
Taking the Lead

In this challenging economy, leadership teams are looking anew at supply chain man-

agement to help win the game — but the game has changed. For many companies,

managing the supply chain has evolved beyond the goal of gaining a competitive edge:

it’s about ensuring survival in a global marketplace. Now more than ever, supply chain

excellence has become a core competency that companies need to reduce costs and

improve top-line revenue.

Given that today’s supply chain can account for 60 to 70 percent or more of a compa-

ny’s cost of goods sold, the link between an effective supply chain and company success

is clear. Creating and sustaining such a supply chain depends on outstanding supply

chain leaders who possess a specific, core set of skills and experiences, and the ability to

effectively manage complex supply chain issues.
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the big five
No one-size-fits-all prototype exists for the ideal sup-

ply chain executive, but a set of required skills and

competencies for successful leaders has emerged.

While the exact combination of needed skills vary

based on organizational requirements and complexi-

ty, five main competencies build the foundation for

any successful supply chain management executive.

Global orientation

In our work recruiting executives for some of the

world’s leading supply chain organizations, we’ve

observed more companies shift their production

capabilities and sourcing facilities in the past decade

from purely local to global. Most of these multina-

tional companies are leveraging sourcing opportuni-

ties worldwide. 

The “markets of opportunity” — Brazil, Russia,

India, China, Korea and Eastern Europe — are at the

forefront of these efforts and are hugely complex.

Organizations need supply chain management exec-

utives who are able to manage these complexities

beyond traditional borders. For many, this requires

firsthand experience with the cultures and clear

understanding of the regions that figure prominently

in the supply chain.

Supply chain executives need to be able to manage

unpredictable markets by understanding and acting

quickly on market changes to ensure cost competi-

tiveness. They also must have the knowledge to lead

the integration of supply cash, reduction of invento-

ries and efficient utilization of assets across a global

supply chain that may be thousands of miles long.

Operational excellence

Companies require a leader who can manage the

entire supply chain function — from sourcing to

manufacturing to logistics to alliance management

and P&Ls. This requires an executive with a record

of operational excellence who has both a big-picture

perspective and an ability to manage the details. A

strong understanding across a broad skill-set of what

makes supply chain tick — buying, planning, mak-

ing, delivering — is critical. 

To achieve integrated operational excellence, 

the executive should also have a wide breadth of gen-

eral business experience. These qualities are often

found in executives who have general management

experience and a record of performance in multiple

settings and a variety of industries. Today’s supply

chain leader should be one of the sharpest business

minds in the company. He or she should be C-level

in talent and rank, and possess the general manage-

ment skills to step up and lead the organization.

Leadership

No longer merely a behind-the-scenes role, today’s

great supply chain leader is front-and-center in 

the organization. He or she needs to understand the

company strategy, the client and the market. People

management skills are critical to oversee the com-

plex and often geographically scattered function. Like

every great leader, the supply chain chief must also

be a team builder, delegator, communicator and

motivator. Given the complexity of managing across

continents and functions, the supply chain execu-

tive’s success or failure may hinge on excellent lead-

ership and management skills.

Charisma and personality are very important.

Successful supply chain executives require people,

some thousands of miles away, to follow them and

their plan. In addition, supply chain executives need

to truly understand how to use human resources as a

strategic asset in driving change and creating a work-

force that can adapt and respond to volatile markets.
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Strategic thinking

What works today may not work tomorrow. Supply

chain executives need to be masters of change man-

agement who can position their organizations for the

future. To succeed, great leaders must manage the

constantly moving components that make up the

entire supply chain. This requires the ability to think

ahead, predicting where customer demand will be

heading. They also have to balance risks with the

implementation of innovative ideas. 

The best supply chain experts focus on the perspec-

tive of the customer. As a result, companies may

develop numerous supply chain models, each one

serving a distinct set of customers with common

characteristics. Each model, in turn, requires its own

strategy, enabling the company to meet customer

needs while maximizing capital. At the same time,

there should also be an overarching strategic game

plan to ensure that every single action is consistent

with the plan. In a world where the rules of the

game are constantly changing, truly successful 

managers must be superior strategists to stay a step

ahead of competition.

Technological savvy

The major enabler of supply chain excellence is tech-

nology. Leaders must understand technology’s con-

tribution to planning supply chain activities with effi-

ciency, transparence and flexibility. The supply chain

chief need not be an IT specialist, but should have

close working relationships with several on staff, and

should have dealt with the challenges of selecting,

implementing and applying technology. 

Leading practitioners understand the common

implementation and adoption challenges that 

accompany these complex technology solutions 

and manage beyond them. They set clear objectives

for IT deployments, communicate them throughout

the organization and plan and keep deployments 

on schedule. They also know how to manage 

relationships with third-party logistics providers 

by establishing processes and systems to guide 

those relationships.

finding the talent
Just as there is no one-size-fits-all supply chain exec-

utive, there is no consensus on where to find great

supply chain leaders. At Spencer Stuart, we look for

supply chain executives in both traditional and non-

traditional positions and industries. 

First, we look at the trailblazers: the companies with

the executives who have mastered global integrated

supply chain management over the past 30 years.

Second, we consider global transportation, logistics

and consulting firms. Their leaders grasp the global

nature of the business and are among the best

industry thinkers. Third are nontraditional internal

candidates from the organization’s general manage-

ment ranks who possess the needed strong cross-

functional background, financial experience and

hands-on operational management skill. These inter-

nal leaders are sometimes overlooked, but shouldn’t

be. Last, but not least, we recommend that compa-

nies develop their own internal supply chain talent.

Putting high-potential supply chain executives in rig-

orous training programs and exposing them to more

of the company leaves organizations better equipped

to meet both their current and future supply chain

needs — and can also promote the spread of a sup-

ply chain culture throughout the organization.

positioned for the future
The world of supply chain has changed dramatically

over the past decade. Companies increasingly are

looking for superior supply chain management exec-

utives who will ultimately be accountable for prof-

itability. The position has grown from a functional

responsibility to a larger role that drives organiza-

tional financial strategy with a profound impact on
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company strategy and success. Companies that hire

or develop supply chain executives possessing the

five critical characteristics — global orientation,

operational excellence, leadership, strategic thinking

and technological savvy — position themselves for

success as they seek to add value through effective

supply chain management.

about spencer stuart
Spencer Stuart is one of the world’s leading execu-

tive search consulting firms. Privately held since

1956, Spencer Stuart applies its extensive knowl-

edge of industries, functions and talent to advise

select clients — ranging from major multinationals

to emerging companies to nonprofit organizations

— and address their leadership requirements.

Through 51 offices in 27 countries and a broad

range of practice groups, Spencer Stuart consultants

focus on senior-level executive search, board direc-

tor appointments, succession planning and in-depth

senior executive management assessments. For

more information on Spencer Stuart, please visit

www.spencerstuart.com.

supply chain practice 
Spencer Stuart’s Supply Chain Practice has a 

global team of experienced consultants who conduct

over 250 searches a year for companies ranging

from industry-leading multinationals to medium-

size and venture-backed firms, across all major

industries. Our areas of expertise include: 

> Enterprise supply chain leaders

> Planning (demand/forecast and production)

> Sourcing and procurement

> Manufacturing and operations

> Inventory management

> Logistics

> Transportation

> Warehousing

> Distribution

> Customer service

4



Amsterdam 
T  31 (0) 20.305.73.05

Atlanta
T  1.404.504.4400

Barcelona 
T  34.93.487.23.36 

Beijing
T  86.10.6535.2100 

Bogota
T  571.618.2488

Boston
T  1.617.531.5731

Brussels
T  32.2.732.26.25 

Budapest 
T  36.1.200.08.50 

Buenos Aires
T  54.11.4310.9100

Calgary
T  1.403.538.8658

Chicago
T  1.312.822.0080 

Dallas
T  1.214.672.5200

Dubai
T  971.4.426.6500

Frankfurt 
T  49 (0) 69.61.09.27.0

Geneva 
T  41.22.312.36.38

Hong Kong
T  852.2521.8373

Houston
T  1.713.225.1621 

Johannesburg
T  27.11.557.5300

London 
T  44 (0) 20 7298.3333

Los Angeles
T  1.310.209.0610 

Madrid 
T  34.91.745.85.00

Melbourne 
T  61.3. 8661.0100

Mexico City
T  52.55.5002.4950

Miami
T  1.305.443.9911

Milan 
T  39.02.771251 

Minneapolis/St. Paul
T  1.612.313.2000

Montreal 
T  1.514.288.3377

Mumbai 
T  91.22.6616.1414

Munich 
T  49 (0) 89.45.55.53.0

New Delhi
T  91 124.469.6727

New York
T  1.212.336.0200 

Orange County
T  1.949.930.8000

Paris 
T  33 (0) 1.53.57.81.23

Philadelphia
T  1.215.814.1600  

Prague 
T  420.221.411.341

Rome
T  39.06.802071

San Francisco
T  1.415.495.4141 

Santiago
T  56.2.940.2700 

Sao Paulo
T  55.11.3759.7700

Shanghai 
T  86.21.2326.2828

Silicon Valley
T  1.650.356.5500

Singapore
T  65.6586.1186

Stamford
T  1.203.324.6333  

Stockholm
T  46.8.534.801.50

Sydney
T 61.2.9240.0100

Tokyo
T  81.3.3238.8901

Toronto
T  1.416.361.0311  

Vienna 
T  43.1.36.88.700.0 

Warsaw
T  48.22.321.02.00

Washington, D.C.
T  1.202.639.8111

Zurich 
T  41.44.257.17.17 

© 2009 Spencer Stuart. All rights reserved. For information about copying, distributing and displaying this work, contact permissions@spencerstuart.com.
Sign up to receive publications in your areas of interest via email or RSS by visiting www.spencerstuart.com.



Amsterdam 

Atlanta

Barcelona 

Beijing

Bogota

Boston

Brussels

Budapest 

Buenos Aires

Calgary

Chicago

Dallas

Dubai

Frankfurt 

Geneva 

Hong Kong

Houston

Johannesburg

London 

Los Angeles

Madrid 

Melbourne 

Mexico City

Miami

Milan 

Minneapolis/St. Paul

Montreal

Mumbai 

Munich 

New Delhi

New York

Orange County

Paris 

Philadelphia

Prague 

Rome

San Francisco

Santiago

Sao Paulo

Shanghai 

Silicon Valley

Singapore

Stamford

Stockholm

Sydney

Tokyo

Toronto

Vienna 

Warsaw

Washington, D.C.

Zurich 

www.spencerstuart.com


