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Introduction
In the highly competitive international market environment, Information Technology (IT) initiatives have been increasingly incorporated into the supply chain of most companies to create a competitive advantage. A supply chain entails the individuals and activities involved in the acquisition of raw materials, converting them into commodities, availing these products to customers, and any after-sales services provided by a company (Kenton, 2020). It is crucially important for firms to add value to their supply chains through measures that enable them to efficiently respond to changes in the market, meet their customers’ demands and maximize their profitability, among other benefits. IT initiatives can be a crucial tool in adding value to the supply chain due to their capacity to enhance the exchange of crucial information about the supply chain. More specifically, IT initiatives can add value by improving the firm’s product distribution, optimizing its marketing processes, allowing customers to influence product design and production, and augmenting the after-sales support provided by the firm. However, the implementation of these initiatives in an international context may necessitate certain adjustments in the company’s supply chain processes.
How IT Initiatives Can Add Value to the Supply Chain in an International Context
Information Technology initiatives can be used to add value by improving the management of product distribution by the firm. For instance, companies can implant devices to trace the movement of a particular product from the manufacturer to their retail store (Harnowo, 2010). Subsequently, an automated system can be established which sends signals to the company’s storage facilities whenever each product is bought to allow for an immediate replacement (Harnowo, 2010). Such an initiative will add value by enabling the company to promptly replenish its commodities as soon as they are depleted from their retail stores (Harnowo, 2010). As such, the company can keep up with the demand for a particular product. Furthermore, this initiative will provide the company with information regarding their most profitable retail store locations, which will add value by informing the company on how they can maximize profits from certain locations. This is particularly important in an international context where the company looks to establish more retail stores but cannot predict the market patterns and demand for their product. Although this is realistic, implementing this initiative internationally may be challenging since it may require additional storage facilities for the easy replenishing of their stocks (Harnowo, 2010). Additionally, the firm may have to establish more delivery services in the new countries.
Firms can also optimize their marketing processes through IT initiatives. One such initiative can include the utilization of IT systems to analyze data from the company’s online marketing platforms such as Google ads, as well as social network platforms. These online platforms can be essential because they allow the firm to target a specific group of customers from anywhere worldwide based on their common characteristics. The utilization of IT to collect and analyze information regarding the marketing and sales patterns from these online platforms will enable the firm to create value by providing crucial data regarding the demand for a specific product (Linton, 2019). This will allow the company to assess their clients’ needs and therefore optimize the supply chain to meet those needs (Linton, 2019). Such an initiative is easily applicable and therefore realistic in an international context because the data from online marketing platforms can be accessed from any location by the company. Furthermore, in an international arena, firms can collaborate with other global firms to run joint marketing ventures (Linton, 2019). The use of IT to collect and analyze data from these joint marketing ventures will create value by identifying the most profitable international partnerships that the company can engage in (Linton, 2019).
IT initiatives can allow customers to influence the product design and production process (CIPS, n.d.). An example of this entails the creation of websites where the customers can customize their goods based on their preferences and make their orders (Roland, 2018). In this sense, the customers provide specifications for what they want in their products, which are then manufactured to meet those specifications. Consequently, the firm’s products will be tailor-made to fit their customers’ demands, which will add value by creating a loyal customer base and more sales as a result (Roland, 2018). The additional customer engagement will also provide the company with information regarding the most popular designs among their customers, which the company can use to maximize profits on those designs. Additionally, the company’s inventory management will be more efficient since products are only made if they are ordered (Roland, 2018). This reduces the possibility of wasting resources on overproducing certain products (Roland, 2018). In an international context, implementing this initiative is realistic because websites can be accessed and maintained from anywhere globally. However, it can be challenging since the company will have to meet more specifications due to more customers. Furthermore, the company may lack the facilities to meet some of these specifications and will therefore have to outsource them.
Companies can utilize IT initiatives to augment their after-sales support services (Chen, 2020). For example, virtual live-online platforms such as social media pages, chats, and emails can be established to inform customers regarding the company’s after-sales services such as installing and repairing appliances, warranty services, and customer education (Chen, 2020). Furthermore, these platforms allow customers to provide their reviews, ratings, and complaints about the company’s services (Chen, 2020). This initiative will create value by providing the company with information regarding the frequently asked questions and complaints presented by their customers, which should be promptly addressed (Chen, 2020). Subsequently, the customers can indirectly market the company’s products through word-of-mouth since online platforms can be seen by millions of people worldwide (Chen, 2020). To implement this initiative internationally, a firm may have to avail customer support in the different languages that are spoken worldwide. It is therefore realistic, although the firm will be required to establish IT facilities and human resources to provide customer services every hour of every day. As such, companies may have to work with other service providers in foreign countries to fully serve their customers’ after-sales needs.
Conclusion
Consequently, IT initiatives can add value to a firm’s supply chain by providing crucial information which can be used to optimize the supply chain processes, meet the customers’ demands, and maximize the company’s profits. Some of these initiatives include technologies that enable the tracking of the company’s products which add value by simplifying the restocking of the company’s retail stores. Internationally, this may require additional storage and logistics facilities. Furthermore, firms can optimize their online marketing platforms through IT initiatives that analyze data from these platforms, which can be easily applied in an international context. Additionally, allowing customers to influence the product design process and providing them with improved after-sales services will add value by enhancing customer engagement and building customer loyalty. Internationally, the company may be forced to acquire more resources to meet its customer demands adequately. These IT initiatives can therefore be essential in adding value to a firm’s supply chain processes in an international context.
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