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Technology trends and 
South African Supply Chains

THINK GLOBAL  
ACT LOCAL



Our intuition about the 
future is linear. But the 
reality of information 
technology is exponential, 
and that makes a profound 
difference. If I take 30 steps 
linearly, I get to 30. If I take 
30 steps exponentially, I get 
to a billion.” - Ray Kurzweil



Described as the 4th Industrial 
Revolution, the Information Age 
is propelling us into a connected, 
smart world where exponential 
technological advancement is the 
reality.

The era is one of smart industry 
where machines connected via 
the web to systems can not only 
imagine entire processes but make 
autonomous decisions about how to 
manage and improve them. Across all 
sectors, technology is disrupting the 
way in which companies do business.

New emerging technologies 
such as robotics, 3D printing and 
autonomous vehicles are changing 
the way in which we work, live and 
interact. From Supply Chain, to 
Procurement and Human Resources – 
organisations are grappling with how 
to incorporate, and adapt to, this 
new digital world.  As technologies 
become ever more innovative and 
cost effective, their pervasiveness 
and industry penetration continues 
to increase exponentially. More and 
more lagging organisations are in 

decline with traditional business 
models falling on the altar of digital 
disruption. 

In our latest supplychainforesight 
research we review the opinions of 
South African business regarding 
Supply Chain technology to 
understand and compare their 
priorities to global trends and garner 
insight into the psyche of local 
Supply Chains.

As we stand on the precipice of a 
new world, it is important to identify 
technologies that will impact the 
Supply Chain industry to understand 
what decisions need to be taken 
to flourish through the digital 
revolution.

We would like to extend our thanks 
to all those who took the time to 
share their valuable opinions with 
us. We hope you find this report 
insightful and useful.

Regards 
The Foresight Team

to the November 2017 edition of supplychainforesight
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supplychainforesight 2016 
respondents highlighted 
technological developments as a 
key strategic focus area influencing 
the very core of business strategies. 
Despite leaders recognising that 
technology has an undeniable impact 
on every aspect of their businesses, 
little over half feel that their business 
had an effective response when 
adapting to the changes wrought 
by technology. As much as 84% of 
respondents to last year’s survey 
indicated that they would have 
changed at least some of how these 
strategies were applied.

This seeming dissonance between 
the effectiveness of response to 
digital disruption and the strategies 
used to navigate the changes 
required seems to imply that while 
leaders understand that change is 
needed, they may be unsure of how 

to adapt strategically. In a depressed 
economy, there is a tendency to 
point to cost as the factor most likely 
to hinder the adoption of technology. 
While operating expenses have been 
recognised as one of the biggest 
constraints to local business by 
supplychainforesight respondents 
for many years, it is prudent to 
acknowledge the relationship 
between the costs of technology 
relative to the value they derive. 
Short-term strategies of cost 
containment where detrimental to 
the adoption of technology are likely 
to have long-term ramifications on 
the value within an organisation. The 
ability to use technology efficiently 
and to convert data into actionable 
intelligence will arguably become 
the biggest creator of competitive 
advantage and intrinsic business 
value in the years to come.

Introduction

Never before in history 
has innovation offered 
promise of so much to 
so many in so short 
a time.” – Bill Gates
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ASSESSMENT OF 
TECHNOLOGY  
strategies adopted 
over recent years

16%

43%

41%

Would not change a thing

Would change something

Would change a lot
43%

16%

41%

Taking a local view, South African 
business is often hampered by 
economic and political constraints, as 
well as concerns over skill shortages. 
The adoption of technology more 
often than not fundamentally 
changes business models, and 
the type of workforce required to 
implement business activities. Work 
within the Supply Chain industry is 
likely to move away from traditional 
labour roles – a shift spurred 
by technology adoption across 
industries. Despite these challenges, 
supplychainforesight 2016 found 
significant strides being made within 
South African companies to accept 
and embrace the changing world. 

In this year’s research, we sought 
to understand the impact that 

Supply Chain technology is having 
on local business. Surprisingly, in 
contradiction to prior years, a low 
sense of urgency was uncovered 
amongst respondents, either due to a 
lack of understanding of key trends, 
or opinions that the likelihood of 
such trends impacting local business 
within the near future is small enough 
not to require immediate attention. 

For this reason, we sought to unpack 
key global trends, analyse the likely 
speed of adoption and impact locally, 
and spark thought as to how to best 
handle these inevitable disruptions to 
the way we do business – embodied 
in this supplychainforesight 
publication’s title “Think Global, Act 
Local”.
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SURVEY METHODOLOGY 
and Respondent Profile

Profile by industry

The supplychainforesight programme is based on the responses to a formal 
survey to garner the independent views and opinions of South African business 
leaders.  Barloworld Logistics designed research questions in conjunction with 
international growth consultancy company Frost & Sullivan. A formal web-based 
survey was conducted by Columinate, a South African digital research specialist. 

The survey received 295 responses, of which 67% are in senior roles such as 
CEO’s, Executives and General Managers of various disciplines.

Just under half of the respondents 
are in Supply Chain Management, 
indicating that the views expressed 
offer a robust insight into the minds 
of local Supply Chain professionals. 

The remainder of respondents came 
from a cross-section of traditional 
industries. The FMCG and Retail 
categories represent over a third 
of remaining respondents, possibly 
reflecting the renewed Supply 
Chain focus within these industries 
as markets become increasingly 
competitor heavy. 

A noticeable lack of respondents 
from industries such as 
manufacturing, mining and 
agriculture seem to highlight that 
industries facing headwinds may 
have priorities beyond the adoption 
of technology, and may indicate that 
when South African industry faces 
pressure, they tend to look inward 
for survival rather than forward to 
strategies high in short-term cost. 

20% 13% 11% 9% 9% 9% 7% 4% 15%
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It is encouraging to see in this 
year’s report that there is a drive, 
if a somewhat cautious one, within 
local business to adopt and leverage 
technologies within every aspect of 
Supply Chain. Despite wide-ranging 
interest and excitement regarding 
emerging technology trends within 
the industry, it seems that South 
African business is following a fairly 
traditional change adoption strategy, 
with some being early adopters of 
technology, others waiting to see the 
real impact, and still others adopting 
a laggard approach. 

Our respondents indicated that 
while they recognise the strategic 
and competitive advantages 
likely to be derived from early 

adoption of technology trends, 
efficiency and cost benefits lead 
when determining the short-term 
viability of implementing technology.  
Encouragingly respondents 
identified enhanced customer 
relations and communication as 
another leading benefit that they 
hope to gain through the adoption 
of Supply Chain technology. This 
result indicates an understanding 
and acknowledgement that while 
internal benefits are obtained from 
digitising organisations, the external 
benefits from improved market 
intelligence, network agility and 
innovative customer service models 
are imperative in traversing the new 
digital era successfully. 

Facing the juggernaut

The ultimate promise of 
technology is to make us 
master of a world that we 
command by the push of 
a button.” 
– Volker Grassmuck
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This year’s results indicate that more 
than half of respondents recognise 
the value of, and are excited about, 
disruptive technology. The surprising 
result, however, considering the 
plethora of available information, is 
that 45% of respondents claim not to 
be very knowledgeable, nor excited, 
about emerging Supply Chain 
technology trends. This seems to 
indicate that while business is aware 
of the possibility of technology 
disruption, and of the key trends, 
respondents are experiencing inertia 
due to a lack of deep understanding 
of the local viability, and application 
of these technologies within 
business. 

To what extent are 
you excited about 
the development of 
disruptive technologies?

30%

25%

45%

Intend to leverage as soon as possible 

Excited but do not see the near term opportunity

I don’t know enough yet, or am unexcited

5www.barloworld-logistics.com
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This relatively high percentage of 
respondents reacting negatively 
to the implementation of 
technology within Supply Chain is 
in sharp contrast to the findings of 
supplychainforesight 2016, 
which found that close to 90% of 
respondents were either highly 
positive or adopting a conservative 
but positive approach to change 
within their organisations. It is 
interesting to note that when faced 
with disruptions of a technological 
nature almost half of respondents 
identify themselves as “Rabbits”, 
failing to see or appreciate the 
importance of the challenges facing 
their organisations when it comes 
to the technological revolution. 
The decrease, relative to last year, 
of those identifying themselves 
as both “Fox’s” and “Squirrels” is 
telling in itself. While the optimistic 
nature of South African business 
shines through, the relatively muted 
enthusiasm across the board to 
technology trends perhaps speaks 
to the current embattled nature of 
business. With a depressed economy, 
political instability and growing 
labour concerns as the main issues, 
business seems to be focusing on 

maintaining the status quo rather 
than bounding forward into an 
uncertain future heavily invested in 
trends that may or may not be viable 
in the local economy in the next five 
years. 

Regardless of hesitancy to act 
immediately, it is plain to see that 
respondents understand the wide-
ranging impact of implementing 
disruptive, data-driven technologies 
throughout their organisations. 
Strong benefits were recognised 
as likely for departments ranging 
from sales through to product 
development, operations and 
procurement. It is interesting to 
note that the benefit identified as 
most likely throughout all these 
departments is that of converging 
data streams and deep organisational 
intelligence derived from both big 
data and the analytics thereof. This 
supports the emerging trend of 
closer collaboration between internal 
departments within organisations. 
Departments no longer operate in 
isolation, understanding that the 
pursuit of competing silo objectives 
threaten the overall value creation for 
the customer.

Technology can become the 
‘wings” that will allow the world 
to fly farther and faster than 
ever before - if we allow it” 
- Jenny Arledge
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Computers are like 
bikinis, they save 
people a lot of 
guesswork.” 
– Sam Ewing

More than 80% of respondents indicated 
that strategic leadership would derive 
strong benefit from the use of data-driven 
technologies.

While it is fairly obvious that 
decisions based on accurate 
information are more likely to be 
effective, the fast-paced speed of 
change is disrupting conventional 
business models and opening up 
new opportunities for growth at a 
rate never before experienced. This 
rapid-fire world requires constant 
analysis and decision-making in 
order to recognise threats timeously, 
or identify and capitalise on 
opportunities as they arise. 

It is no longer viable for senior 
leadership to conduct business 
reviews annually in-line with budgets, 
more likely that in order to maintain 
a competitive edge, information 
needs to be evaluated on-demand 
and as it happens. Such a high 
level of reporting and strategic 
agility can only be enabled when 
every department is generating 
and interacting with meaningful 
data in order to produce actionable 
analytics. 

7www.barloworld-logistics.com
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To what extent do you believe each 
department will derive benefit from the 
adoption of data-driven technologies

Sales & Marketing

Supply Chain Management

Product Development

Strategic Leadership

Operations Management

Research & Development

IT & Communications

Sourcing & Procurement

Finance

Corporate Communications

Human Resources

42% 38% 16% 3%

41% 40% 12% 4%

40% 36% 15% 7%

39% 42% 15% 4%

38% 41% 17% 3%

38% 40% 15% 5%

34% 35% 19% 8%

29% 45% 16% 8%

25% 36% 23% 13%

22% 37% 28% 11%

16% 28% 32% 17%

Very strong 
benefit

Strong  
benefit

Moderate 
benefit

Slight 
benefit

No  
benefit

On the flip-side, respondents 
feel that Human Resources is the 
department likely to derive the 
least value from the adoption of 
data-driven technologies. While 
employee management as a 
discipline is hardly a traditionally 
technology-driven space, as our 
workforces change and are more 
connected each year, business 
can hardly afford to disregard this 
aspect. Labour and skill shortages 
have regularly been highlighted 
as concerns by respondents in 
supplychainforesight over the years. 
These findings, together with the 

fact that the impact on labour is a 
popular naysayer to the adoption 
of technology-driven processes, 
makes respondent’s low estimation 
of the value of technology to the 
employee experience, all the more 
concerning. From communication 
platforms to collaborative knowledge 
sharing tools, remote work-spaces 
and smart employee wellbeing 
metrics, data and technology are 
likely to reach into the very heart of 
employee engagement in the years 
to come, and as such, should not be 
disregarded. 
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Respondents ranking of Supply 
Chain benefits from implementation 
of key technology trends

3rd ranked 
choice

2nd ranked 
choice

1st ranked 
choice

Higher efficiency

Greater visibility and 
tracking

Enhanced Supply 
Chain network

Improved driver 
performance

Improved supplier 
integration and 
response

Inventory 
management 
optimisation

Reduce Supply Chain 
carbon footprint

Reduced logistics 
costs

Improved customer 
integration and 
response

Supply Chain management remains high on the value creation agenda of business leaders, 
with more than 80% of respondents recognising the immediate impact data-driven 
technologies would have on this function. Thanks to its complexity, technology is likely to 
be implemented using a staggered approach, with a long-term focus of digitising the entire 
end-to-end Supply Chain. Unsurprisingly the top three benefits of digitisation as ranked 
by respondents relate to efficiency, cost and improved customer interaction. Indeed these 
three priorities reflect the very purpose of a Supply Chain – delivery at the right time, at the 
right cost, to the right client. 

19%
18%

15%

16%
14%

18%

18%
16%

13%

12%
14%
14%

6%
13%

16%

12%
10%

11%

10%
9%

12%

4%
5%

2%

2%
1%
1%
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It is becoming clear that in the 
pursuit of value within Supply 
Chain, efficiency and cost saving 
are different sides of the same coin. 
Aggressive cost-cutting within a 
Supply Chain can ultimately result 
in the erosion of value, however, 
enhancing the efficiency of a cost 
base through the smart application 
of technology and data-driven 
decision-making can extract higher 
levels of value from the same 
expenditure – improving financial 
metrics across the board. Taking 
up positions in the middle of the 
perceived benefits are the Supply 
Chain functions of inventory and 
network optimisation and supplier 
integration. This is interesting to note, 
as until recently, the optimisation and 
integration of Supply Chain activities 
were leading the agenda. Perhaps 
this position in the middle ground 
has more to do with the great strides 
that have already been made in these 
areas, than a perceived lack of value 
creation. Arguably smart networking 
software, deep data analytics 
and fully integrated systems have 
already unlocked value in this area, 
allowing Supply Chain leaders to 
turn their attention to other activities 
where technology could easily be 
implemented to maximum effect.

Trailing notably low on the list of 
benefits to be derived from the use 
of technology within the Supply 
Chain is the reduction of carbon 
footprint. This is surprising, as 
not only are sustainable business 
practices becoming legislated, 
but previous year’s research have 
shown a growing understanding 
amongst business leaders as to 
the necessity of implementing 
environmentally-friendly practices 
along each step of the chain. A 
plethora of smart tools exist to both 
monitor and manage environmental 
footprint within a Supply Chain. 
From relatively cost effective 
additions to trucks that reduce 
carbon emissions, to connected 
RFID tags that track freight’s entire 
journey and technology-driven waste 
management solutions, this area of 
Supply Chain is arguably the easiest 
in which to apply technology when 
wanting to create value. Could it be 
that business leaders still miss the 
need for such solutions, or is it that 
in the minds of the economy, the 
environment still plays second fiddle 
to profit.

Supply Chain benefits  
from implementation 
of key technology trends

10www.barloworld-logistics.com
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GETTING DOWN 
to business
The previous section made it clear that respondents 
to this year’s survey are, in the main, excited about 
the technology-driven opportunities that lie ahead 
for the Supply Chain industry, but in practical terms, 
it is important to unpack whether they view these as 
an immediate reality or a pipe dream.

11www.barloworld-logistics.com
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Digitisation
The term “digital transformation” 
is gaining traction throughout the 
industry, in reference to the need to 
implement as much value creating 
technology, as quickly as possible in 
order to capture a market leading 
position. Skills shortages, and a drive 
to minimise outsourcing, were both 
highlighted as concerns in last year’s 
report. Respondents pointed to the 
ever evolving definition of “skilled 
labour” within modern Supply Chains 
as a key concern when building 
organisations of the future. Roles 
such as data scientist, architect, 
analyst and engineer are likely to 
become more and more in demand 
within the Supply Chain industry 
in years to come as the drive for 
digitisation continues unabated.

Interestingly, respondents indicated 
that organisations are facing the 
drive for digitisation in two distinct 
ways, with half indicating that 
their organisations have dedicated 
functions focusing on digital 
transformation, and the other half 
indicating that there is no such 
team within their organisation. This 
split is aligned to earlier findings 
that just under half of respondents 

indicate that technology trends 
are not in their five year plans. Of 
the respondents that indicated 
their organisations do not have 
an internal team focused on the 
technology revolution within their 
organisation, half again of these 
indicated there are no plans for such 
a team to be integrated into the 
structure in the future. This points 
firmly to the trend of outsourcing 
non-core functions to expert teams 
in attempts to gain the expertise, 
but not the associated fixed costs. 
With the explosion of niche tech 
businesses on the cutting-edge of 
digitisation, it is understandable 
that organisations adopting a more 
conservative approach to digitisation 
opt to rely on outsourced expertise 
rather than in-house capabilities. This 
preference towards outsourcing is 
sharply reflected in the respondent’s 
views that their organisations plan 
to build digitised operations through 
collaboration with external service 
providers over any other type of 
skills model, with 52% of respondents 
indicating that this is the method 
they envisage their organisation 
adopting to engage the correct skills 
for digitisation.

52%
26%

12%
10%

A combination of internal teams and 
partnerships with expert service providers

How organisations plan to digitise operations

Through our own internal teams

Don’t know

We do not have any plans
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With Supply Chain leaders seemingly 
undecided as to the necessity and 
urgency of a technological revolution 
within their organisations, it becomes 
necessary to understand the greatest 
causes for concern. Despite the 
apparent lack of in-depth understanding 
of the emerging technologies and 
their likely impact on business, it is 
undeniable that most acknowledge 
that times are changing and that those 
organisations that fail to evolve, will 
probably be left behind. 

Within a local context, cost remains 
the single factor deemed most likely 
to impede the adoption of technology 
within organisations. Year after year, 
respondents to supplychainforesight 
cite cost control and containment as key 

strategic drivers of their business, so it is 
unsurprising that the capital expenditure 
required to adopt cutting-edge 
technologies remains a stumbling block. 
The only solution to this seemingly 
insurmountable hurdle, is to strategically 
assess an organisations future ambitions, 
and then selectively implement 
digitisation that drives the business 
to that future. In depressed economic 
times, the only feasible justification 
of capital expenditure is taking a long 
term view of value creation. For those 
organisations that are bold enough to 
be forward thinking, the likelihood of 
emerging in a leading position when the 
inevitable economic upswing comes, is a 
reality.

“Forget about all the 
reasons why something 
may not work. You only 
need to find one good 
reason why it might” 
– Unknown

13www.barloworld-logistics.com
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In line with previous findings in this 
research, lack of knowledge – be it 
technical or strategic, are seen as 
impediments to the rapid adoption 
of technology trends. The inability 
of organisations to find, and indeed 
retain, relevant skills continue to pose 
a challenge that is likely to increase 
unabated in the face of a future where 
relevant skills are as yet to be defined. 
This barrier seems double-edged – if 
58% of leaders admit to lacking the 
knowledge of available technology 
solutions, then it is unlikely that they 
would be able to articulate the skills 
needed to digitise their organisations. A 
common complaint within organisations 
is the lack of required technical 
expertise, and the implementation 
of new, possibly scantily understood 
technologies, will compound this gap.

Locally there is undoubtedly a concern 
that broad adoption of technology 
will significantly impact the workforce. 
Common to this is the perception that 
new technologies will create job losses, 
and this translated into the 54% of 
respondents indicating that pushback 
from labour is a constraint to technology 
adoption. Supply Chain is a labour 
intensive industry, and the likelihood 
that jobs will be shed in favour of more 
automated, smart processes is a reality. 
The question is – will the number of 
jobs indeed decrease, or will roles 

simply evolve from the very manual, to 
more fulfilling, challenging functions 
augmented by technology? In much 
the same way as stable-hands found 
themselves training to be mechanics 
when the motor vehicle surpassed 
the horse as the primary means of 
transport, the technology revolution 
will demand that the workforce up-skills 
for roles available in a new world. The 
responsibility for decreasing labour 
pushback lies partly within organisations 
– it is not enough to implement a new 
technology and then replace existing 
employees with those who have the 
relevant skill – the challenge is to up-
skill existing labour to be able to fulfil 
the new roles. In this way, organisations 
can unlock the value of technology 
in multiple arenas – profit, planet and 
people.

14www.barloworld-logistics.com
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New technologies are undoubtedly 
challenging business leaders, and the 
investment in smarter technologies 
are likely to become industry 
benchmarks, not differentiators.  
For decision-makers within Supply 
Chain, it is important to identify 
and understand the opportunities, 
overcome the complexities and 
adopt technologies that will enable 
business to evolve and remain 
relevant now, and in future years. This 
research has ascertained that within 
the local industry there is a perceived 
low level of urgency and high level 
of resistance to the adoption of the 

major technology trends.

When we began to delve into each 
trend individually to determine 
respondent’s opinions, we made a 
surprising discovery – that regardless 
of which identified technology trend 
– more than 75% of respondents 
consistently indicated that the trend 
was not an immediate priority in the 
short term, with the exception of 
the implementation of e-platforms 
and predicative analytics. This result 
is remarkable, as within the global 
arena, these trends are fast becoming 
realities, not future possibilities. 

This together with the lack of understanding of the overarching benefits to be gained 
and the relatively high number of barriers identified, led us to attempt to define each 
trend. Putting them in context within a local environment provides some food for 
thought as to whether we agree or disagree with the respondent’s estimation that the 
trend is not an urgent priority for South African Supply Chains.

Which trends count

Any sufficiently advanced 
technology is equivalent 
to magic.” – Sir Arthur C. Clarke

e-platform

Big data and analytics

Robotics

Autonomous vehicles

3D printing and additive manufacturing 15%

16%

22%

42%

46%

8%

12%

11%

17%

11%

19%

23%

24%

25%

25%

58%

47%

44%

17%

18%

On our radar and 
actively pursuing

We’ll consider this 
in 2 years’ time

On our radar but 
not a priority

Not on our 
radar at all
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An e-platform is a business model that creates 

value by facilitating exchanges between two or 

more interdependent groups, usually consumers 

and producers.

E-platform

16www.barloworld-logistics.com
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RESPONDENTS 
OUTLOOK

The concept of a platform 
business is as old as trade itself. 
Shopping malls have long acted 
as platform models facilitating the 
gathering of buyers and sellers 
and earning revenue through 
square meterage rental. This 
type of model has seen a radical 
transformation recently through 
the introduction of technology 
platforms that link communities 
and have experienced exponential 
growth thanks to the network 
effect they create. Examples such 
as Amazon, Uber and Airbnb 
are the biggest, but there are a 
plethora of these business models 
in the economy today. Platform 
companies have a unique way 
of efficiently matching users – 
and not solely for retail. Take for 
example LinkedIn, where like-
minded professionals can meet 
and share knowledge, or find jobs. 
The more people engage with a 
platform, the more other people 
start to use it, triggering a cycle 
of growth that is as infinite as 
the internet itself. The heart of a 
platform model is fundamentally 
different to traditional business in 
that a platform business does not 
own the inventory or means of 
production; instead, they create 
the means for connection by 
facilitating the exchange.

Alibaba, the e-commerce platform, was 
founded as a business-to-business portal 
that connects Chinese manufacturers 
with international buyers. The success of 
the platform has been its ability to utilise 
its network of users by adding multiple 
monetised offerings to the original trading 
concept. The platform makes its money by 
charging a commission to sellers when a deal 
is concluded, offering various advertising 
packages and supplier memberships to 
premium listers. The Chinese e-commerce 
giant is now turning its attention to the rest 
of the world, with founder Jack Ma even 
promising Donald Trump 1 million jobs to 
be created in the USA by adding American 
suppliers to the existing database. Alibaba is 
a giant, is scalable, profitable and seemingly 
unstoppable.

SA feasibility at a glance

Trend in practice

E-platform

INFRASTRUCTURE 
LIMITATIONS

LABOUR 
PUSHBACK

CAPITAL 
INTENSIVE

LEGISLATIVE 
CONSTRAINTS

Cash economy and 
lingering mistrust 
of e-commerce

Likely to be low as 
should foster job 
creation

Start-up capital 
investment rapidly 
offset

46% with current 
focus, 36% within 
2 years

Little to no 
legislative 
concerns
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Platform business models are disrupting 
the retail industry in that these 
companies do not require the types of 
bricks and mortar presence and Supply 
Chain support that traditional models 
utilise. In place of large warehouses 
holding inventory and complex bulk 
delivery networks, platform models 
facilitate transactions between 
multiple smaller suppliers and buyers. 
This decentralisation of inventory 
ownership changes transport models 
and significantly increases the need for 
last mile delivery solutions. In a platform 
business, an efficient Supply Chain is 
no longer central to value creation – 
these companies do not own, store and 
transport anything. For Supply Chain 
leaders this poses a rather significant 
problem as many current solutions 
are differentiated on their ability to 
unlock value to an organisation by their 
capacity to create efficiency and cost 
savings throughout the Supply Chain. 
If the industry giants of the future no 
longer require Supply Chains, and this 
need is disseminated to smaller, agile 
organisations requiring the same level 
of service, logistics providers are going 
to have to shift their understanding 
of a high-value client fundamentally. 
The providers that will thrive are those 

that change their understanding of 
high-value customers from single 
volume-based shippers to a network of 
merchants transacting through a single 
platform.  

Platform models are beginning to take 
hold within Supply Chains themselves, 
with many players using platforms as a 
means to purchase transport services. 
These platforms create the ability for 
customers to utilise an online portal 
to log a load and pick a carrier best 
suited to their particular requirements. 
This type of online procurement of 
transporters not only changes the 
contractual engagement that traditional 
models use, but creates the ability 
for carriers to amend rates in real-
time based on current capacity, route 
optimisation and vehicle utilisation. The 
model also decreases the barriers for 
entry for competitors wanting to enter 
the market. Transporters will no longer 
be competing solely with each other for 
customer loads, but with any supplier 
who has vehicle capacity at the time 
the request is loaded by a customer. 
Traditional carriers will have to adapt to 
this online trading environment rapidly 
in order to survive. 

South Africa has a number of growing platform based e-commerce models; however, 
the adoption of this shared economy business model is lagging to the rest of the world. 
Local constraints include infrastructure challenges, a relatively high cash economy, lack of 
skills needed to run such models and a lingering mistrust of e-commerce amongst a vast 
majority of the population. Within the local Supply Chain environment, we have seen the 
introduction of platform-based transport models, with ranging levels of success. There 
is no doubt that the platform business model will grow within the country over time, 
and organisations who make the first move will likely become leaders in the space with 
unassailable competitive advantage.

Considering these factors, we agree with respondents that the adoption of networked 
platform business models, as well as adapting to trading with business partners operating 
in this type of model, is an imperative – both within Supply Chain itself and throughout 
other industries.
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Big data is an evolving term that describes 

any voluminous amount of structured, semi-

structured and unstructured data that has the 

potential to be mined for information.

Big data and Analytics
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RESPONDENTS 
OUTLOOK

Over the years data has become 
a critical factor to the everyday 
functioning of a business. 
Whether forecasting sales 
volumes, identifying customer 
trends or determining delivery 
lead times, the analysis of data 
is the driving force of decision-
making. Traditionally, data 
was analysed retrospectively 
to reaffirm decisions that had 
already been made. In today’s 
fast-paced world real-time 
accessibility to data analytics is 
needed to foster information-
driven decision-making. The 
challenge, however, lies in the 
understanding that not all 
information is relevant. The 
most effective data-driven 
organisations understand which 
data is necessary, and which is 
noise, and know how to analyse 
large volumes of information 
rapidly to get the most benefit. 
Today, traditional data such as 
product records and financial 
reports, are swamped by the 
influx of digital data, but the 
gathering and storage of all 
this information is not enough. 
Unsurprisingly, many companies 
seem to be overwhelmed by 
the amount and variety of 
information available, and with 
the digital world set to double 
its data every year, this challenge 
will only increase. Deciphering the 
value that additional data adds 
is key to crafting smart Supply 
Chains that are responsive, 
connected and making full use 
of their digital assets. It requires 
smart, creative people with 
foresight and insight to make 
meaningful interpretations of all 
the knowledge received to be 
able to move forward into the 
future with a competitive edge.

SA feasibility at a glance

Trend in practice

* PoPi - Protection of Personal Information Act  

  CPA - Consumer Protection Act

Big data and 
Analytics

INFRASTRUCTURE 
LIMITATIONS

LABOUR 
PUSHBACK

CAPITAL 
INTENSIVE

LEGISLATIVE 
CONSTRAINTS

Internet speeds may 
hamper collection 
and analysis

Skills shortage 
within data fields

Dependent on 
requirements

42% with current 
focus, 41% within 
2 years

* PoPi and CPA 
Act’s inform the 
use of data 

Walmart is one of the largest retailers in the 
world, with more than 2 million employees 
and 20 000 stores worldwide. The amount 
of structured and unstructured data 
collected on a daily basis from across this 
vast footprint is staggering. The retailer uses 
the information to provide deep insights in, 
amongst other things, consumer behavioural 
trends. An example of the insights gained 
from analysing data gathered comes from the 
run-up to and time during hurricane Sandy 
in 2012. Consumer shopping behavioural 
data indicated that in the face of natural 
disasters, American shoppers buy items such 
as torches, candles and first aid kits, but also 
a surprising grocery item. The data revealed 
that strawberry pop tarts are very popular in 
the times just before a hurricane, and armed 
with this unique insight, Walmart increased 
the inventory of this confectionery prior to 
the next storm – and made record sales. The 
key to big data is allowing it to give insight 
and then acting on them, even if these may 
seem contrary to traditional knowledge.
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The Supply Chain industry is well 
poised to benefit from big data. An 
organisation’s Supply Chain is at the 
very nucleus of its business, collecting 
vast amounts of information about 
every key point within the process. Data 
gathered from sources such as sales, 
tracking, inventory and manufacturing 
are invaluable when collated and 
analysed correctly. Global Supply Chains 
are more complex than ever before, 
and the rapid adoption of technology 
in every aspect of logistics is adding 
daily to the volume of data available. 
The requirement, therefore, is a holistic 
view of the accessible information to be 
able to test all possible variations. This 
seemingly simple requirement can be 
mind-blowing.

Real-time information at point-of-sale 
can be fed through to the warehouse 
indicating in-store inventory levels. 
Such information can not only be 
utilised to predict buyer behaviours in 

the future but can be used to trigger 
replenishment for stores automatically. 
Replenishment orders can further 
trigger actions with manufacturing 
with regards to the ordering of raw 
material, or production line planning. 
This confluence of data, insights and 
automated process triggering will lead 
to the advanced balancing of supply 
and demand and ultimately improve 
efficiency and responsiveness. Big 
data not only allows organisations to 
work smart, but it provides previously 
unheard of insights into clients. The 
interpretation of data has given birth 
to entire new industries whose sole 
purpose is the storage and analysis 
of millions of bits of data a minute. 
Data has become the great equaliser, 
levelling the playing field for smaller 
organisations being able to gain market 
share through the smart analysis of their 
mined information.

In line with global trends, South African teams have been using big data to inform 
decisions for a few years. Also in keeping with the global trends, many local 
businesses are still grappling with how to analyse and interpret this data in the best 
possible way. There is a noticeable local skills gap in terms of data scientists and the 
like. The low ranking of mathematics and science education at a school level may see 
this trend continuing. Our relatively high data costs and strict personal information 
usage laws are a consideration when implementing big data analytics, but these 
constraints are fairly easy to manage. As internet penetration continues to grow 
locally, and organisations begin to adopt more and more internal technology, the 
amount of data available locally will continue to grow.

Considering these factors we agree with respondents that big data and data analytics 
is the so called “oil of future business”, and that it should be a current and urgent 
priority for local Supply Chain leaders.
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Robotics is a branch of technology that deals 

with the design, construction, operation and 

application of machines capable of automatically 

carry out actions replicating human movement.

Robotics
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RESPONDENTS 
OUTLOOK

Simple forms of robotics first 
entered the industrial space 
when General Motors began 
migrating its production line to 
a more automated process in 
the 1960’s. Manufacturing has 
since been the sphere in which 
robotics has taken hold, although 
these machines were simplistic 
– blind, unintelligent, stationary 
pieces of equipment performing 
repetitive tasks thousands of 
times a day. While these created 
improvements in efficiencies, 
they require uniformity of object, 
a constant speed of flow and 
repetitive function. The future 
of robotics in the logistics 
industry could not look more 
different. Logistics is a demanding 
environment requiring creativity, 
agility and complex thought. 
In warehouses and distribution 
centres world over, employees 
are assisted by various sorts of 
mechanisation from automatic 
sorters to conveyor belts and 
goods-to-picker solutions. 
Despite this, most large hubs 
still require hundreds of people 
to operate. In order for robotics 
to be a feasible solution within 
Supply Chain, the technology 
would need eyes, hands, feet 
and a brain. Traditionally the cost 
of these components has been 
prohibitively high but thanks to 
the addition of superior processing 
power and cameras into consumer 
devices, the cost has been driven 
down, allowing industrial robotic 
manufacturers a real chance. 

SA feasibility at a glance

Trend in practice

Robotics

INFRASTRUCTURE 
LIMITATIONS

LABOUR 
PUSHBACK

CAPITAL 
INTENSIVE

LEGISLATIVE 
CONSTRAINTS

Costly data and 
slow internet 
speeds

Fear of job losses 
and lack of skill

Costly 
implementation

34% within 3-5 
years 44% not 
considering at all

Limited local legal 
requirements

Robotics company Locus Robotics created 
a warehouse solution called Locusbots. 
Their robot represent a collaborative effort 
between robots and humans where the 
robots will go to the pick location in the 
warehouse to meet the picker. The employee 
then reads their picking instruction off a 
tablet and drops the required product into a 
plastic bin found on the robot. 

This solution decreases the total distance a 
picker has to walk each day, creating higher 
output. Since the Locusbot parks itself in 
front of the correct shelf, the chances of 
picking the incorrect item are reduced.
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Robotic warehouses will likely 
improve every metric important to 
the Supply Chain today. The use of 
robots coordinated through advanced 
warehouse management systems and 
supported by highly skilled employees 
will see better space utilisation, 
inventory control, speed of pick and 
optimised loading. Facilities will be able 
to run for longer hours, process more 
orders per hour and be virtually error 
and injury free. Warehouse workers 
will take control of the robots, not the 
warehouse and will be responsible for 

coordinating flow, maintaining bots and 
handling exceptions. We will experience 
the rise of robot leasing to allow for 
the reduction of capital investment 
as well as a rise in technical training 
requirements amongst employees.  The 
general public will interface with robots 
on a daily basis, and the expectations of 
fully automated execution of personal 
deliveries will increase. Our Supply 
Chains are already reliant on machines, 
and it is a short step to becoming reliant 
on self-aware Autobots.

Within a South African context, the greatest concern when it comes to robotics within 
industry is from labour. Our economy relies on many manual intensive industries, 
and with rising unemployment rates and the oft-referenced skills shortage, it is 
unlikely that the widespread automation of Supply Chain functions would be viewed 
favourably. Thanks to volatile Rand exchange rates with all major currencies, the 
capital expenditure required for the purchase and maintenance of robots remains 
prohibitive for most organisations, particularly when compared to relatively low-cost 
labour. Our internet infrastructure in terms of both cost and speed further hamper 
the widespread adoption of robots locally, since each one would demand a share of 
bandwidth and this would likely throttle an organisations data line. To date, there is 
little legislation globally regarding robots, and South Africa would probably adopt 
these once formalised. Robotics law includes aspects such as legal status, contractual 
ability and intellectual property rights of robots. 

Considering these factors we agree with respondents that robotics are only likely to 
take widespread hold in South African industry over the medium term.
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Unmanned ground vehicles/driver-less cars are 

vehicles capable of sensing the environment and 

navigating through it without human intervention. 

Autonomous vehicles

BARLOWORLD LOGISTICS | supplychainforesight | November 2017 

25www.barloworld-logistics.com



26

BARLOWORLD LOGISTICS | supplychainforesight | November 2017 

www.barloworld-logistics.com

RESPONDENTS 
OUTLOOK

What was once considered to 
be science fiction is rapidly 
becoming a reality as we see 
more and more self-driving 
vehicles taking to the tarmac. The 
reality is that autonomous trucks, 
drones and other such vehicles 
are being introduced across the 
Supply Chain. Elon Musk and his 
Tesla vehicles have also been 
grabbing headlines. In October 
2016, the company announced 
that all vehicles produced in their 
factory would have the hardware 
needed for full self-driving 
capability at greater safety levels 
than that of a human driver. Otto, 
Uber’s new self-driving truck 
division, designs vehicles that are 
equipped to drive themselves 
between highway exits at a set 
speed limit of about 90km per 
hour. The company believes its 
trucks counteract drive fatigue, 
decrease accidents, increase fuel 
efficiency and reduce the idle 
hours mandated for safe driving 
by employees. Research house 
Frost and Sullivan found that by 
2025 enough autonomous vehicle 
testing will have been completed 
to dissipate fears and that OEMs 
will respond to this by changing 
their current business models 
to move to the manufacture of 
semi-autonomous vehicles as a 
standard. They further found that 
these types of trucks will achieve 
a 5% penetration by 2030.

SA feasibility at a glance

Trend in practice

Autonomous 
vehicles

INFRASTRUCTURE 
LIMITATIONS

LABOUR 
PUSHBACK

CAPITAL 
INTENSIVE

LEGISLATIVE 
CONSTRAINTS

Insufficient road 
infrastructure and 
slow internet speeds

Fear of job losses

Costly 
implementation

37% within 3-5 
years 47% not 
considering at all

Complicated local 
law

Recently, Ford Motor Company, who have 
indicated production of fully autonomous 
cars by 2021, collaborated with Domino’s 
Pizza to make a pizza delivery using their 
self-driving vehicle. When the vehicle arrives 
at its destination, the customer will meet it in 
the street. By tapping the last four digits of 
their phone number into a tablet mounted on 
the exterior of the vehicle, the back window 
will roll down, allowing access to their stuffed 
crust meat feast.

This test was conducted to determine how 
humans would interact with the machine. 
Pizza and no delivery guy, what a world!
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Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV’s) or 
drones have been a hot topic of debate, 
with their potential applications in 
both warehousing and transportation, 
considered as game-changing to 
the industry. A drone is small, light, 
inexpensive to operate and can go 
where other modes of transportation 
can’t. There are various types of drones 
available; however, the most likely one 
to have application in logistics is the 
electronic multicopter. This vehicle is 
characterised by its vertical take-off 
and landing, ease of use and ability 
to be used in urban areas. The rapid 
urbanisation of our cities has placed a 
strain on our road network, increased 
pollution and decreased efficiencies 
in the flow of goods. The explosion of 
e-commerce as a shopping channel has 
grown the demand for single parcel 

deliveries straight to consumers. Despite 
the limited payloads of commercial 
drones, a network of UAV’s could 
support the demand for last-mile 
deliveries. This type of system could 
see parcels being brought into a hub 
within a city’s limits and shipments 
meeting weight requirements being 
separated. A drone would then collect 
an allocated load and leave for delivery, 
returning to the hub to repeat the 
process once done. Amazon makes use 
of a quadcopter in their Prime Air drone 
deliveries and has successfully trialled 
deliveries within the U.K and U.S. There 
are limitations to this mode of last-mile 
delivery in that building density can limit 
landing space, and landing on a rooftop 
is often not viable for the drone, or the 
consumer awaiting their parcel.

27www.barloworld-logistics.com

As well as drone deliveries in urban areas, there are real benefits in remote or rural areas. 
UAV’s could overcome problems of poor infrastructure and challenging geographic 
locations. A drone start-up experimented with the delivery of blood samples from clinics 
to hospitals in Lesotho. The cargo was ideal in size, the city of Maseru has little air traffic, 
and the cost of each delivery was minimal, proving that in geographically challenging 
areas, drone deliveries could be a viable option. The cost of deliveries to low demand 
areas is fairly high when part of a standard network, so these types of deliveries could 
create value if handled by a drone.

Trend in practice
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For the foreseeable future semi-autonomous trucking taking over the highways of South 
Africa is nothing but a pipe dream. Firstly, vehicle manufacturers are building trucks 
to run on fuel compliant to European emissions standards, and SA is yet to adopt the 
same fuel grade. Secondly, relatively slow internet speeds will hamper the vehicles which 
require a minimum connection speed of 5Mbps. Local lane markings and road signage 
are not clear enough for vehicles on-board camera’s to respond to. The adoption of 
driverless vehicles requires legislative support, which is far from being tabled and would 
require a comprehensive review of the current law. Our country has a long tradition of 
road transportation with many drivers employed within the industry - the labour kick-
back to autonomous vehicles is likely to be great. In 2015, Minister Dipuo Peters signed 
rules regulating the use of drones into law, making South Africa one of the first countries 
to have comprehensive drone law. This limited the use of drones and created the need 
for proper licensing. It also stated that a remotely controlled aircraft could not make 
deliveries or transport cargo. This understandably caused an uproar, and relaxations have 
since been made, however stringent requirements are still in place putting a damper on 
local usage of UAVs for commercial purposes in South Africa. Considering these factors 
we agree with respondents that UAV’s and autonomous vehicles are only likely to take 
widespread hold in South African industry over the long term.
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The use of self-driving vehicles and drones 
in the private, secure environment of a 
warehouse, port or stock yard could be 
implemented more easily. Different rules 
apply to the indoor application of such 
vehicles – conditions are more controlled, 
workers can be effectively trained, and 
spaces can be designed specifically to 
accommodate them. The use of self-
driven forklifts, for example, to carry 
product around a warehouse is not a 
new concept; however these vehicles 
are somewhat limited in application as 
they mainly follow predefined routes, are 
relatively expensive and come to a dead 
halt if they encounter an obstacle in their 
path. Advances in cameras, lasers and 
vision guidance technologies are providing 
such vehicles with the capabilities to 
continuously scan their environments and 
adjust routes accordingly. Next-generation 
vehicles are not only becoming capable 
of flexible movement around a warehouse 

but are being built to be multifunctional, 
combining the transport of goods with 
loading and offloading of vehicles. There is 
a real opportunity for local warehouses to 
incorporate self-driven vehicles into their 
operations. Beyond last-mile deliveries, 
drones within logistics can be utilised 
within warehouses to move light parcels 
from storage location to picker, to guide 
other autonomous vehicles in a yard, and 
for surveillance of property for security 
purposes. The use of drones could also 
be provided to clients as a value added 
service for those who operate large facilities 
or require the internal transfer of parts in 
place of the more traditional employee-as-
runner methods. In order to leverage the 
efficiencies offered by such technology, 
existing spaces and processes within a 
supply chain can be adapted, or new 
facilities constructed, to accommodate 
various autonomous vehicles, whether 
grounded or air borne.
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3D printing is the additive manufacturing process 

of making three dimensional solid objects from 

a digital file by laying down successive layers of 

material until the desired object is formed. 

3D Printing
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RESPONDENTS 
OUTLOOK

Also known as additive 
manufacturing, 3D printing is “the 
process through which thousands 
of layers of material are printed 
using a range of materials, most 
commonly plastic polymers and 
metals to create an end product”. 
What started off as a prototype 
can now produce almost anything 
- from car parts to human organs. 
Daimler has been printing plastic 
parts for old Mercedes Benz 
trucks for nearly a year now and 
has recently started printing 
metal car parts which are just 
as strong as the original parts. 
They believe that 3D printing will 
be a cost-effective way in which 
to produce components and 
make them readily available to 
consumers. A breakthrough in the 
medical industry by researchers 
at Wake Forest University has 
seen a 3D printer that prints 
organs, tissues and bones that 
could theoretically be implanted 
into the human body. Instead of 
using plastic and metals, it lays 
down hydrogels that are water-
based solutions containing human 
cells. With such innovation, 
the possibilities are endless as 
to what else can be produced 
through additive manufacturing.

SA feasibility at a glance

Trend in practice

3D Printing

INFRASTRUCTURE 
LIMITATIONS

LABOUR 
PUSHBACK

CAPITAL 
INTENSIVE

LEGISLATIVE 
CONSTRAINTS

Few infrastructure 
barriers

Job losses 
dependent on 
speed of adoption

Costly 
implementation

26% within 3-5 
years 58% not 
considering at all

Limited legalities 
governing 
domestic usage

In 2016, Aeroswift, a South African additive 
manufacturer created the world’s largest 
3D printer for creating aircraft parts from 
titanium powder. The company produced 
its first three demonstrator parts – a pilot’s 
throttle lever, a condition lever grip and a 
fuel tank pylon bracket and is currently in 
talks with Airbus to use printed parts in the 
production of their aircraft. This will not only 
ensure commercial success of Aeroswift, 
but create jobs in a country where high 
unemployment rates are of concern. The 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research 
(CSIR) together with AeroSud, a local 
aerospace company, believe that our vast 
mineral resources, specifically titanium, as 
well as the development of this printer will 
give South Africa a competitive edge in the 
3D race.
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In traditional manufacturing, 
raw materials are sourced 
from various locations and 
fed into a production line at 
centralised manufacturing plants 
for transformation into final 
products. These finished goods 
are then sent to warehouses 
to be stored until an order is 
received. Distribution then 
follows picking and packaging 
either to a store or directly to 
the consumer. This is the Supply 
Chain as we know it, but what 
we know is going to significantly 
change with the adoption of 3D 
printing. 

Manufacturing and other Supply 
Chain activities will substantially 
decrease in complexity. Firstly, 
is the reduction in raw materials 
from a multiple array of inputs to 
either plastic polymers or metals, 
depending on the desired end 
product. The production line is all 
but eliminated as various points 
along the line are consolidated 
into a single 3D printer, which is 
further capable of adjusting to 
multiple designs – a clear benefit 
over traditional production 
facilities. If the 3D printer is 
located in a store, delivery costs 
from the warehouse to the store 
are also eliminated, together with 

the majority of traditional storage 
costs associated with inventory 
holding. Experts predict that 
Supply Chains could shrink by 
as much as 50% should additive 
manufacturing take hold in both 
industry and households.

In 2015, Nike’s COO Erik 
Spunk, suggested that the 3D 
technology could see consumers 
printing bespoke sneakers in 
their own homes very soon. 
Using the company’s website, 
consumers would be able to 
customise sneaker designs, 
purchase a file containing 
printing instructions, and simply 
print the desired pair at any time. 
This type of solution speaks 
directly to the growing customer 
demand for personalisation, 
and convenience purchasing, 
however wide spread adoption 
of this method of retail purchase 
could potentially be devastating 
for traditional Supply Chain 
models. If the need for import/
export, warehousing and last-mile 
deliveries are eradicated, Supply 
Chain organisations will be on the 
losing end of this trend if they 
do not adapt to new types of 
demand.
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3D printing is on the rise in South Africa with approximately R380 million allocated 
to the technology. The Department of Science and Technology firmly believes that 
additive manufacturing will create efficiencies and provide a competitive edge within the 
manufacturing industry, and as such have dedicated resources to the investigation and 
implementation of 3D technology in local markets. Our resource-rich land provides the 
perfect opportunity to capitalise on products requiring metallic input, as demonstrated 
in the Aeroswift example. In so far as legislation is concerned intellectual property rights 
and consumer protection principles are the primary concerns. Theoretically, anything 
can be replicated using a 3D printer, which could lead to a flourishing black market of 
quasi-authentic goods that are essentially counterfeit and directly infringe on copyright 
law. Secondly, liability and consumer protection are grey areas. Currently, the liability 
for defective product lies with the manufacturer, however, if the manufacturer is the 
consumer, does the responsibility shift to the consumer, or indeed to the manufacturer 
of the 3D printer. Such laws are as yet untested, and South Africa will undoubtedly follow 
global precedent in this regard. The cost of industrial 3D printing remains high, but as 
the technology becomes more widespread, and more local companies produce the 
machinery, domestic adoption will increase.  Should additive manufacturing disrupt the 
Supply Chain industry as predicted, job shedding will follow, and as such, this technology 
is also likely to face widespread resistance from the local labour market.

Considering these factors, we disagree with respondents that 3D printing should only be 
on the radar of Supply Chain leaders in the long term. With the potential to render large 
parts of manufacturing and other downstream activities within the Supply Chain useless, 
this highly disruptive technology requires companies to start looking to the future to 
develop strategies to respond quickly to a world where traditional models are defunct.
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Forget shopping, 
soon we will be able 
to download our clothes
- Danit Peleg
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In this foresight report, respondents reflect on the likely impact, 
adoption urgency and perceived benefits of adopting emerging 
technology trends within Supply Chain in a local context. The 
digitisation of the industry is viewed as a critical strategic focus area; 
however, a relatively low sense of immediacy with regards to the 
implementation of these transformative technologies is pervasive.

The responses to the survey reflect the relatively optimistic nature 
of South African business although the relatively muted enthusiasm 
across the board to technology trends perhaps speaks to the current 
embattled nature of business. With a depressed economy, political 
instability and growing labour concerns, as the main issues, industries 
seem to be focusing on maintaining the status quo rather than 
bounding forward into an uncertain future heavily invested in trends 
that may or may not be viable in the local economy in the next five 
years.

Impact on the workforce and the inevitable push-back from labour 
remains a significant barrier to technology adoption within the 
local industry, with more than half of respondents raising this a key 
concern. Supply Chain is a labour intensive industry, and the likelihood 
that jobs will be shed in favour of more automated, smart processes is 
a reality. The responsibility for decreasing labour pushback lies partly 
within organisations – it is not enough to implement a new technology 
and then replace existing employees with those who have the relevant 
skill – the challenge is to up-skill existing labour to be able to fulfil the 
new roles.

Relevant skills and the evolving understanding of what skills are 
needed to implement digitisation continues to be raised as a concern 
by respondents.  Within the technology adoption arena, most 
organisations seem to be following the trend of outsourcing non-
core functions to expert teams in attempts to gain the expertise, 
but not the associated fixed costs. With the explosion of niche tech 
businesses on the cutting-edge of digitisation, it is understandable 
that organisations adopting a more conservative approach to 
digitisation opt to rely on outsourced expertise rather than in-house 
capabilities.

LEARNINGS 
and the way forward
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Organisations are recognising that new technologies will not only 
revolutionise their business model, but that data-driven strategic 
leadership will undoubtedly unlock better decision-making, 
more rapidly. Unsurprisingly the top three identified benefits 
of digitisation within Supply Chain are cost containment and 
value creation; heightened efficiency; and improved customer 
interaction. 

As we stand on the precipice of a new world, it is essential to 
identify technologies that will impact the Supply Chain industry to 
understand what decisions need to be taken to flourish through 
the digital revolution. The local industry is already seeing the 
benefits of e-platforms and big data analytics. Within the medium 
term, we are likely to see rapid overhauls of operating models 
thanks to the implementation of technologies such as 3D printing 
and robotics. Autonomous vehicles will continue to evolve, and 
South African roads will likely be shared with them in the next 
10 to 15 years. Between now and then, the adoption of various 
autonomous private vehicles within warehouses and ports is a lot 
more likely.

There is no doubt that the technological revolution of the Supply 
Chain is here, it is a reality and inevitable. The ability to identify, 
create and embrace the changes necessary to adapt needs to be 
embedded in the psyche and culture of local business. Indeed, with 
the exponential pace of digitisation, the ability of organisations, 
industries, governments and countries to be forward-thinking 
in place of myopic, and optimistic rather than naysaying,  will 
become a significant factor in driving economies and businesses 
forward into a sustainable future.

The conundrum, regardless of the pace and revolutionary changes 
wrought by technology, is that people drive business. Smart 
people guided by smart leaders – this is true today and will be true 
in the future. The wisest organisations are those that understand 
this symbiosis, adapt and create models that enable human and 
machine interaction to enhance value creation and navigate the 
new digital future smartly.
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Technology is nothing. 
What’s important is that you 
have a faith in people, that 
they’re basically good and 
smart, and if you give them 
tools, they’ll do wonderful 
things with them. - Steve Jobs
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WE HOPE YOU ENJOYED THE VALUABLE INSIGHTS.

For additional supplychainforesight reports, please go to www.barloworld-logistics.com 


