — such as managers’
expectations or fears concerning the behaviouuppkers and customers — is as important as

data on stock turns or delivery patterns. This gmes a considerable challenge to a

predominantly technical field (p. 74-75).

Both papers are suggesting a role for multi-paradiic positions, and the consequential use of
methodologically pluralist approaches, to enricll aevelop logistics and SCM understanding.
Amongst the recommendations of Sachan and Dat@5§28 an increased focus on the use of
“behavioral research methods” to develop new irtsighto what we know about contemporary
supply chains. They also note that as a resuliefibminance of positivist approaches research in
the discipline “is not able to look the system &iidially”. Other authors - notably Naslund (2002)
— have also called for more research based omthepietivist rather than the purely positivist
paradigm.

In relation to SCM practice — and as noted eadighere has traditionally been a strong
emphasis on the hard-wiring with a focus on, faaregle, technology and systems. This ignores
the criticality of the people dimension — thlrman Chainto borrow Heaney’s language. The
orchestral analogy outlined earlier in this artidlastrated the centrality of integration in the
overall SCM paradigm. But integration (either intoat inter-firm) is predicated on relationships:
relationships between individuals; relationshipssdeen teams; relationships between functions;
relationships between divisions; and, relationshipstween upstream and downstream
organizations, and relationships are in essenceta@wple. For many firms, the adoption of the
holistic SCM approach requires a reappraisal ofvilag in which both internal and external
customer/supplier relationships are created andageth The creation and management of so-
called “partnerships” — possible the most abuseddwn the supply chain lexicon - with all
customers and suppliers (internally and externadlyjot what SCM is about. There is no “one
size fits all” approach to this. There are manysgae relationship forms and choosing the right
ones in specific situations is the key. Nonetheles®e of the biggest manifestations of the
adoption of SCM in recent years has involved thezenaway in many sectors from adversarial
relationships with key external suppliers towardmtionships which are based on mutual trust
and benefits, openness and shared goals and ebgecti

Similarly, my experience suggests that good suppbin design and management in practice
is neither purely an art nor a science. It is pbdjpaest described as amalgam of the two and more
akin to a craft. It certainly has elements of arthat creativity and innovation are critical suexe
factors. But there is also a scientific dimensidthva need for robust analysis and concomitant
attention to detail.

Finally, recent years have seen a strong focugsearch and in practice on the notion of
supply chain “best practice” often linked to infem benchmarking processes. | strongly dispute
the concept of “best practice” in this context. Tiation implies that there is one single optimum
supply chain strategy that is equally appropriatespective of the detail of individual scenarios
(i.e. that “one size fits all”). Every company hasque products, unique processes and — perhaps
most importantly — unique people and a unique celtlihe resultant reality is that every supplier
and every customer in has its own particular costamer service drivers and its own set of
strategic priorities. The detail of each customgifdier dyad is also characterised by its own
unique set of factors. The optimum solution mustdi®red to each of these sets of factors to
reflect the uniqueness of the specific scenaridedd, it has long been recognised that good
supply chain design practice in any sector mustbased on: (i) fully understanding these
dynamics; (ii) designing supply chain configuraahat take these dynamics into account; and,
(i) implementing these solutions superbly withostg attention to detail. The latter is important
as “the devil is in the detail” and this detail ie@r significantly from company to company and
from supply chain to supply chain.

6.5 Implications for Supply Chains Managers

The major lesson for practitioners from the foregois that progress in putting SCM theory into
practice is unlikely unless the right questionsasieed So what is the question? The key question



for SCM professionals is: what is the optimum sypghain configuration given that | have
certain unigue strengths and weaknesses, anchthatdrket and the wider business environment
is likely to throw up particular opportunities atitteats? The bad news is: (i) while we can of
course learn from so-called “world-class” exponeritSCM practice, we can not blindly copy so-
called “best practice”; and, (ii) there are no “ricagplutions” or “silver bullets” or “panaceas”.

This raises questions in relation to the key corepts of “appropriate practice” (as opposed
to so-called “best practice”). The author's ongoiagearch into SCM practice in firms in Ireland
(indigenous and multinationals) suggests that whdekets of excellence do undoubtedly exist,
there is significant room for improvement in marecters (particularly in the more traditional
industries). The areas for improvement relate tayractors, one of which is overall supply chain
structure/configuration/architecture (the primasgus of the “best practice” model). These factors
include, but are not limited to:

* investment in supply chain ICT and systems as #itédor of integration (i.e. théaard-

wiring);

« creating and managing relationships in the suppiyrc(i.e. thesoft-wiring);

» elimination of excessive complexity - and other +vatue adding activities (NVAS) - in
many supply chain operations;

» effective measurement of supply chain performaand,;

» (of course returning to the first theme of this ptea - SCM’s “big idea”) integration
between internal supply chain activities, as wedl lzetween firms upstream and
downstream in supply chain.

The author’s ongoing work suggests that addregbiese issues has the potential to significantly
improve supply chain capability and performance.
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Renato Passaro, Antonio Thomas |Editors)

Supply Chain Management:
Perspectives, Issues and Cases

Il: in quite complicated to monitor the developments thas have been taking
place in recent years in menagement studies and, in partodar, in Supply
Chain Manapoment (SCM), Based on this premise, the volume contains coniri-
bnstions that highlipht some basic isnes of the reoent international debate on
SCM, which has gained the attention of several scholars, for a deeper undersmn-
ding of its theoseticl implications and to improve the methods and soope of
empirical research. Accordingly, the boak prevents 2 large number of papers rels-
ting o SCM as well a5 the Logistics and Tamspart Services indusery, wiitzen by
academics, managers, entreprenours, practitioners and other experts.

The vohume, therelore, indudes papers by Authors with different backgroumd,
reserch and professinnal expertise. Hence, this reflects bath the wide scope and
complexity of SCM, and the vasety of pergectives from which process and
stratepies are analysed and interpreted.

This volume & structured into three sediona, which represent three different
points of view on isswes, constraints and actors, mevalving around SCM and
Logestics and Transport Services indusry,

Renatn PassarD i Full Protesnr of Busress Eronomics 2t the Fansiy of Engreering of
the University of Maples Parthenope. His rezearch intemsts indude Entepreneurship and
Small biress eroncmics, Supply chain management, hesines Lagistes at frm and imer-
firm leved, Competifion and collsberstion among firms
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