
Artificial intelligence is here. So are a mass of 
related new technologies. But what does that 
mean for supply chain planning? It’s time to 
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The future of AI is now
Artificial intelligence (AI) – it’s not just a buzzword stemming from science fiction anymore. The concept of smart machines that 
can think, act and make decisions autonomously has gone from idealistic to concrete and supply chain leaders around the globe 
are already testing the waters of implementing these emerging technologies. Current practical examples almost exclusively center 
on supply chain execution, with a very distinct lack of published details around how AI can improve efficiency in supply chain 
planning. Don’t let the allure of shiny delivery drones or self-diagnosing equipment fool you into believing AI functionality only 
exists in execution. You can put AI to use in a supply chain planning – and you don’t have to wait for a leap forward in technology 
to do it. The capabilities, at least in part, exist today.

As consulting firm Accenture describes it, “Artificial intelligence is a collection of advanced technologies that allow machines to 
sense, comprehend, act and learn.”1 At its core, AI recognizes patterns across diverse data sets and finds correlations. 

These advanced technologies span multiple categories as outlined in the diagram below:

Artificial intelligence is a collection of advanced technologies that allow machines  
to sense, comprehend, act and learn.

Source: Mills, M., Artificial Intelligence in Law: The State of Play 2016, Legal Executive Institute, February 23, 2016.
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The benefits AI technologies bring to supply chain planning are the ability to provide speed and accuracy beyond human 
capability. Imagine a supply chain that’s smarter, faster and self-healing, meaning it continuously observes and measures data 
and automatically adjusts or repairs itself as it finds exceptions. By combining machine learning, expert systems and planning, 
all housed under the AI umbrella, with concurrent planning at the core, that future is much closer to reality. Your system will be 
able to detect, predict and suggest, letting you know if an issue or exception is important or not, what the potential impacts are, 
and offering up resolution suggestions.

As mentioned, AI breakthroughs aren’t just coming on the manufacturing floor, on the road with self-driving cars or in the air 
with delivery drones. Danone is already seeing big gains using analytics and machine learning to improve its demand planning. 
The multinational food-products corporation has reduced forecast errors by 20% and lost sales by 30%.2  Those types of early 
results are likely why according to a 2016 Accenture report, 85% of organizations will adopt AI technology into their supply 
chain before the end of 2017.3

Forrester Research is predicting a more than 300% increase in AI investment in 2017, while IDC believes the market will grow 
from $8 billion in 2016 to more than $47 billion in 2020.4  When it comes to supply chain, much of that investment is likely geared 
toward execution. But are you ready for this AI-enabled future when it comes to supply chain planning? Because if you don’t have 
the right foundation in place to take advantage of these capabilities now, you’ll be chasing ghosts in the machines while your 
competitors are seeing real, substantiated results. 

85% of organizations will adopt AI technology into their supply chain before the end of 2017. 



Building the right foundation with concurrent planning
That’s why it’s so important to see past the hype. Yes, it’s exciting thinking about how AI is changing the way supply chains 
operate. Breakthroughs are happening all around us. But be warned. Successfully utilizing AI is about more than just adopting 
the latest and greatest technology. It’s about finding ways to drive new value across your supply chain. 

Breakthroughs in efficiency and productivity don’t just happen by deploying new technology. You must have an existing solid 
foundation upon which to build new supply chain capabilities. That starts with concurrent planning. Concurrent planning delivers 
the ability for you to know whether something’s important or not by planning, monitoring and responding across business 
functions in a harmonized way. Supply chains must do more than collect sensor data, which is how many are using AI and 
machine learning in supply chain planning today. They have to be able to answer fundamental questions like “is this important,” 
“what’s the impact” and “how can I correct the situation?” 

By bridging the gap between data, process and people with concurrent planning, you’ll be able to manage sales and operations 
planning (S&OP) and supply chain planning more effectively by integrating them with other critical business functions like 
finance, IT, marketing and sales. Concurrent planning isn’t a collection of disconnected functional modules. It looks at the 
supply chain as a whole, not just individual links in a broken chain. 

Supply chains have to be able to answer fundamental questions like “is this important,” 
“what’s the impact” and “how can I correct the situation?”

With concurrent planning, you get:

 End-to-end visibility: gain a 
current, complete picture of your 
entire supply chain – from suppliers 
to customers and every node in 
between, to mitigate risks, identify 
and understand the impact of 
disruptive events, and rapidly 
respond to changes. 

 What-if scenarios: quickly create 
multiple sandbox versions of 
your complete supply chain 
environment anytime, anywhere 
to compare and contrast scenarios 
and model past, present and future 
states of your supply chain. 

 Cross-functional collaboration: 
bring together decision makers to 
cooperatively identify supply chain 
issues and opportunities, formulate 
and evaluate scenarios, and 
implement solutions to support 
your supply chain goals. 

Together these capabilities enable you to breakdown silos, connect your end-to-end supply chain and ultimately make better 
decisions, faster. You’ll know sooner if something’s gone amiss and be able to act faster to correct it, reducing decision latency 
and improving operational and financial performance. That’s a revolution in supply chain planning on its own. Adding AI on top 
of this foundational backbone will help your supply chain soar to a completely new realm by realizing benefits and value on a 
much bigger scale.

It all starts by building out extended AI functionality in the areas of visibility, scenario simulation and collaboration.



Driving enhanced visibility with big data 
Concurrent planning already gives you a current view of your end-to-end supply chain by bringing together data, process and 
people in a unified way. 

Using big data, you might think you’ll be able to create an even more complete picture. After all, data is often touted as the backbone 
of AI. However going down the road of collecting data from billions of connected devices and sensors and then feeding all that 
information into a central system for analysis isn’t likely to yield the results you’re looking for. It won’t result in a faster, smarter, 
self-healing supply chain. Instead, you’ll have huge system requirements to keep up with all that data, and still no real way to 
ask questions and get back intelligent answers.

Drowning in meaningless data is a common problem when piloting next-gen AI supply chain planning projects. Companies are 
placing too much emphasis on the amount of data, rather than the patterns and intelligence behind it. The rise of the Internet 
of Things (IoT) means data’s more readily available than ever before. IHS Markit Ltd. says the number of IoT-enabled devices will 
surge to more than 30 billion by 2020 and 75 billion by 2025.5  

IoT on its own has become somewhat of a red herring – a big data distraction if you will. Businesses are scrambling to gather as 
much data as possible simply because it’s suddenly becoming available. But where’s the value in these endlessly flowing streams 
of information? It isn’t in just seeing a steady stream of numbers. That alone isn’t enough to drive real supply chain breakthroughs. 

The key in utilizing big data for AI in supply chain planning lies in the application programming interface (API) economy, and the 
ability to use intelligence to help people understand the patterns behind the data and recognize the exceptions, not the rule. Gartner 
defines the API economy as, “a set of business models and channels based on secure access of functionality and exchange of data.” 6

The research firm believes the API economy is integral to digital business models and turning business into platforms, which inherently 
allows you to create value from the outside in by exposing existing enterprise assets like algorithms and analytics and allowing the 
creation of new solutions through integration and connection with other people, systems and data. 

From a supply chain planning perspective, it means access to a larger library of data and algorithms that you can then leverage 
to drive enhanced value. It also means that instead of copying all that data from sensors into your own central system for analysis, 
you’ll simply be able to ask smarter questions, which will trigger multiple queries up the chain, until you get intelligent answers. 
It’s all about using integration across distributed systems to drive enhanced visibility. Kinaxis estimates by 2025, less than half the 
data we consume will be coming from enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems. 

Businesses are scrambling to gather as much data as possible simply because it’s suddenly 
becoming available. But where’s the value in these endlessly flowing streams of information? 



For example, if you’re transporting a temperature sensitive product in 
containers on a cargo ship, sensors can tell you what the current readings 
are. But that’s not really the answer you’re looking for. Neither is just an 
estimate of how many items will arrive in unusable condition due to 
being out of temperature range for a specified period. While that’s useful 
information, and your supply chain management system will have to 
update that quantity as non-usable inventory, what you really want to 
know for supply chain planning is if there are any patterns in the yield 
calculation for how many units reach the other end in sellable condition. 
If you routinely see five out of every 100 units fail in transport, you have 
to adjust your supply and demand plans accordingly. In this case, if the 
as planned failure is two units, but the demonstrated failure is actually 
consistently five, your plan is off by three percent even before you start. 
The self-healing supply chain recognizes this discrepancy and suggests 
changes to your planned yields. 

You can apply the same principles to lead times. Supply chain systems 
as they stand now typically look at one item from one source to one 
destination. A smart, self-healing supply chain would continuously 
observe and monitor lead times, for not only that one product, but 
look for  other products that could be impacted based on historical data 
and slope. It would then be able to predict if other products are likely 
to experience lead time delays based on factors like shared suppliers 
(perhaps they’re consistently delivering late), distribution routes (has 
a port been temporarily closed or storm system moved in?), and even 
commodities (is glass harder to come by because of changes in market 
force?). Finally, it would suggest possible solutions like running a 
promotion on an alternate product to shift demand. AI in supply chain 
planning helps people understand the patterns behind the data. It looks 
at those patterns and provides an answer that’s meaningful to us. 

Using big data through the API economy in your supply chain enables 
faster and better evidence-based decision-making, insight generation 
and significant process improvements. That’s provided of course you’re 
using the right data in the right ways to drive enhanced end-to-end 
visibility and intelligent question answering.

Using big data through the API economy in your 
supply chain enables faster and better evidence-based 

decision-making, insight generation and significant 
process improvements.



Improving simulation with advanced analytics
Big data discoveries that drive value in your supply chain don’t just happen. There must be some kind of analysis behind the 
numbers. Enter scenario simulation and analytics. With concurrent planning as your foundation, advanced analytics help you 
take traditional what-if simulation even further – driving powerful insights into which scenario provides the best course of 
action to reach your intended goals and objectives. 

Unfortunately, due to a lack of harmonized data and end-to-end visibility, the majority of companies are still only generating 
very limited insights, leaving tons of opportunities to drive real business value untapped. 

Some of the advantages of using advanced analytics in your supply chain, as outlined by KPMG, are:7

 Better predictability of customer demand, imminent risks and disruptions

 Improved balancing of supply and demand using real-time inventory data, customer demand and supplier status

 Greater visibility across supply chain processes with one harmonized data set that includes all relevant information

 Increased supply chain agility through decreased reaction time and order-to-delivery cycle times

 Enhanced understanding of supply chain bottlenecks through end-to-end supply chain visibility

 Superior efficiency of inventory, working capital, demand and replenishment planning

According to a survey by Accenture, 97% of executives report having an understanding of how big data analytics benefits their 
supply chains, but only 17% have actually implemented analytics in one or more supply chain function.8

Just as the underlying technology driving your supply chain has evolved, so too have the algorithms powering your 
predictions. They’ve become bigger, better and faster, but are still rooted in origins that are decades old. Descriptive analytics, 
for example, is already widely in use. It uses business intelligence to answer questions about what happened with your 
customers, products, store, shipments and logistics channels. Mature organizations have moved beyond descriptive analytics, 
which summarizes what happens, to predictive analytics, which helps forecast what might happen in the future.

As Dr. Michael Wu, Chief Scientist of San Francisco-based Lithium Technologies says, “The purpose of predictive analytics is 
NOT to tell you what will happen in the future. It cannot do that. In fact, no analytics can do that. Predictive analytics can only 
forecast what might happen in the future, because all predictive analytics are probabilistic in nature.” 9

Predictive analytics uses probabilities and trends to find data connections not readily apparent using descriptive techniques. 
It moves beyond historical data and uses scenarios to allow advanced planning, rather than just responding to what’s already 
happened. In a supply chain context, that means using available data (internal and external) to predict things like infrastructure 
failures, costs and profits by customer, product or inventory stream, and possible capacity constraints. You can then respond 
by addressing any forecasted shortages or issues as defined by those predictions. 

Descriptive

Descriptive analytics 
tells you it’s currently 
raining.

Prescriptive

Prescriptive analytics 
tells you to bring an 
umbrella with you.

Predictive

Predictive analytics 
tells you it’s going 
to rain. 



Beyond predictions, the most advanced supply chains are now experimenting with prescriptive analytics, which suggest actions 
based on predictions. This is where future AI breakthroughs will happen in supply chain planning. The difference between 
descriptive, predictive and prescriptive analytics is best described like this: Descriptive analytics tells you it’s currently raining. 
Predictive analytics tells you it’s going to rain. Prescriptive analytics tells you to bring an umbrella with you. It provides you with 
the best way to reach your desired outcome.

The Aberdeen Group says you have to look at each type of analytics in terms of the questions you can answer with it, including 
what the user needs to do, what the user needs to know, how analytics gets answers, and what leaders do to make it all possible.10

Source: Heaney, B., Supply Chain Intelligence: Descriptive, Prescriptive, and Predictive Optimization, Aberdeen Group, February 2015.

Descriptive
What has happened?

Predictive
What could happen?

Prescriptive
What should happen?

What the user 
needs to DO

• Increase cross-channel fulfillment 
and shipments

• Reduce fulfillment, transport and 
inventory costs

• Predict infrastructure failures, 
forecast facility space demands

• Predict costs and profits by 
customer, product, transport/fulfill 
and inventory stream, forecast 
profits and margins

• Predict capacities by customer, 
product, transport/fulfill and 
inventory stream, forecast 
capacities

• Increase asset utilization, 
optimize resource schedules

• Remain agile and competetive, 
increase asset/inventory 
utilization.

• Optimize efficiency and supply-
demand in phase with shifts

What the user 
needs to KNOW

• The number and types of asset 
failures

• Why transport/logistics costs are 
high

• The value of the multi-party 
inventory

• How to anticipate sales/shipments 
for specific channels and assets/
facilities

• When to consolidate underutilized 
facilities or to expand them

• How to determine and segment 
costs to improve serice levels and 
cost (CTS)

• How to determine/rank baseline 
and future scenarios and costs to 
improve servce levels and cost (CTS)

• How to increase asset production

• Where to optimially route service 
technicians

• Which strategic facilities and DC 
network plans provide the 
highest long-term utilization and 
flexibility

How analytics 
gets ANSWERS

• Standard reporting - What 
happened?

• Query/drill down - Where exactly 
is the problem?

• Ad-hoc reporting - How many, 
how often, where?

• Predictive modeling - What will 
happen next?

• Trends forecasting - What if these 
trends continue

• Simulation & segmentation - What 
could happen?

• Control tower process, alerts - 
What actions are needed?

• Optimization - What is the best 
possible outcome?

• Random variabe optimization - 
What is the best outcome given 
the variability in specified areas?

• Current state and future state 
modeling and CTS segmentation 
- What is the best profit and 
logistics flow for each product 
and segment?

What leaders 
do to make this 

POSSIBLE

• Alerts, reports, dashboards, 

• Business intelligence

• Predictive models, forecasts, 
stastistical analysis, scoring

• Trend in mix of transport lanes and 
modes

• Business and process rules, 
organization models, 
comparisions, optimization

• Closing the loop on planning and 
execution.

• Supply chain agility and 
efficiency



While most companies are aware that big data analytics can provide significant business improvements, many are still struggling 
with actually implementing them not only in their supply chains, but also across their organizations as a whole. 

Accenture outlines three ways you can help drive return on investment (ROI) in big data analytics:11 

Create an enterprise-wide big data strategy 
Start with a clear view of what’s driving value for your company, then examine what sets you apart from the 
competition before looking at how your industry is evolving. Translate those findings into a clear roadmap. 
An enterprise-wide strategy where supply chain planning plays a pivotal role enables you to drive business 
value through big data faster and easier. You’ll be able to overcome common challenges like collecting and 
storing data, choosing the right analytics tools, generating useful insights from your data, and acting on 
those insights to achieve positive business outcomes. Doing so could lead to gains like shortened order-to-
delivery cycle times, more effective sales and operations (S&OP) processes, better decision-making and 
improved cost-to-serve. Only four in 10 companies have a true enterprise-wide strategy, which includes 
the supply chain, outlining use of big data to drive business value. 

Embed big data analytics into operations
Embedding analytics in your day-to-day operations will generate more substantial benefits than 
using them only on an ad-hoc basis. The easiest way to accomplish that is using a solution that enables 
systematic and consistent analytical decision-making across all relevant business and supply chain 
processes. You can’t work in silos. Generating continual positive business outcomes requires focusing 
on what you’re looking to achieve with big data analytics, and not getting too caught up on how you’re 
going to get there. If you stick to that philosophy, you could see dramatic improvements in delivery 
times, demand-driven operations, customer and supplier relationships, S&OP and decision-making, 
inventory optimization and response time to supply chain disruptions.

Hire the right talent with a mix of analytical and industry knowledge
Having the right data and tools aren’t enough – you have to have people with the right skills to make 
sense of the numbers. Ideally, that would come in the form of a dedicated team of data scientists exclusively 
focused on big data in your organization. More realistically for companies who don’t currently have any 
data scientists or data engineers on their team, it means deploying a person or group who can use available 
tools to generate useable insights. In order to get the most out of big data analytics, you need a team 
of people who have strong skills in statistics and mathematics to build the right models, but also deep 
industry knowledge to put those models into a context that relates to your business goals and objectives. 

Leveraging advanced analytics in your supply chain will make it more responsive, demand-driven and customer centric. You’ll 
be able to focus on getting results, rather than firefighting or even exception management. Essentially, decision-making becomes 
faster and easier through detection, prediction and suggestion. But it is possible to push the limits of advanced supply chain 
analytics even further – by combining them with machine learning for optimized automation. 



Automating and collaborating with machine learning
In a time where doing more with less has become the norm, it is possible to leverage that same mentality in supply chain 
planning – without overtaxing your workforce. 

Once you’ve settled on a plan of action based on the results of your advanced analytics, you can push concurrent planning 
even further with advanced machine learning to automate the process flow, and alert anyone affected if there are any conflicts 
or additional problems that arise. This frees up time and resources and lets you move beyond just managing the day-to-day 
aspects of your supply chain. However, it’s important to note just how easy it is to instill bias. If you’re basing your machine 
learning algorithms on past decisions, the question arises – how do you know it was in fact the best possible decision? 

Machine learning is the ability for machines to learn new things themselves. 
This rise of smart machines, while often portrayed as something to potentially 
fear in science fiction (just look to the Terminator franchise), can actually 
boost efficiency and your bottom line. Already in use, some examples of 
machine learning include Amazon and Netflix’s product recommendations 
and Facebook’s personalized news feed.

In relation to supply chain planning, machine learning can do a whole lot 
more than just recommend related, relevant information. It can help reveal 
hidden patterns that can optimize your upstream and downstream supply 
chain operations. 

Gartner’s Andrew Downard describes six levels of supply chain automation, all using various levels of machine learning algorithms. 
The first coincides with descriptive analytics. General information, as Downard’s labelled it is when machines give you just the 
facts using historical data. The second and third levels, specific information and advisory guidance, allow computers to make 
suggestions and provide help as you go about your daily tasks. This correlates with predictive analytics and has direct applications 
in statistical forecasting and automated alerts. Opt-in automation, which is the fourth level Downard describes, lets machines 
perform complex task for you, like running multiple forecasting models and recommending the best fit. This is where we start 
to see the emergence of predictive analytics.

If you’re basing your machine 
learning algorithms on past 

decisions, the question arises – 
how do you know it was in fact 

the best possible decision?

Source: Andrew Downard, Gartner Supply Chain Executive Conference, May 2017.



The fifth level is automation that can be over-ridden. This 
allows machines to take over the responsibility of specific 
tasks unless you tell them otherwise. It has direct applications 
in automatic re-order points for replenishment. The sixth 
and final level is non-optimal automation. It’s where 
smart machines, powered by advanced machine learning, 
take responsibility for tasks and don’t let you or anyone 
else, interfere or override their decisions.12  

There’s no need to fear for your job just yet – we aren’t 
ready for machines to take over supply chain planning 
entirely. There’s still a divide between what machine 
learning is currently capable of, which right now centers 
on sensing, analyzing and responding, and the benefits 
of human-led consensus planning and collaboration, 
which is about testing, learning and experimenting. We 
must still make it over a number of technological hurdles 
before machines can match human performance across 
all cognitive activities. The biggest of which is the ability for 
machines to understand and generate natural language. 

As more rapidly evolving machines 
enter the workforce, the skills of their 

human counterparts will need to 
evolve as well

AI has the power to re-shape the global economy and the very nature of business. 

However, once that happens, a future where humans are required to work alongside machines isn’t as far off as you may think. 
McKinsey & Company estimates we could automate about half of the activities carried out by workers today, and we aren’t just 
talking about tasks happening down on the shop floor. Approximately 25% of what CEOs spend their time doing could also 
be done by machines.13  Fortune magazine talks about companies becoming math houses, implementing machine learning 
and algorithms to “deconstruct and predict patterns and changes in everything from consumer behavior to the maintenance 
requirements and operating lifetimes of industrial machinery.” 14 AI has the power to re-shape the global economy and the 
very nature of business. 

Partial automation, rather than full automation, is likely what we’ll see in the medium term, with a corresponding shift in where 
you’ll need to hire future talent for supply chain planning. As more rapidly evolving machines enter the workforce, the skills 
of their human counterparts will need to evolve as well. This change in the nature of work means humans and machines will 
need to collaborate much more closely. 



Machine learning-led automation has the potential to raise productivity and improve predictions, outcomes and accuracy, 
all leading to increased supply chain planning efficiency. However, we still need to overcome several factors influencing 
the speed and scope of automation, including:

If history has taught us anything, it’s that despite a fear of change, big breakthroughs in 
technology don’t always have a negative impact on employment.

Technical viability – are we at a stage where 
machine learning has matched the abilities of the 
human brain?

Cost – will the benefits of developing and deploying 
automation outweigh the hefty price tag?

Talent – do we have the right mix of skills to get 
the most out of the technology?

Acceptance – will employees and society as a 
whole accept a reality where machines make 
decisions autonomously?

Even if technology reaches a point where machine learning has surpassed human cognitive abilities, it doesn’t mean we’ll see 
an immediate switch to automation. Just look at the electric car. It’s technically been around for decades, but it wasn’t until the 
industry answered questions around cost and acceptance that we began seeing them on the roads, and their numbers still pale 
in comparison to traditional gas-powered vehicles. 

If history has taught us anything, it’s that despite a fear of change, big breakthroughs in technology don’t always have a negative 
impact on employment. One third of new jobs created in the United States over the last 25 years were types that didn’t really exist 
previously.15  Roles in IT development, hardware manufacturing, app creation and IT systems management have all emerged as 
a direct result of technological innovation. 

It’s time to start thinking about how machine learning and automation can revolutionize your supply chain planning, and the 
first step is setting a solid foundation based on high levels of collaboration across your entire workforce – whether that includes 
human-to-human, human-to-machine or even machine-to-machine interactions.



Overcoming challenges
Technology itself isn’t likely the biggest hurdle you’ll have to overcome if you want to successfully adopt AI practices into your 
supply chain planning. That’s provided of course you have the right foundation built with complete end-to-end visibility, robust 
scenario simulation capabilities, cross-functional collaboration and harmonized data, processes and people.

The biggest obstacle may be cutting through all the hype – and 
there’s certainly a lot it With IoT, big data, machine learning and 
advanced analytics all being touted as the next big thing in supply 
chain, it’s hard to know where the real value lies. Compounding the 
problem is companies claiming to offer an easy solution to all your 
AI needs, when what they’ve really done is creatively wrap their 
same old disconnected, module-based solutions in a shiny new 
marketing campaign designed to make you think you’re getting 
more than you really are.

That’s especially true if they can’t help you overcome another 
primary challenge to using AI – recognizing data patterns and 
using them to drive actionable intelligence. Pulling out insights 
can be like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Add to that only 

using advanced analytics on an ad-hoc basis, which leads to getting tied up in number crunching and searching for cause and 
effect. A more systematic approach to choosing the right data sources, which could be drawing on API platforms, and applying 
analytics more strategically prevents wasting time and resources.

Organizational silos are another way to hamper your AI initiatives. If everyone’s busy doing their own thing, who’s looking at the 
overall picture? Companies teach and promote functional excellence, so supply chain managers have grown up believing 
connecting individual links of the chain is impossible. That each link has been forged as one continuous, uninterrupted unit. 
Imagine dozens of chain links lying disconnected on a table. Pull one and what happens to the others? Nothing. People simply 
accept this as the way it is. But it doesn’t have to be! 

Challenges of implementing AI

 Lack of a solid supply chain foundation

 Hype

 Too much/too little data

 Ad-hoc analytics

 Organizational silos

 Not the right mix of talent/skills

 Reluctance to change



Focusing on improving a single function within your supply chain only benefits that one operation. There’s little chance it’s going 
to help optimize the entire supply chain. For example, data and analytics solutions targeting inventory management can help 
manufacturers and suppliers minimize holding and backorder costs. However, if you don’t properly synchronize it across the supply 
chain, the lack of inventory and order data visibility can intensify the bullwhip effect and cause undesired consequences in other 
areas.16  Focusing on the entire chain as a whole, recognizing that everything is interconnected, not just across supply chain but the 
company as a whole, opens up a new way of thinking, and a new way of planning. Machine learning and AI, like everything else in 
supply chain planning, has to look at the whole, not just one single link.

McKinsey & Company estimates a shortfall of up to 250,000 data scientists in the US in a decade.17  That skills gap will affect a huge 
number of companies – and supply chain organizations won’t be exempt. Making use of AI and machine learning requires not 
only the right tools, but also the right mix of talent and skills to drive tangible results. Traditional supply chain planning roles as we 
currently know them will evolve. We’ll likely see the rise of a network planner, someone who plans across the entire end-to-end 
supply network instead of multiple people each focusing on their own specific supply chain-related responsibilities. Automation 
will kick in and the robotic workforce will increase. With further advances in machine learning, teams comprised of a mix 
of humans and smart machines will become the new reality, bringing with it a required skill to work collaboratively with 
computers instead of just operating them.

That feeds into one last leap to make before you can fully embrace AI in your supply chain – a reluctance to change. Not isolated 
to deploying advanced technologies, change is hard no matter the circumstances. You’ll need to find a way to overcome the fear 
that comes with it. Fear of losing jobs. Fear of machine-dictated decisions. Fear of an unfamiliar future. Change management will 
become critical to your success. It’s the only way you’ll move beyond today’s realities to position yourself, your supply chain and 
your company for tomorrow’s possibilities.

McKinsey & Company estimates a shortfall of up to 250,000 data scientists in the US in 
a decade.  That skills gap will affect a huge number of companies – and supply chain 

organizations won’t be exempt. 
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Beyond the digital revolution 
We’ve only just begun to scratch the surface of what’s possible for AI both in and out of supply chain planning, but one thing is almost a 
guarantee. There’s going to be a lot more breakthroughs before we’re done. As of today, the US economy as whole is only reaching 18% 
of its digital potential. France sits at 12% (the European Union average), while Germany and Italy have only achieved 10% of their 
digital capabilities.18 

Surging toward us at an almost unbelievable pace is a new wave of opportunity related to planning, machine learning, expert 
systems and other AI-inspired innovations. Companies that build a solid foundation now will be the pioneers in this new frontier 
of what machines are capable of doing. Performance gains, increased productivity, improved agility and greater market shares 
are all possible if you set yourself up properly for success. 

It’s not just about the technology, as impressive as it appears on the outside. It’s how you can best utilize it to drive real value that 
matters. In the end, shiny new smart machines won’t do your bottom line any good if all they’re doing is collecting dust because 
no one knows how to use them, or make sense of the insights they can provide. 

Overlaying AI initiatives like advanced analytics and machine learning, with concurrent planning will help you realize actual 
benefits on a much bigger scale. Not only will you drive significant value today, you’ll be well equipped to sustain that value 
through tomorrow, ten years from now and beyond. 

Interested in learning more about how concurrent planning can help you win big with AI in your supply chain planning?  
Reach out to us today at info@kinaxis.com to get the conversation started.

Companies that build a solid foundation now will be the pioneers in this new frontier  
of what machines are capable of doing. 
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About Kinaxis Inc.
Offering the industry’s only concurrent planning solution, Kinaxis® helps organizations around the 
world revolutionize their supply chain planning. Kinaxis RapidResponse®, our cloud-based supply 
chain management software, connects your data, processes and people into a single harmonious 
environment. With a consolidated view of the entire supply chain, you can plan expected 
performance, monitor progress and respond to disconnects when reality hits. RapidResponse lets 
you know sooner and act faster, leading to reduced decision latency, and improved operational 
and financial performance. We can prove it. From implementation to expansion, we’re here to help 
our customers with every step of their supply chain journey.

This white paper is accurate as of the date published and may be updated by Kinaxis from time to time at its discretion.

Copyright © 2018 Kinaxis Inc. All rights reserved. Kinaxis, the Kinaxis logo and RapidResponse are registered trademarks of 
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