
eBook

The New Normal 
For Supply Chains

eBook

To survive and thrive, 

visibility and agility are critical 

July  2020



eBook

Introduction

� � � COVID-19 has driven dramatic changes in consumer behavior, the way 

businesses operate and the workings of global supply chains. In recent months, 

we’ve seen some manufacturers stru!le to fulfill demand since the pandemic 

has redefined the list of essential commodities. Others face massive declines 

in sales and must develop new products swiftly to keep the business afloat. 

Manufacturers have experienced disruptions across their supply chains from 

sourcing raw materials to delivering finished goods. 

Some of these impacts may be short term, but many are here to stay and are 

shaping what has become the New Normal. Brands, manufacturers, and trading 

companies must respond with agility to new expectations, acquire digital skills, 

and update their technology in near real time.

In this eBook, we explore the way forward for how we need to operate, 

communicate and measure efficiency, and highlight ways for supply chain 

professionals to step up to meet the external needs of their customers and the 

internal operational demands of the New Normal.
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Factors of Shaping the New Normal
 
Acceleration of e-commerce boom puts pressure 
on fulfillment demands
Almost one in three households (32% overall - 40% of households with 

children) has increased or significantly increased their e-commerce spend 

in the pandemic period. One in three (33%) households believe their future 

online purchases will increase.[1] According to a McKinsey report, consumers 

have a high intention to continue home grocery delivery (45%) and buying 

online and picking up in store (BOPIS - 56%) after the pandemic.[2] Fast 

delivery commitments offered by e-commerce retailers have set a high 

expectation for customers. This puts a lot of pressure on manufacturers 

because consumers are buying general commodities but experiencing a luxury 

delivery service (1-day shipping).  

Upstream and downstream supply chain 
uncertainty
Shipment delays, increased shipping costs and rapid changes in demand/

orders force manufacturers to think outside of the box and consider trying 

new logistics solutions.  Some manufacturers continue to negotiate costs 

down to preserve their working capital, while others seek new modes of 

transportation or even change their sales strategy from cross border export 

to selling domestically. Simultaneously, due to a global lockdown, there has 

been a shortage of ocean freight and air freight capacity. Ocean carriers 

canceled sailings week after week due to uncertainty over the economy and 

quarantine rules from various countries. Air freight capacity is constrained 

due to an over 90% drop in passenger travels.[3] Despite airlines attempting 

to fill empty passenger seats with cargo and adding cargo flights, the overall 

capacity reduction has a knock-on effect on cross border cargo transport. 

The combination of the challenge of assuring a stable supply of raw materials 

for production and the volatile freight market for finished goods is putting 

pressure on both ends of the supply chain. 

COVID-19 Barometer: 

The three consumer 

trends defining the 

next ‘new normal’. 

millwardbrown.com

20200513.

Adapting to the next 

normal in retail: The 

customer experience 

imperative. Mckinsey.

20200514.

Air Passenger Demand 

Collapses In Asia Pacific, 

Decline In Cargo Markets 

Deepens. Businessworld

20200528

[1] 

[2] 

[3] 
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“The combination 
of the challenge 
of assuring a 
stable supply of 
raw materials 
for production 
and the volatile 
freight market for 
finished goods is 
putting pressure 
on both ends of 
the supply chain.”
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Yesterday is not today
Manufacturers that previously simply made and shipped goods are 

experiencing a wake-up call. They now face pressure from demand, supply, 

and workforce availability. The complexity of their supply chains has grown, 

and must now factor in unpredictable delivery timing, inventory levels, variable 

shipping costs and more.

For example, just-in-time delivery has been the supply chain holy grail for 

a long time, mainly because it keeps cost down and reduces inventory. As 

a result, manufacturers often sign MSAs with a few providers to lock in low 

costs. The sudden drop in freight capacity led to skyrocketing freight prices, 

which brought unprecedented friction to the supply chain and put massive 

pressure on manufacturers that choose service providers based purely on 

cost. Manufacturers who manage to do well in the current situation have the 

ability to adapt and change their operations and sales strategies quickly. 

Just-in-time delivery has been supplanted by just-in-case as the smart supply 

chain strategy.

In Change Lies Opportunity 
 
New ways to operate
Agile is the name of the game
Long-term planning is not a one-size-fits all solution in the current volatile 

environment. In addition to formulating strategic business and supply chain 

strategies, companies must think in detail about their requirements 120, 90, 

60, and 30 days out. The pandemic demonstrated the importance of having 

flexibility and a buffer so supply chain changes can be made, especially when 

consumer needs are evolving rapidly. 

To adjust to new customer demands, manufacturers have developed new 

products or changed their sourcing strategies which have a knock-on effect 

on their operations. Unexpected fluctuations in the supply of raw materials 

and customer orders can require a mix of charters, part charters and premium 

ocean to meet projected 30, 60 and 120-day demand.

“In the midst of 
chaos, there is also an 
opportunity (ඤϤՅɾ)”
Sun-Tzu Black swan 
events do happen, and 
with every challenge, 
solutions arise. Here are 
our recommendations on 
how we can adapt and 
capitalize on the changes 
in how we operate, 
communicate and 
measure efficiency.
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How to find the right logistics solutions:
Switch up your strategy and adapt quickly – Speed-to-act translates into 

option value. Most companies stru!le to react to 180-degree shifts. Smart 

companies recognize they need to get out of their comfort zones and 

adapt across the organization, including their supply chain decisions. For 

example, huge surges in demand for exercise equipment, work-from-home 

electronics gear and basic consumer goods such as baby wipes have driven 

these companies to find solutions fast as their inventories run low.

Build flexible and agile logistics plans – Carriers’ published transit times 

cannot be relied upon. There are a lot of blank sailings and a massive 

number of flight cancellations. Think out of the box to use a combination 

of modes of transport or use less popular routes that are less likely to have 

cancellations. There’s considerable risk that shipments will get delayed, 

first at origin, then at a transshipment port (if applicable), then on the water, 

and finally at the destination port, terminal, or rail/truck depot. Published 

schedules are a “best case” scenario that rarely happens.

Visibility into your data is key to success
Whether it’s changing the mode of transport, roll overs or developing a 

direct-to-consumer model, today’s manufacturers must find ways to gain 

greater visibility into the workings of their supply chains to make the best 

decisions[4]. Companies must be strategic, data-driven and have access to 

the right information. Visibility is key for companies to manage their logistics 

and for their suppliers to effectively run their businesses. Stock level visibility 

must be end-to-end (not just of finished goods in warehouses or in transit), 

especially upstream into the order and production phases of the supply chain. 

Companies with visibility and flexibility make quick and agile decisions and 

change how they operate to sustain their business.  

Having the right information available to make strategic data-based decisions 

and creating contingency plans for a multitude of scenarios requires supply 

chains to up their game in terms of their technology, infrastructure and 

business processes.
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New ways to operate
Embrace technology
During COVID-19, the use of enterprise collaborative office applications has 

exploded. With China in lockdown, Internet traffic in China increased by more 

than 50% compared with the end of last year, and by 70% in other regions 

China[5]. Data from Flexport’s platform shows that recently active users grew 

by 20%, with more frequent usage (36% more than the same time last year) 

and more time spent (up 19.5%) on the platform per session[6]. 

Companies are increasingly turning to SaaS and other cloud-based solutions 

to easily add capabilities and gain business insights on a turnkey, pay-

as-you-go basis rather than via capital investment. Real-time reporting 

and communication with all critical suppliers and shipping partners is an 

efficient way to increase visibility throughout the supply chain. Having all 

communications and documentations related to a shipment in one place 

enables transparency and knowledge transfer across every stage of the supply 

chain. The adoption of scalable platforms that put all the data in one place 

and integrate with existing business systems and processes will accelerate.

The New Gameplan 
Rethink your entire logistics ecosystem
Profitability and cost-to-serve are top of mind for every business owner. 

Their analysis includes the costs of raw materials, components, labor, and 

transportation. Fuel costs, the choice of air or sea, the transit time of various 

routes, the costs of inventory in transit and the administrative time and 

resources to manage logistics are just a few of the components involved in 

calculating shipping efficiency and its impact on overall profitability.

˾൴༖ݚ౨ංʃᐲ၉ੱދ�
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PPE shipments and 

Flexport monthly active 

user stats: Flexport Master 

Assets Request Doc

June 11, 2020.

[5] 

[6] 
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Pick your partner based on value alignment
It’s time to rethink how to define the value of your partners. Look at all the 

costs and resources required, not just shipping costs in isolation. Time, 

efficient team resourcing, the ability to focus on your core business and brand 

reputation protection are some of the less tangible but very important parts 

of the value equation to consider. Real opportunities are arising to shift the 

supply chain from a cost center to a value creator.

Manufacturers that utilize existing materials to produce new products 

(e.g. infrared thermometers instead of laser tools) may be unfamiliar with 

the custom regulations for the new product categories and get caught in 

extended approval processes that can delay delivery dates. For example, 

recent tightening of customs regulation on medical equipment exports 

has delayed equipment delivery by days or weeks leading to default and 

contract termination. Shipping partners that deeply understand compliance 

requirements can guide manufacturers to navigate these challenges.

The combination of dedicated and knowledgeable in-house resources, as well 

as partners that work as an extension of your own logistics team will help you 

get the most value from platforms, data and automation.

Connect logistics performance metrics with business 
objectives
It’s imperative now for the supply chain’s performance to empower the entire 

company to achieve its overall objectives and outcomes. For example, do 

popular items have quick inventory backfills? Can the company respond to 

shifting customer requirements? Under profit pressure, can the same result be 

delivered less expensively?
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In the New Normal, clarity on goals and milestones is essential. Starting 

with the right benchmark numbers requires an end-to-end view of the costs 

involved. Digitized bills of lading, prioritized task lists, integrated communi-

cations and dashboards with insights all contribute to greater accountability 

from cargo ready date through final delivery. Near real time visibility into key 

supply chain metrics allows you to accurately and nimbly balance speed and 

cost considerations with the company’s business requirements. 

How Chinese Companies Accelerates 
Their Businesses Through 
Transformation
 
The New Normal is encouraging -- and even forcing -- many Chinese 

companies to revamp or reinvent their business models and supply chains. 

Born-in-the-cloud companies like Alibaba, JD.com, and PinDuoDuo have 

always had a consumer (B2C or C2C) orientation and used data at scale for 

personalization. 

Many of the more traditional manufacturing companies and brands have had 

success with both B2B and B2C business models but have stru!led to turn 

rapidly in the face of change. Manufacturers have seen export shipments 

shrink. Wholesalers have had to understand their end customers fast. 

Companies used to strong overseas revenue must now explore the domestic 

market.

These transitions are easier said than done. Many manufacturers face many 

challenges when trying to sell domestically due to tax issues and differences 

in customer preferences.

Some are moving to a D2C (direct to consumers) or even C2M (consumer to 

manufacturer) model whereby consumer preferences are fed directly to the 

manufacturer as input to the localization of their product offering. That has 

challenged existing ways to manage supply chains.
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“Whoever is most 

adaptable to change 

is going to come 

out ahead.”– Ryan 

Petersen,  

Flexport Founder, and 
CEO

“Transformation 
is not limited to 
enterprises only, 
medium-sized
and smaller 
businesses can 
also transform by 
utilizing established 
platforms like 
Flexport.”
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[7] Suning successfully built a D2C platform for themselves. In the lockdown, they 
invited other suppliers to use its platform and benefit from their cloud-based 
logistics, data, and financial solutions.[7] Suning improved the efficiency of the 
supply chain for smaller manufacturers selling directly to domestic consumers 
-- particularly in smaller Chinese villages -- which drove e-commerce growth in 
these areas.

Transformation is not limited to enterprises only, medium-sized and smaller 
businesses can also transform by utilizing established platforms like Flexport.

A China-based high-quality audio brand that manufactures and exports 
globally have sped up the progress of sourcing localization, finding raw 
materials closer to their factories and production lines to avoid unpredictable 
and uncontrollable disruptions, such as country lockdowns or border 
restrictions. The company navigates through changes and makes decisions 
much faster by getting full access to shipping information and data online 
using Flexport’s platform.

These agile businesses have ridden the COVID-19 wave to success and what 
they share in common is the ability to think and plan ahead, build or adopt 
data-driven, flexible platforms, respond quickly to changing customer demand 
and line up shipping contingency plans to assure efficient supply chains.
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“I’m glad I’ve chosen 

Flexport. Flexport’s 

technology platform 

brings more supply 

chain visualization and 

control to my team. 

I can book shipping 

space, track goods in 

a real-time way, and 

obtain all information 

and documents. The 

platform also provides 

freight data analysis to 

ensure that I can make 

the best decisions 

efficiently about the 

supply chain.”

– Bernard Zhu,  

Global Sourcing 
Manager & China Office 
Director of Tingley 
Rubber
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Flexport 2020: A Clear View of What’s 
Ahead
 
Flexport is not just a technology platform. We’re your partner to guide you 

through these challenging times and discover new opportunities for efficiency 

and customer success. We provide data and visibility, matched with strong 

destination services and a solution-oriented mindset to provide quick and 

creative solutions.

 

Flexport’s platform eliminates the need to sift through email inboxes to find 

shipment information. With shipment-specific messaging, every shipment 

includes an activity feed and in-line message thread to show what’s been 

done and what needs to happen next.

Flexport improves the logistics visibility for both the customer’s origin and 

destination teams. We track the location of each shipment and update the 

status in real time. The customer’s destination team can log into the platform 

anytime and anywhere to check the progress of the goods and see when the 

goods have arrived.

 

Flexport’s dedicated squads share KPIs for all the customer’s shipments 

(e.g. on-time delivery, visibility, container utilization). Flexport’s teams use 

their expertise and insights from the platform to address capacity, cost, and 

schedule issues caused by changing customs regulations, fuel prices, market 

conditions, and even weather. Flexport’s solutions-oriented approach drives 

transparency and efficiency across the supply chain. In the New Normal, 

Flexport is the partner ready to transform with you. 

Learn more about building agility in fast-changing times here.

Schedule a demo with our team to learn how Flexport can help you navigate 

through the New Normal.

 

Sign up for a demo.
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Contact Us

hello@flexport.com

Hong Kong

43/F, One Taikoo Place, Taikoo Place

979 King’s Road

Quarry Bay, Hong Kong

+852 3613 0151

Shenzhen

7/F, China Resources Tower

#2666, Keyuan South Road, Nanshan District

Shenzhen, China

+86 755 2184 3900

Shanghai

Room 09-160, Wework Share Space Office

9/F, Century Business Plaza

#989, Changle Road, Xuhui District

Shanghai, 200333, China

+86 021 6151 7168

Singapore

Unit 1307, SPACES Robinson

140 Robinson Road, Singapore 068907

+65 69396470
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commercial use or benefit should not be derived from the materials without our prior written consent. The materials shall not be used for any 
illegal purpose nor used in such a manner as would bring us or our business into disrepute.
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