
d c v e l o c i t y . c o m J U LY  20 0 3 DC  VELOC I TY 21

FOR DECADES MARKETERS HAVE WORKED TO
devise eye - c a tching pack a gi n g. The bo l der, t h e
brighter and especially, the bigger the package, the
better. So why are supply chain leaders choosing to
move away from a materialized world to a “demate-
rialized” supply chain that downplays—or even
eliminates—physical product and presence? Were
the marketers wrong?

Prob a bly not. But retailing tod ay is abo ut mu ch
m ore than em bl a zoning an atten ti on - get ting sloga n
on a pack a ge . Th ere are also points to be earn ed by
making opera ti ons ch e a per and easier.
Dem a teri a l i z a ti on of the su pp ly ch a i n — b a s i c a lly,
reducing com pon ents and materi a l s — does just that
by providing flex i bi l i ty, m i ti ga ting exec uti on risk and
reducing total su pp ly chain co s t s . In indu s tries ra n g-
ing from ch emicals to con su m er produ ct s ,f rom food
produ cts to el ectron i c s , l ogi s tics leaders are pushing
t h eir companies to rem ove mass from their produ ct s
using tech n i ques like the ones out l i n ed bel ow.

n Think small . App a ren t ly opera ting on the
premise that good things can also come in small
packages, Procter & Gamble has led the consumer
packaged-goods pack in shrinking the packages
used for its detergent, dish soap and diapers. For
example, P&G downsized its dish soap products by
two-thirds with the introduction of the “Ultra” for-
mat. The result was an immediate drop in supply
chain costs.

Or take software. A decade ago, the credenza
behind your desk was probably lined with software
boxes corresponding to the programs loaded on
your com p uter: MS DO S , Word Perfect , Lo tus 
1-2-3. Each box contained a thick manual and the
floppy diskette used to install the software on your
com p uter. But open a box con t a i n i n g, s ay,
Microsoft Office or Intuit’s Quicken Deluxe today
and you’ll find far fewer components. Voluminous
documentation has been replaced by a reference
disk or a slim “get ting started ” m a nu a l . In tu i t
reports that product weight declined by 66 percent,
with a significant decrease in freight costs.

n Do n’t ship: digi ti ze . One of the most ef fective
means of dem a terializing the su pp ly chain is digi ti-
z a ti on . In the high - tech worl d , el ectronic down l oad-

ing is ra p i dly becoming a com m on met h od of del iv-
ering sof t w a re , music and even boo k s .

n Po s tpone wh ere po s s i bl e . Dem a teri a l i z a ti on
through “blending” is a standard practice in the
ch emicals indu s try, wh ere manu f actu rers ship
active ingredients to regional distributors, which
then mix the final compound using locally sourced
components. Coca-Cola, a food and beverage com-
pany, mirrors this practice by manufacturing its
syrup centrally and distribut-
ing it to local bottlers to blend
with “fizzy water.” Whatever
the indu s try, po s tpon em en t
allows companies to shift final
f i n i s h ed - goods manu f actu r-
ing to local markets, slashing
transportation costs.

n St a n d a rd i ze . Procter &
G a m bl e , for on e , has stan-
d a rd i zed pack a ging for key
produ ct lines su ch as dish
s oap and laundry deter gen t .
Pack a ges for its core laundry
deter gent bra n d s , Ti de , Ch eer, Gain and Bo l d ,
were rede s i gn ed to incorpora te a standard i zed
con t a i n er open i n g, t hus reducing the ti m e
requ i red for brand and size ch a n geovers on the
a s s em bly line and cut ting the nu m ber of com po-
n ents to stock and manage .

Are we moving away from a materialized world to
a “dematerialized” supply chain? We believe that
over the next decade more companies will realize
that less is often more. Fewer components, fewer
SKUs, less packaging, less weight to ship … all of
these will translate into lower costs and better mar-
gins. Savvy leaders will actively pursue ways to
leverage the concept of dematerialization and enjoy
the benefits of living in a (de)material world. n

K ATE V ITASEK AND STEVE GEARY,  

S UP PLY  CHAI N V IS I O NS leadership

living in a (de)material world

Kate Vitasek is managing partner and Steve Geary is partner at Supply Chain Visions, a con-
sulting firm that specializes in helping companies with supply chain performance management
and educa t i o n .


