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Abstract  

Responsive supply chains, which follow and respond to customer demands, are vital in turbulent 

market conditions. To create one requires a business strategy which is shaped through market 

understanding and which then designs the supply chain to match.  

Complexity, however, in markets, in the structures of larger corporations and in the strategy 

development process itself, can be a barrier to understanding and responding to these demands.  

This paper applies simplicity to the process of strategy development and outlines a methodology to 

create a responsive supply chain strategy. It presents a system to gather information on market 

needs and customer value so that a business can create a decisive competitive edge, together with 

the supply chain actions needed to deliver it.  

The individual tools used are not new, but the originality is the particular choice of tools and their 

sequence, which more easily allows collaboration in the process without excessive up front training. 

The methodology has been tested in a number of UK manufacturing companies. A case study is used 

from one of these, Mech-Tool Engineering Ltd., which has used this process to increase its market 

responsiveness and has increased its turnover by over 100% in 3 years.  

 

Introduction 

The core purpose of any business is extremely simple; to identify a market need and meet it. 

However, once a business established, it can fail to monitor how market needs are changing and 

hence become misaligned to delivering what the customers currently value.  

Christopher identifies the simplification of business processes as being a key enabler for agility. Here 

we are looking to apply that principle to the process of strategy development so teams can more 

easily collaborate to create and update one. Hence hey have a shared vision of the future and a 

shared plan for bringing the necessary change about. We see a three-fold challenge to achieving this:  

1. How to find clarity of the key market requirements from the mass of data 

2. How to involve a wide ranging group in the strategy development process 

3. How to keep the strategy live and responsive to changing demands 

This can be summed up in the challenge to achieve Clarity, Collaboration and Continuity 
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Clarity   As companies grow, they often become specialised with Marketing, Sales, 

Operations, Design departments for example. Although such specialisation brings focus to those 

areas it harder for people within those departments to see the Ψbig pictureΩ.  

One of the main objectives of this strategy process is to create a market-led strategy that is not just 

owned by the marketing department but is also created with those responsible for supply chain 

design and management. This gives a shared goal of business financial performance and the needs of 

target markets. For this to happen, the process must be simplified so that having a marketing degree 

or MBA is not a prerequisite for involvement. 

 

Collaboration A simpler approach, therefore, allows a wider range of participants in the process, 
not just across departments or senior managers but also from different levels; pulling together the 
collective wisdom within a business.  

To gain the best understanding of the market and customer requirements obviously sales and 
marketing personnel need to be involved, but technical engineering support, quality personnel and 
service personnel can also give vital insight. If the product is sold through distributors or agents then 
their input will also be valuable.  

The involvement of Operations, Design and Finance in the process brings additional insight. This 
includes market awareness and foresight, which is not solely understood by Sales and Marketing! It 
is the Operations and Design teams who are generally responsible delivering a competitive 
advantage, once it has been identified.  The goal is a sense of shared ownership for the strategy, 
throughout the business. 

In addition, the process itself is a valuable teaching tool, as managers in manufacturing companies 
often lack any training in basic strategic methods such as market segmentation and competitive 
advantage. 

 

Continuity ¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜ ΨǇǳǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŘǊŀǿŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ 
12 months later. To be truly responsive it must be capable of being updated easily as market 
conditions alter, and simplicity helps in this.   

Once the strategy has been developed it then needs to be deployed such that it engages ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 
attention and the implementation becomes ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ Řŀȅ ǘƻ Řŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ As Brown identifies, 
strategy must move from strategic models and concepts to become an actionable plan.   
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The development process 

We have identified three strategic development stages work together effectively to give clarity of 

market requirements. They are also sufficiently simple to allow easy group collaboration in the 

process. They are: 

1. Sales Focus  

2. Market Expansion  

3. Competitive Edge  

 

1. Sales Focus  

The first stage is to ask the question άǿhere should we focus our Sales effort as a company?έ  

This is to avoid treating all products the same and to guide resource allocation decisions.  In doing 

this, it is necessary to strike a balance between too broad a focus, which results in dilution of effort 

and resources, and too narrow a focus, which could result in missed opportunities.  

άThe underlying concept of examining the organisation against its environment has always been 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦέ ό.ǊƻǿƴύΦ The first step is 

to create a market analysis summary. Map rows of competitors against current product families, and 

ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊΩǎ annual sales for each. Although the figures will sometimes be rough 

estimates, it is important to see where there are weaknesses in ΨƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅϥΣ ƛΦŜΦ the ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 

understanding of its competitors and markets. It is common, for example, to underestimate the size 

Mech-Tool Engineering is an example of a company which has undergone a transformation 

into a responsive organisation. The company offers bespoke engineered solutions to protect 

people and equipment from explosions, fire and noise mitigation predominantly for the 

offshore and onshore petrochemical markets.  In the period 2000 to 2006 it had a stagnant 

operating performance at around £7m to £8m sales turnover and negligible profit levels.   

In 2006, a change of Managing Director led to a review of business and operations. 

Following an analysis of the business product and market mix, the company was re-

structured into product based business units with a central manufacturing facility, each 

responsible for its own profit and loss account.  The intention of the business units was to 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ IŀƳŜƭΩǎ όнлллύ ŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎȅ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ 

within businesses, each with a specific range of products and a centralised master 

scheduling system.  

The business was re-formed into 3 business units for Acoustic, Modular and Fire & Blastwall 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ŦǊƻƳ hŎǘƻōŜǊ Ψлт ǘƻ aŀǊŎƘ ΩлуΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻƪŜ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 

functional barriers within departments and provided the focus for increased sales.  

The management teams from the business units were then tasked with creating their 

individual business unit strategies. They were trained in the methods described in this paper 

and used them to build an individual market-led strategy for each business unit.  
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of markets and to overestimate your market share. Sometimes the attempt to get this data 

highlights the weaknesses in knowledge; hence triggering further market analysis.  

 

A Market Analysis summary 

The Market Analysis summary shows on one page your estimated market share and the main 

competitors by product family. It assists the team to have a common understanding of the market 

situation and make informed decisions about product focus and resource allocation. Using a 

segmentation matrix to analyse the product portfolio can help the team to make more objective 

decisions about focus. The one used here is the ΨD9 .ƻȄΩ, a nine box matrix contrasting an 

assessment of ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻǊ competitive capability against an assessment of market 

attractiveness, which was developed by General Electric.  

 

¢ƘŜ ΨD9 .ƻȄΩ 

 

The exact model used is less important than the opportunity for a team to discuss the product 

portfolio with an element of objectivity. This can be a particular difficulty where managers are 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǾŜǊ ΨǘƘŜƛǊΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΦ The goal is not to slavishly force a decision simply because a product 


