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Nine Practical Steps You Can Take to Improve 
Supply Chain Collaboration Right Now
How to use collaborative solutions to keep your  
supply chain moving in times of uncertainty
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In this paper, you’ll discover practical tips for 
managing crises with collaborative solutions – 
independent of the software vendor you have  
in place. And they can be used to help you optimize 
capacities so you can stabilize and run your 
business, temporarily, at a very low level of  
safety stock.  
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SHORTAGES IN SUPPLY AND DISRUPTIONS IN THE 
LOGISTICS CHAIN ARE A TALE AS OLD AS TIME.
Manufacturing and retail industries aren’t 
immune to supply chain obstacles like natural 
disasters, trade obstructions, tariffs, and strikes 
– in the world of commerce, they’ve always been 
a constant. 

One might argue that disruptions (Brexit, trade 
wars, new tariffs) have intensified in the past  
few years – confronting organizations with 
challenges in supplier selection, sourcing and 
planning disconnects, and lack of visibility into 
inventory availability.  
 
But if we consider the evolution of the supply 
chain, the challenges and basic models of 
manufacturing haven’t changed since the 
division of labor occurred in early history. For 
example, picture the early construction of 
Egyptian pyramids. A quarry landslide would 
create a shortage in stone supply, forcing the 
builders to find an alternative source. If the Nile 
flooded, the logistics chain felt the impact. And 
in more recent times, we still use manufacturing 
principles – like Just in Time and Kanban – that 
were developed in the 20th century.  

Disruption by Any Other Name  

AGILITY, NOW AND IN THE FUTURE. 
Now, we’re navigating an unpredictable and 
fluid situation around the COVID-19 pandemic. 
How are business leaders responding? Some of 
them call us. Organizations – customers and 
non-customers alike – want to know: “How can 
your solution help me now? Forget about 
messaging and marketing – we need to get  
on the road quickly.”  
 
For decades, we have had the privilege of 
building and implementing supplier 
collaboration platforms and solutions for  
the working world. And while there are few 
precedents in this period of uncertainty, the 
basics remain the same.   
 
This guidance can be implemented remotely,  
from both your and your suppliers’ home offices – 
better supplier collaboration and improved 
information sharing are the core focus here. 
Intelligence, flexibility, and agility across all 
processes will contribute to a successful ramp up, 
even if your kitchen table moonlights as your desk.  
 
It’s important to remember that disruption by 
any other name – consumer demands, weather, 
trade disputes, geopolitical climates – is still 
disruption. Volatility will happen beyond this 
pandemic – here’s what you can do about it.  
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Mitigating supply chain disruptions and ensuring continuity requires full transparency into your 
suppliers’ ability to deliver. While you can reasonably expect first-tier suppliers to provide this 
transparency, they may hesitate to offer visibility into the second tier. Why? To avoid having you, 
their customer, flag them as a risk.  

To help avoid this situation, while still getting the supplier transparency you need, it’s vital that you 
offer your trading partners something valuable in return. Giving your suppliers greater clarity into 
your demand – such as stable forecasts or more frequent updates – better enables them to 
manage the situation at hand.  

The higher the transparency, the more real-time the insights, the clearer you are on your decisions, 
the more people trust in the process. Building trust in times of crisis will help establish you as a 
preferred customer with your suppliers.  

Give Trading Partners Greater Transparency  
into Your Demand 
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1. Have suppliers, contract manufacturers, 
and logistics service providers provide full 
visibility into the extended supply chain   
 
In the short term, you’ll need full transparency, 
especially as:  

 – Demand/orders change frequently – you 
do not want to get lost in the changes, 
but instead, have vital information on 
hand, quickly. Ensure that you have 
insight into every order change in date, 
quantity, version of the component, and 
quality requirements. 

 – Some suppliers re-start production after 
a break. As a consequence, they may run 
into quality issues while ramping up 
production. In this situation, you need to 
make sure you collaborate closely, share  
 

frequent inspection reports, and can 
resolve quality issues quickly by having 
full transparency into the status of quality 
notifications at the supplier.  

 – You may have to squeeze out inventory 
buffers, but it is critical that you have full, 
real-time transparency into the contract 
manufacturers’ available stock (including 
yield factors). Consider having your 
contract manufacturers share their 
component consumption. In case your 
suppliers hold inventory for you or 
promise to allocate, you may want the 
supplier or logistics service provider to 
report inventory levels. In some cases, it 
might be helpful to receive frequent 
updates of production plans. 

Ask your suppliers to share order (change) or 
schedule agreement responses, and advanced 
shipping notices – either fully automated or via 
UI. Use a solution that enables contract 
manufacturers and suppliers to share inventory 
levels, production plans, and component 
consumptions, as well as real-time status of 
quality and resolution status.  
Leverage the supply chain visibility and 
impact analysis reporting capabilities  
recently made available in SAP® Ariba® Supply 
Chain Collaboration.  

How to Use Your Collaboration Platform to 
Mitigate Supply Risks 
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2. Ask your suppliers for their bandwidth  
and flexibility  
 
The current situation means you need to run 
simulations and risk scenarios frequently,  
but you cannot go back to your supplier with 
every iteration. You want to avoid buying raw 
material you don’t need or allocating cash to 
unnecessary stock – nor do you want to block 
supplier capacity, which they need to serve 
other customers to fuel their survival.  

Work towards establishing a cadence in which 
the supplier shares:  

 – their commitment to your real demand 

Use your supplier collaboration tools to share real-time 
demand and gain insights into your suppliers’ commitment 
and production flexibility. 

 – the production upside flexibility so you 
can agree on a first-in, first-out 
consumption in case you need the 
additional material  

 
What does this look like in practice? In the 
simulation below, the customer is asking for 10 
units (demand). The supplier confirms they can 
deliver 10, with the bandwidth to deliver an 
additional 15 (upside commit/flexibility). 
Because the customer has the opportunity to 
sell more, they order the 15 surplus units, on top 
of the 10 already ordered.
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Look for a collaboration tool that will help you manage 
and archive ad hoc conversations – along with all related 
documents – so you and your team can easily access 
information when you need it.  
 
The Ariba Network messaging functionality makes it easy to 
manage conversation threads that are attached to original 
documents. Ariba Network messaging also integrates into your 
daily communication tools, like Microsoft Outlook, so you’re 
not spending valuable time searching for the latest update.  

3. Streamline your ad hoc communications  
with suppliers 

When you need to resolve an issue with a 
purchase order or invoice, it’s typically 
conducted by phone or email outside the  
system – emails, documents, and even 
handwritten notes can start to pile up here  
and there. Consequently, material planners  
lose time manually searching for, gathering,  
and organizing critical information. When 
communications aren’t linked to a transactional  
 

document, it’s not easy to reference, access,  
and share the right information.  

It is important to organize and structure not  
only the procurement and supply chain 
document flows (PO confirmations, advance 
ship notices, forecasts) – but also the ad hoc 
communications that take place. When you 
organize all of your communications in one 
place, anyone on your team can easily follow up 
with suppliers and have all the information on 
hand they need to do so. 
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A modern collaboration tool should allow you to run SMI 
scenarios and calculate inventory buffers and lower control 
limits accordingly. 

NOTE: Handing replenishment planning over to suppliers can be risky – this tactic will only work with 
suppliers you’re in very close relationship with, who are also experienced with SMI – or with those you’re 
already developing to become an SMI supplier in the near future. 

4. Pay closer attention to your C components.  

You’re likely in close collaboration with your key A 
and B suppliers, but not beyond that. During this 
time, even C parts can be short. Quickly onboard 
C-part suppliers and have them share inventory 
levels and production plans allocated to you, 
including their flexibility, as we detailed above.  
 
Look for a collaboration tool that can be rolled 
out to additional suppliers (and cover additional 
document types) quickly. Have suppliers 
leverage the UI, down- or upload CSV files, or 
quickly integrate electronically (depending on 
their maturity). Suppliers might already be 
onboarded to an SAP Ariba partner network, 
which allows them to collaborate with Ariba 
Network customers.  
 

5. Use supplier-managed inventory scenarios 

If you already run supplier-managed inventory 
(SMI), consider extending your SMI activities to 
benefit both parties mutually. Shifting 
replenishment planning into the hands of select 
suppliers will allow your planners, who might be 
at maximum capacity, to focus on core strategy. 
At the same time, the supplier can better utilize 
their capacities.  
 
Key constraints are the supplier’s ability to plan, 
and the potential for the buyer to calculate 
robust lower (and upper) control limits 
leveraging inventory planning capabilities.  
In the name of due diligence, you may still  
want to approve the PO the supplier created  
on your behalf.  
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Figure 1: Suppliers should prioritize stable demand over unstable upsides.

6. Help your suppliers manage demand risks

Suppliers should ask all of their customers to provide their demand priorities, so they can better 
allocate capacities. In case customers are not willing to share their real demand priorities, the 
supplier may want to establish their own priorities (e.g., prioritize the “stable” portion in 
consideration with other criteria such as customer importance, sales price).  

Here’s what we mean: If a customer forecast shows an order for x units for a specific date, but the 
quantity goes up or down by x%, the minimum is the stable portion of the customer’s demand over 
upsells. A supplier can confirm the stable portion of the demand and the upsell, in case there is capacity 
left over. To do so, the supplier needs the forecast history handy when confirming forecasts. 
 
Let’s look at an example: A customer tells their supplier they need 100 units. In reality, 80 of those 
100 units are high priority, and the additional 20 units are safety stock. It’s helpful for the supplier 
to understand this split between real demand (priority one) and safety stock (priority two). The 
customer may not be willing to share real demand priorities, but it’s still vital that the supplier has a 
clear picture of the customer’s actual demand. If customers do not share this information, the 
supplier can reduce customer demand and apply priorities themselves by comparing the 
customer’s current demand with their previous updates. Let’s say a customer has always ordered 
70 units, but in their latest update, they ordered 30 additional units. The supplier would make the 
first 70 units priority one (stable demand) and the extra 30 units priority two. 
 

© 2020 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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Use SAP Ariba Discovery and SAP Ariba Strategic Sourcing Suite 
to find alternative sources of supply – search for suppliers to 
qualify, onboard, and contract quickly. SAP has opened access 
to SAP Ariba Discovery so that any buyer can post their 
immediate sourcing needs, and any supplier can respond to 
show they can deliver. 
Four million suppliers. 20,000 categories. Open to everyone. 

As a customer, it’s essential that you provide your supplier with a frequent and updated forecast. 
Prioritizing a stable forecast will help the supplier get the major noise out of their production and 
supply chain. As a result, you will benefit from a more stable supply. 

7. Find other sources of supply, and establish an operational collaborative model  

If the component you need allows for alternative suppliers, develop a collaborative model that 
enables you to find other sources of supply, quickly.  
 
Following the supplier selection and onboarding, you can share forecasts frequently and access 
suppliers’ commits (including their capacity profile). You can also exchange orders, shipping 
notices, and quality information quickly. 

© 2020 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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8. Evaluate supplier risk  

While the guidance we offer in this paper 
focuses on supplier collaboration for supply and 
demand alignment – and does not dive into risk 
evaluation of your suppliers – we urge you to 
address the most pressing questions facing your 
organization today:  

 – How are my suppliers and supply chain 
doing?  

 – Are my suppliers and sub-suppliers 
affected by the current situation? To 
which extent? 

 – Can my suppliers deliver the parts or 
ingredients we need to avoid shortages?  

 
To help keep supply chains moving forward, SAP 
Ariba offers a free supplier risk assessment tool 
so you can quickly check in with your suppliers, 
gauge their ability to meet demand, and learn 
what help they need – if any – to keep your 
supply chain intact.  

 To address the need to evaluate and mitigate 
supplier risk consistently, we recommend that 
organizations deploy risk management 
solutions. When your buyers are well-informed, 
they’ll make decisions that help prevent supply 
chain disruptions, now and in the future.  
 
9. Peer-to-peer collaboration: Verify whether 
you can legally align with industry peers

For many components, there’s a shortage to 
manage, and you need to avoid a situation 
(which we’ve seen happen in the past) where 
two industry peers – companies who consume 
the same components – require two critical 
components. Each gets just one because one of 
the two managed to allocate the material first. In 
the end, no one can produce their goods 
because they’re missing the other component. 

Make suppliers aware of the situation and ask 
them to collaborate. Potentially, you may need 
to make your industry peer a supplier of yours 
for the near term.  

© 2020 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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At SAP Ariba, we believe supply chains should be seamless, and product lifecycle management, 
sourcing, contracting, ERP, materials management, and other systems should connect internally 
and with suppliers – end to end.  

The SAP Ariba Supply Chain Collaboration platform equips you to work safely and easily with 
multiple tiers of contract manufacturers and suppliers across key supply chain planning and 
execution processes, even as markets evolve. 

 – Share production forecasts, orders, quality, and inventory information with suppliers and 
obtain their responses in real time.  

 – Anticipate and resolve supply assurance problems quickly with collaboration dashboards 
that alert you to supply and demand mismatches.  

 – Onboard all your suppliers using our on-demand tools, multiple integration options, and 
supplier enablement teams with decades of onboarding expertise. 

To learn more about how to simplify direct materials sourcing and 
supplier collaboration, visit  
https://www.ariba.com/solutions/solutions-overview/supply-chain
 
 

Simplify the Complexity of Direct Spend 
Sourcing and Collaboration

© 2020 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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