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SUPPLY CHAINS are the arter-
ies of today’s globalized economy; 

they enable the international trade 
flows that empower global commerce. 
Supply chains have evolved to reflect 
the increased complexity of world trade 
– highly competitive, super-connected 
and fast-changing in a volatile global 
environment.

No wonder that supply chain has 
become an essential topic across all 
spheres of management and a strategic 
agenda item in the boardroom.

Twenty-first-century supply chains 
have transformed into worldwide 
inter-connected supply-and-demand 
networks, with profound interdepen-
dencies and exposed to the vulner-
abilities of our uncertain world. This 
has led to greater deployment of col-
laborative partnerships, frequently in-
volving outsourcing and off-shoring, 
creating elongated networks encom-
passing multiple stakeholders. Conse-
quently, supply chains have morphed 
into today’s multi-layered, interwoven 
distribution networks that enable com-
panies and countries to trade more 
effectively.

Confirming how these networks enable commerce in an 
increasingly connected world, the Financial Times’ (FT) 
lexicon describes how “businesses operate in a broader 
network of related businesses offering particular products 
or services – this is known as a business ecosystem.” They 
further define this as “a network of interlinked companies, 
such as suppliers and distributors, who interact with each 
other, primarily complementing or supplying key compo-
nents of the value propositions within their products or 
services.”

From the supply chain perspective, Dr. Martin Chris-
topher of the Cranfield School of Management in the U.K. 
adopts an end-to-end view, articulating the supply chain 
as “the network of organizations that are involved, through 
upstream and downstream linkages, in the different pro-
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cesses and activities that produce value 
in the form of products and services in 
the hands of the ultimate consumer.”

This notion of networks is partic-
ularly important. Christopher rein-
forces the key message that modern 
supply chains are no longer simply 
linear chains or processes, “they are 
complex networks – the products and 
information flows travel within and 
between nodes in a variety of networks 
that link organizations, industries and 
economies.”

The linear concept of a chain is, 
therefore, no longer adequate to de-
scribe today’s complex international 
networks of suppliers, partners, regu-
lators and customers – all collaborat-
ing to ensure the efficient and effective 
movement of products, services, infor-
mation and funds around the world.

These extended multi-stakeholder 
networks continue to develop as sup-
ply chains have become progressively 
more global, complex and strategic; we 
are firmly in the era of global supply 
chain ecosystems! (See Figure 1.)

■ Connected Supply Chains Drive 
Competitive Advantage
In today’s complex connected world, the supply chain is 

more and more recognized as a key source of competitive 
advantage and differentiation. Companies strive to build 
powerful supply chains that will enable them to get their 
products to market faster, more efficiently and more eco-
nomically than their competition.

For many businesses – particularly those in high-tech, 
consumer electronics, pharmaceutical and fresh produce 
– time to market and effective distribution channels are 
critical success factors and, therefore, supply chain man-
agement competencies and capabilities are what drive 
competitive advantage.

In that context, there are exciting and evolving syner-
gies between the supply chain and marketing functions, 
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as together they become the princi-
pal business drivers for companies 
in the modern era. Each of them is 
both a functional discipline and a 
profession. Taking the broadest per-
spective of the two disciplines, these 
functions together embrace all of the 
mission-critical business activities of 
a company, with IT, HR and Finance 
playing important supporting roles.

With marketing comprising prod-
uct, price, promotion and place (the 
four Ps) and supply chain encompass-
ing plan, source, make, deliver and 
return, logistics becomes the point 
of intersection and convergence, the 
essential linkage between the deliver 
function of supply chain and the place 
(distribution) function of marketing.

Together, therefore, supply chain 
and marketing are becoming the pri-
mary engines that drive the business 
– hugely infl uential in driving busi-
ness growth, increasing market share 
and generating revenue and profi ts. 
The Chief Marketing Offi  cer (CMO) 
and the Chief Supply Chain Offi  cer 
(CSCO) will become the most criti-
cal leadership roles to sit alongside 
the CEO and CFO in the enlightened 
C-suite of the future.

Supporting this concept that sup-
ply chain drives competitive advan-

tage for your business, the FT lexicon 
explains: “Ecosystems also create 
strong barriers to entry for new com-
petition, as potential entrants not 
only have to duplicate or better the 
core product, but they also have to 
compete against the entire system 
of independent complementors and 
suppliers that form the network.”

■ Conclusion
Any chain is only as strong as its 

weakest link, and it’s the same with 
a supply chain, except that, within a 
supply chain ecosystem, the linkages 
are not consecutive and not linear; 
there are numerous multi-dimen-
sional connections with profound 
interdependencies.

Nevertheless, the strategy of 
achieving continuous improvement 
through consistently and persistently 
working on strengthening the weak-
est link(s) still applies, and compa-
nies adopting such an approach will 
leverage their global supply chain 
ecosystem for competitive advantage 
in our complex, connected world.

Mark Millar is the author of Global 
Supply Chain Ecosystems. This ar-
ticle is excerpted from that book with 
permission.

Figure 1: Supply Chain Ecosystem Model
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Global Supply Chain 
Ecosystems

MARK  M I L-
L A R ’ S  n e w 
book explores 
t h e  l a t e s t 
market trends 
and industry 
developments 
across emerg-
ing, develop-

ing, and developed markets.
It is designed to help compa-

nies capitalize on market oppor-
tunities, overcome supply chain 
challenges, and make better in-
formed business decisions.

It also explains several criti-
cal aspects of global supply chain 
ecosystems, including visibility, 
risk, resilience, sustainability, and 
collaboration.

The book can be obtained 
through Amazon or other online 
sellers.
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“One of the Region’s Supply Chain Leaders” 
China Supply Chain magazine CHaINA 

 

 “One of the most Progressive People in World Logistics”  
Global Institute of Logistics 

 

Acknowledged as an engaging and energetic presenter, Mark Millar has been engaged by 
clients as Speaker, Moderator, MC or Conference Chairman at more than 350 corporate events, 
client functions and industry conferences across 23 countries - he is renowned for delivering an 
impact that is professional, knowledgeable and memorable.  
Author of “Global Supply Chain Ecosystems” commissioned and published by Kogan Page of 
London, Mark is a Visiting Lecturer at Hong Kong Polytechnic University and has delivered Guest 
Lectures at Georgia Tech (Atlanta), RMIT (Ho Chi Minh City) and SP Jain (Singapore & Dubai).  
Mark leverages over 30 years global business experience to provide value for clients with 
informed and independent perspectives on their supply chain strategies. 
His ‘Asia Supply Chain Insights’ series of corporate briefings, consultations and seminars deliver 
practical knowledge and educated insights that help companies navigate the complex 
landscapes in Asia, develop new business opportunities and make better informed business 
decisions.  
His international track record in the B2B services sector includes 20 years in the Asia Pacific 
region, where Mark led business development initiatives across ten Asian countries. His 
distinguished corporate career included executive positions at Thorn EMI, RR Donnelley, 
ModusLink, Platinum Logistix, Exel Contract Logistics (now DHL) and UPS Supply Chain Solutions 
- serving many leading companies in the Consumer Retail and High Tech Electronics sectors.  
He is a Graduate of the Australian Institute of Company Directors (GAICD), Chartered Fellow of 
the Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transportation (FCILT), Fellow of the Chartered Institute 
of Marketing (FCIM) and an APICS SCOR-P certified Supply Chain Professional.  
Mark achieved an MBA with Distinction from the University of the West of England, is a 
Graduate of the Chartered Institute of Marketing and holds a post-graduate Diploma in 
Management Studies.  
He has lived and worked in the UK, the Netherlands, Australia, Singapore, USA, Ireland, 
mainland China and Hong Kong. Whilst with the Thorn EMI group in the UK, Mark’s 
international sales leadership earned Thorn Secure Science the “Queen’s Award for Exports”. 
Appointments: an active and enthusiastic industry contributor, Mark currently serves as: 

• Asia Ambassador, East West Transport Corridor Association, Europe 
• Advisory Board Member, Institute for Supply Management, Hong Kong 
• Council Member and Chair of Logistics Policy Committee, CILT Hong Kong 
• Head of International Relations, Vietnam Supply Chain, Ho Chi Minh City 
• Chairman, Logistics Committee, British Chamber of Commerce, Hong Kong 
• Chairman, International Relations Committee, Hong Kong Logistics Association  
• Advisory Board Member, Logistics & Supply Chain Management Society, Singapore 
• International Advisor, Logistics & Supply Chain Management Association, Shenzhen 
• APAC Regional Leader and International Advisor, Supply Chain & Logistics Group, Dubai 

Accolades: Mark's commitment and expertise has been recognised with several accolades: 
• “Asia’s Top 50 Influencers in Supply Chain and Logistics” 2015 
•  “Pro’s to Know, Supply Chain Providers” 2014 
• “Chartered Fellowship” awarded by Chartered Institute of Logistics & Transport 2010  
• “Supply Chain Thought Leader” Pro's to Know 2009 
• “One of the most Progressive People in World Logistics” 2008 
• “Supply Chain Veteran” - Who's Who of Supply Chain in Asia 2008 
• “China Supply Chain 20: the Who, What and Why of China Supply Chain” 2007 
•  “Who's Who Top 20 Power Players in Supply Chain Management in China” 2006 

http://www.koganpage.com/globalsupplychain

