
Solving the Riddle of Supply Chain Visibility
Which Benefits Result of More Visibility? The Views Greatly Differ

Supply chain visibility (SCV) seems to be on everyone’s agenda 

right now. However, when talking to companies, it quickly becomes 

clear that everyone has a different picture of visibility. Basically, visi-

bility is about knowing more than you knew before, and this is what 

most companies still agree on. When it comes to what this addi-

tional knowledge consists of, what the resulting benefits are or how 

to implement it, the views greatly differ. This disparate understand-

ing results from the fact that the added value of visibility does not lie 

in itself, but in what is gained from it.

The question is: What can a pharma­
ceutical wholesaler gain out of the 
temperature information of active in­
gredients on the way from the con­
tract manufacturing organization 
(CMO) to the product producer? Or 
what does a pharmaceutical pro­
ducer require an ETA (estimated time 
of arrival) of last­mile deliveries for? 
SCV has a different meaning for ev­
eryone, and the benefits depend on 
the use case. 

Diverse Use Cases,  
Diverse Benefits

Even within the pharmaceutical in­
dustry, visibility can have differ­

ent manifestations depending on the 
stakeholder, process stage or field 
of application. The distinction lies in 
the challenges and how SCV helps 
to manage those. Here, visibility can 
support many aspects from general 
processes, like sourcing, production, 
or distribution, up to specialized pro­
cedures, like the transport of living 
cells for cell & gene therapies. 

A common challenge in the phar­
maceutical industry, for example, is 
temperature management. Monitor­
ing and tracking of temperature today 
are still mostly done with data loggers. 
They are read out at check points with­
out having temperature visibility be­
tween the check points. Obtaining tem­
perature visibility itself is not an added 

value. The actual benefit is rather pro­
vided by an alert indicating a critical 
point in a product’s stability budget, a 
resulting recommendation for a cool­
ing system on the next transportation 
mode, and the provision of handling in­
structions to the receiving party. 

Another example: Information 
about the shortage of a certain prod­
uct in the warehouse is already too 
late for the pharma retailer, because 
at this point, no intervention is possi­
ble anymore. Once incidents on regu­
lar sourcing routes occur, the purpose 
of visibility is to inform about this, give 
alerts for directly affected objects, in­
dicate indirectly or upcoming affected 
objects and provide alternatives, like 
re­routing or prioritization options.

What all stakeholders in these ex­
amples have in common is that they 
have to focus on high product quality 
under the tight restrictions and reg­
ulations of the pharma industry. So 
even though the appearance of SCV 
is distinct, it supports the essential 
goals in all scenarios.

Creating a Visibility Vision

Before starting a visibility project, 
it is important to create a clear vi­
sion. Although this advice is widely 

known, it is all too often not heeded. A 
visibility vision defines concrete goals 
which will act as a framework for the 
future supply chain, whereas these 
goals can describe visibility benefits 
in an isolated process section, such as 
physical shipments, or the supporting 
role in cross­enterprise processes, 
such as order­to­cash. The following 
guidelines can be helpful when creat­
ing a visibility vision: 

 ◾ Visibility should help me to manage 
my supply chain better.

 ◾ I can only manage what I can see.
 ◾ Therefore, I have to define what I 
want to control and what I need to 
see for that.

A vision should be created inde­
pendently of constraints or techni­
cal solutions and focus solely on the 
achievement of benefits. Specific use 
cases as well as the description of 
possible intervention options are par­
ticularly suitable to identify and de­
scribe those.

Asking the Right Questions

When developing a visibility vision, it 
is critical to ask the right questions 
and to question the right things. Re­
ferring to the suggested guiding prin­
ciples, it is therefore necessary to 
shed light on “What” is to be man­
aged by SCV, and “How” this can be 
done. However, the most important 
question, the “Why”, must be asked 
first. Often the trigger for more visi­
bility is not the direct desire for more 
information, but challenges like re­
curring delays, states of constant fire­
fighting or dissatisfied customers.

Based on the answers to the why, 
how and what, the decisive factors 
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for visibility in a supply chain can 
be distinguished. These may include 
 areas such as system landscapes and 
architectures, data structures, busi­
ness partners and internal stake­
holders, fields of application or pro­
cess sections and their objects as 
well as their linkage with other pro­
cess sections or objects. Putting to­
gether the different elaborated visi­
bility requirements will result in the 
future end­to­end supply chain visi­
bility vision. 

A Use Case

The following use case will illustrate 
this: A pharmaceutical producer pro­
cures a major part of the raw mate­
rials and active ingredients via the 
port of Rotterdam, from where they 

are transported by truck to the pro­
duction facility. Currently, the port in­
forms the producer when the goods 
are ready for pick up whereupon he 
informs his road forwarders to pick 
up the goods at the port. With its high 
focus on the port of Rotterdam, the 
producer aims for more SCV in this 
process section.

“Why” Does He Require 
more Visibility?

One reason for gaining more visibil­
ity is that the producer aims to exe­
cute the inbound transport from the 
port to the production site less man­
ually. This results in more cost­effi­
cient processes and less susceptibility 
to errors. A different focus is on in­
creased production planning reliabil­

ity, whereby a reduced safety stock 
still goes along with a resilient sup­
ply chain. 

So “How” Can these Goals 
Be Achieved? 

First, by using a direct information 
access, through which the freight for­
warder will be informed about ar­
rived goods without any detour. By 
a timeslot booking the forwarder 
informs the producer about the 
planned arrival date at the plant. 
Second, during the sea transport, 
planned and actual events (e.g., call­
ing different ports) are matched or an 
ETA is calculated. Alerts about sig­
nificant discrepancies will be given 
early enough to identify alternative 
sourcing options.

“What” Value Creates each 
Type of Visibility?

In the first case, vessels are tracked 
via an integrated visibility provider 
with direct distribution of the infor­
mation to the carriers via a collabo­
ration platform. Further integration 
of information at the producer is not 
necessary. In the second case, a dash­
board provides a status overview of 
all orders on vessels. The provision of 
an ETA by a visibility provider is an 
option here, but it is even more im­
portant to draw conclusions about 
affected orders from the vessel data 
to integrate this information into fur­
ther planning. This way the producer 
can see the effects of delays directly 
in relation to his production forecasts.

The example clearly shows that 
answering the “why” is the driving 
force in implementing the right solu­
tion for visibility.

From Strategy to  
Implementation

Creating a detailed vision allows to de­
fine clear goals, but also to involve and 
convince other stakeholders before the 
selection and realization of a techni­
cal solution starts. As for visibility solu­
tions, there is a wide range of mature 
providers and solutions on the mar­
ket, be it hardware, software or ser­
vices, serving common visibility needs 
as well as special niche requirements. 
The implementation approach can dif­
fer from a fully integrated architec­
ture (within an existing landscape) to 
a plug­and­play software installation.

For vision definition and im­
plementation, a modular use­case 
based approach is recommended. 
The gained improvement effects can 
be made visible quickly, which leads 
to a didactical learning process. The 
incremental evolution makes it im­
portant to always keep the overall vi­
sion in mind. In case of deviations be­
tween requirements and vision, the 
vision needs to be adjusted first. 

First steps to supply chain visibility 
can be done right away. Ask your oper­
ational teams today for their visibility 
needs and understand their require­
ments and from that point form a vi­
sion for creating an effective solution.
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 n www.camelot-itlab.comFig. 2: Supply chain visibility focus of a pharmaceutical producer.

Fig. 1: Asking the right questions is key to establishing a visibility vision.

©
 C

A
M

E
LO

T
 M

an
ag

em
en

t 
C

o
ns

ul
ta

nt
s

 CHEManager International  |  2/2022     17

Log i st i cs


