
Staying Nimble
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Applying Agile and Lean Principles to Supply Chain 
Management
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Where to start…
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Let’s review the challenges 
modern-day businesses are facing 
which are driving the demand for 

more agility



Some challenges we see…
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Challenge Facing Modern Day 
Business
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The nature and 
magnitude

change has become 
unpredictable, and 
its pace continues 

to accelerate as 
disruptive 

technologies reduce 
the barrier to entry 

for new competition

There is no 
handbook for the 

new situations and 
decisions being put 
upon organizations 

creating less 
predictability and 

greater chances for 
unknowns to affect 

planned and 
expected outcomes

Ever-increasing 
interconnectivity 
around the globe 
between people, 

industries, 
events, and 

outcomes is driving 
increased 

complexity into our 
everyday 

environments

The fuzziness of 
reality, greater 

potential for 
misreads, and the 

mixed meanings of 
situations increases 

the level of 
ambiguity we all 

content with on a 
daily basis

AMBIGUITYVOLATILITY UNCERTAINTY COMPLEXITY

V U C A



Our tough reality:
VUCA is increasing.

The good news:
Becoming more adaptable can help 

minimize VUCA’s impact on our reality.



Organizational effectiveness was 
facilitated through mastering a set 
of defined skills:

• Building detailed annual and project plans
• Managing schedule, scope, and performance
• Establishing standardized routines and best 

practices
• Applying long-proven patterns of success 
• And more…

The global environment requires 
the addition of adaptive 
techniques:

• Building collaboration and influence faster and 
across more boundaries 

• Tackling work dynamically with innovation to meet 
emerging challenges 

• Becoming flexible in the application of change to 
drive and accelerate performance

• Engaging and developing talent in the context of 
work and continuous learning

• And more…

The good news:
Adaptability reduces VUCA impact

BASE BUSINESS SKILLS ADDITIONAL ADAPTIVE SKILLS
UP TO AROUND 15 YEARS AGO BUT AS WE MOVE FORWARD
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More good news:
Lean and Agile are Adaptive 
Mindsets

LEAN: THE WORK AGILE: THE PEOPLE

Modern Definition:
Improving virtually everything you do 
by continuously learning how to see, 
and then eliminate, anything that 
doesn’t produce value.

Modern Definition:
Behaviors, mindsets, values and 
principles primarily focused on 
communication and collaboration with 
an emphasis on quality, alignment and 
consensus.

Organizational Perspective:
Adaptively improve the flow of work 
through the system

Organizational Perspective:
Adaptively improve the flow of 
communication and collaboration 
through the organization

Human Perspective:

Lean helps humans 
collaborate better with 
the flow of work

Human Perspective:

Agile helps humans 
collaborate better with 
other humans



What is Lean at its core?

 Building a culture of 
continuous learning to help 
identify opportunities for 
gain, and the ability to see 
and reduce waste.  

Lean helps humans interact 
effectively with their work 

and environment



Lean Principles

 Building a culture of 
continuous learning to help 
identify opportunities for 
gain, and the ability to see 
and reduce waste.  



What is Agile at its core?

 Behaviors, mindsets, values 
and principles primarily 
focused on communication 
and collaboration with an 
emphasis on quality, 
alignment and consensus.

Agile helps humans interact 
effectively with other 

humans



Agile Values

 Behaviors, mindsets, values 
and principles primarily 
focused on communication 
and collaboration with an 
emphasis on quality, 
alignment and consensus.

WE VALUE OVER

Value Delivery & Agility increase as you move to the left

▪ Individuals and Interactions

▪ Working Software

▪ Customer Collaboration

▪ Responding to Change

Less Brittle to VUCA

▪ Process and Tools

▪ Comprehensive Documentation

▪ Contract Negotiation

▪ Following a Plan

More Brittle to VUCA



Agile Principles

 Behaviors, mindsets, values 
and principles primarily 
focused on communication 
and collaboration with an 
emphasis on quality, 
alignment and consensus.
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What are some Challenges 
you see with Traditional 

Supply Chains?



#1: Long Lead times

Challenges

▪ Extended periods 
between order and 
delivery
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Impact

▪ Poor response to 
market changes



#2: High Inventory Levels

Challenges

▪ “Just in case” 
Inventory
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Impact

▪ Costly to hold 
excess inventory

▪ Storage, 
depreciation, 
obsolescence



#3: Siloed Functions

Challenges

▪Organizational 
Silos
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Impact

▪Misaligned goals
▪ Independent 

operations
▪ Poor 

communication
▪ Duplicated effort



#4: The Bullwhip Effect

Challenges

▪Demand 
Management

22© Agile Meridian LLC 2021, All Rights Reserved

Impact

▪ Small demand 
changes cause 
disruptions as 
they move 
through the 
supply chain

▪ Demand forecast 
▪ Order batching



#5: Manual processes/Legacy 
Systems

Challenges

▪ reliance on old and 
outdated systems

▪ Manual data entry
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Impact

▪ Inefficiencies 
▪ Prone to error
▪ Difficult to 

integrate into 
modern systems



#6: Focus on Cost over 
Resilience

Challenges

▪ Cost-cutting over 
Risk Management
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Impact

▪ Inefficiencies 
▪ Prone to error
▪ Difficult to 

integrate into 
modern systems



How Agile Can Help



#1: Synergies 
between Agile and 
Lean 



#2: Improve Demand Forecasting and 
Response



Defects

Over-Production

Waiting

Non-Utilized 
Talent

Transportation

Inventory

Motion Extra 
Processing

?

#3: Removing Waste - “DOWNTIME”
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#4: Enhance Visibility and Collaboration
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#5: Implement Pull-Based Systems
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#6: Faster Time to Market

Iterative 

Development

CollectivE 

Ownership

Rapid 

Testing

Learning 

Cycles

Automated 

Deployment

Customer 

Centricity

Welcome 

Change

Emergent 

Design

Data Driven 

Decisions
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#7: Improved Customer Focus
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#8: Risk Management and  Resilience



Case Studies
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● Zara set themselves apart in fast fashion by 

adopting agile design, production and 

distribution practices to respond very quickly 

to the latest fashion trends.

● They produce over 30,000 designs annually and 

refresh their stores with new items every 2 

weeks, much faster than competitors like H&M 

or Gap.

● Zara relies heavily on rapid prototyping of 

designs and leverages continuous feedback from 

store employees on customer preferences to 

refine products.

● By producing goods in small batches and 

maintaining extra capacity with suppliers, Zara can 

reorder hot-selling items multiple times per week 

and replenish stores in just a few days.

● Zara limits discounts and markdowns by 

selling the vast majority of inventory at 

full-price within 3 weeks, keeping their 

brand exclusive.

● Their agile supply chain capabilities are a 

key competitive advantage, allowing Zara 

to provide unprecedented speed, variety and 

responsiveness in the fast fashion space.
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Flexible Manufacturing Network:

● Apple relies on a network of contract manufacturers, with Foxconn 

being the most prominent.

● This allows Apple to rapidly scale production up or down based on 

demand, embodying agile principles.

Vertical Integration:

● Apple designs its own chips (like the M1 and A-series), allowing for 

tighter integration between hardware and software.

● This vertical integration enables faster product development cycles and 

better control over the supply chain

Just-in-Time (JIT) Production:

● Apple employs lean JIT principles to minimize inventory costs.

● Components often arrive at assembly plants just hours before they're 

needed, reducing warehouse needs

Rapid Product Iterations:

● Apple frequently updates its product lines, sometimes multiple times a year.

● This agile approach keeps products fresh and allows for quick incorporation 

of new technologies.

Supply Chain Visibility:

● Apple has invested heavily in systems that provide real-time 

visibility across its supply chain.

● This enables quick decision-making and problem-solving, a key 

tenet of agile management.

Transportation Optimization:

● Apple uses a mix of air and sea freight, optimizing for speed and 

cost.

● During product launches, they often book entire cargo flights to 

ensure rapid distribution.



Implementing Agile/Lean

● Start with a pilot project or single product 
line

● Do you have leadership buy-in?
● What about Challenges with Culture?
● Get a good coach!
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Reflect
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Thank you!
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