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Experience with the Supply Chain - IDEA and the Methodology

“In order to manage complexity, one must find the inherent simplicity in the midst of the complexity.”
Gerald I. Kendall, PMP

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to allow the reader to understand the early development of
IDEA, LLC and how the company changed its direction and internal methodology.
Realizing that IDEA’s success is directly tied to the success of its customers, we set out to
discover how IDEA can make them even more successful. How can IDEA empower its
customers to leave their competition behind in this new century?

The Story

IDEA began with a vision to improve the accuracy and cost effectiveness of its clients
warehousing operations, as well as to allow real-time visibility of the warehouse
contents. For one client, this task led IDEA to consolidating the raw materials of over
fifty-two suppliers across seven countries so that they could be delivered just-in-time to
twenty-seven end user facilities. IDEA’s six facilities in three countries and three states
combined with our home grown warehouse management system gave our customers
the method, accuracy (99.997%), visibility and order placement control they needed to
manage their inventories to and from all locations while reducing their operating
expense. Customers like Fruit of the Loom told us that they were very satisfied with our
services.

After years of growth for IDEA and its clients, there was still a void. Sure, client operating
expense and inventories were down but not to the levels to allow IDEA to grow by leaps
and bounds. In addition, even with the extensive control IDEA gave its customers, some
inventories were too low, some too high and some were being held in the wrong
location. For our customers, managing in excess of 11,000 items proved to be difficult
even with the tools provided by IDEA. Something was missing, but what?

The Theory of Constraints

So IDEA embarked on a mission to fill in the blanks. We found Dr. Eli Goldratt' and his
Theory of Constraints (TOC). Dr. Goldratt has spent decades studying all areas of
business including manufacturing, sales, marketing and distribution, to name only a few.
He is known for developing innovative solutions to industry problems. Newsweek called
him “a guru to industry.”

IDEA's initial study of TOC provided the insight to understand IDEA’s success was tied
directly to the success of its customers so the focus switched to our customer’s biggest
issues and constraints. Every organization exists to fulfill a goal. Organizations have a

' Dr. Goldratt is the author of the multimillion-copy bestselling book The Goal and several others, including Critical Chain,
Necessary but Not Sufficient, It's Not Luck and the Theory of Constraints.



variety of indicators they use to measure their performance but too much of the time
these indicators of local optima actually work against the goal of the organization. The
drive of managers to maximize their area of the business tends to place different groups
within the organization at odds with each other and, ultimately, they do more damage
than good. Departments seek to thrive, even at each other’s expense, while the
organization suffers.

Once the overall goal of the organization is identified, the TOC turns its attention to the
constraints that block advancement toward the goal. Dr. Eli Goldratt, states, “In our
reality any system has very few constraints and, at the same time, any system in reality
must have at least one constraint.” Recognizing this, IDEA put the five focusing steps of
TOC into action for the world of distribution.

Applying the five steps above to the distribution industry identified several changes that
needed to be made in the way IDEA conducted its business.

The Answer — Changing IDEA’s Methodology

The first change for distribution came from realizing that the main constraint for our
clients is the marketplace. They could sell more if more customers came to buy. Many
times sales are lost when a customer comes to buy a product but it is not available.
Therefore, the supply chain must be managed so that inventories are where they need
to be when needed. Companies need to protect sales, without clogging the supply
chain with excess inventory. At the time, IDEA’s clients were pushing inventories out to
the market, regardless of the needs of end users. Items that were not selling took up
shelf space and filled warehouses while high demand items were not making it to
market fast enough. This led to increased carrying costs, stock outs, obsolesce, product
disposals, poor fill rates and extra operating expense, while damaging customer
satisfaction.

Moving from a push system to a pull system was part of the answer. The TOC
replenishment solution involves holding just enough inventories at the distribution
location closest to the end user to satisfy the heaviest expected demands of the market.
In a pull system, production of goods is driven by the consumption of end users.
Resources are not utilized for the sake of high efficiencies, rather, only enough to
replenish required inventories. IDEA created Elucidate a distribution management
methodology to facilitate this replenishment process. By incorporating buffer
management into Elucidate, materials and finished goods were located in the most
sensible places without stock outs. Inventories across the supply chain dropped as did
carrying costs, operating expense, transportation costs and obsolescence. Sales, due
date performance and net profit, the ultimate goal, increased.



