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BACKGROUND

Egge Haak – Partner at Inchainge

Inchainge is a Dutch company fully dedicated to experiential learning in supply 
chain management based on business simulations. We constantly create new simula-
tions and training programmes as well as enhance our existing ones, so that learners 
in the industry and around the world can be supported in their learning journeys. 
Being a small and compact organization, we take great care in developing and main-
taining a large network of both professional trainers and educational teachers and 
professors around the globe.

The volatile and uncertain world we currently live in creates enormous challenges 
for companies and their supply chains. Change is the only certainty in business every 
day, and in order to adapt supply chains successfully, a thorough understanding of 
its dynamics and interdependencies is necessary. But just understanding the system 
as a whole will not be enough; constant adaptation also calls for leadership skills in 
collaboration and teamwork.

At Inchainge, we believe that such understanding and the corresponding skills can 
only be acquired through active experience, by which I mean the full experience of 
managing a supply chain with a team, of handling all dimensions in an integral way, 
of exploring how everything is connected, of working effectively together as a team. 
On top of this, our mission is to help students and companies create alignment be-
tween strategy and execution, between departments in a company and between busi-
ness partners in the value chain.

We have designed and built all of our business simulations with these objectives 
in mind, starting with The Fresh Connection in 2008: to help learners understand 
relevant concepts and to provide them with a platform to experience these in a vir-
tual company setting and thus acquire the necessary skills in order to better deal 
with the complexities of alignment in the competitive and fun setting of a game. But 
we don’t stop there: we also have a wide diversity of materials to support teachers, 
trainers and learners in their usage of our simulations and to enrich their experience 
with meaningful content.

That is also where this book fits in. Apart from our existing simulations and sup-
porting materials, we were looking for a way to further bridge the gap between 
theoretical supply chain concepts and their direct application, and that is precisely 
what you will find here. The book starts with an overview of many critical supply 
chain concepts, and then invites their practical application using The Fresh 
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Backgroundxxii

Connection as an interactive case. In Part Three the book goes beyond the pure con-
text of the simulation, providing learners with a wealth of additional supply chain 
challenges to think about. I therefore believe the book will be extremely useful to 
both learners and their instructors, be it in business or in the educational world.

At Inchainge we trust that this book will set a new standard and bring the integral 
experience of The Fresh Connection to a higher level.
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Preface:  
Simple but not Easy (1)

Many students learn best when they are actively doing things and not only  
studying ideas in the abstract: when their curiosity is aroused, when they are  
asking questions, discovering new ideas, and feeling for themselves the excitement 
of these disciplines.

ken robinson and lou aronica (2015)

Truth be told, there are already many books about supply chain management and 
very good ones too, but it has not been our objective to add yet another textbook to 
the list. On the contrary, we wanted to create a textbook with a clear and strong 
focus on practical application by students. Albert Einstein supposedly used to say 
that instead of focusing on teaching and explaining theories and concepts, he pre-
ferred to put emphasis on providing the conditions in which students can practise 
and learn. Following suit, this book wants to provide a solid basis for students to 
practice and learn how to master the supply chain. Mastering the Supply Chain is 
written for people studying supply chain management. It can be used as part of 
courses within specialized supply chain or logistics programmes, but also links well 
to courses within programmes of a more generalist nature, from Bachelor level up to 
(Executive) MBA, as well as in-company training courses.

There are three main desires behind the topics chosen for the book and the strong 
emphasis on practical application:

1	 The desire to put the increasing need for developing 21st-century skills such as 
critical thinking, complex problem solving and coordinating with others into the 
practical context of supply chain management.

2	 The desire to actively address the recurring theme of simple but not easy, ie to 
provide a way to make students feel first-hand the many complexities of actually 
applying the often relatively straightforward concepts and frameworks in supply 
chain management.

3	 The desire to combine the multiple dimensions of supply chain management into 
one coherent and holistic view on the topic, focusing in particular on the business, 
technical and leadership dimensions and the way these interact.
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Preface: Simple but not Easy (1) xxiv

Simple but not easy

The phrase ‘simple but not easy’ is one of the central threads running through the 
book. It refers to the fact that many of the underlying concepts and frameworks in 
supply chain management are relatively straightforward and therefore ‘simple’ to 
understand, but that there are a number of reasons why their application in practice 
is ‘not easy’.

First, the supply chain area is full of concepts that describe the elements at play in 
certain topics. For example, when talking about outsourcing, there are frameworks 
that highlight the factors to be taken into consideration when a company wants to 
decide whether or not to outsource a particular activity. Application of such a frame-
work will lead to a list of arguments in favour of, or against, outsourcing. Some of 
those arguments are quantifiable, but there are also some parts which are more 
qualitative in nature, and this combination of quantitative and qualitative arguments 
brings in the (subjective) dimension of judgement. In other words, the elements of 
the framework are simple to understand, but making a concrete decision on the basis 
of applying the framework might not always be that easy and straightforward.

Second, even though the individual concepts might be simple to understand, it is 
the sheer number of those at play at once and with an infinite number of interde-
pendencies between them that makes it a very challenging area to manage, especially 
from a global holistic perspective. For example, we can speak about the main con-
siderations of inventories, or the physical aspects of warehousing, or developments 
in transportation, all relatively straightforward at the conceptual level, but when we 
have to come up with an integral distribution network solution for a particular com-
pany, suddenly the puzzle becomes quite a lot more complex because we need to 
bring all of those aspects into the equation.

Add to this the very realistic dimension of incomplete information, assumptions, 
ambiguity, time pressure, different opinions and a world around us which is moving 
on continuously, and we get an even more complex picture.

So, in the book, ‘simple but not easy’ is a recurring theme. Many of the individual 
concepts of supply chain management are dealt with, but always with the objective 
of finally arriving at the point of specific and explicit decision making within a global 
holistic context. Indeed, mastering supply chain management is complex, but in my 
opinion, that’s precisely what makes it such a fascinating area to work in.
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Preface: Simple but not Easy (1) xxv

The age of acceleration, 21st-century skills 
and experiential learning

Although, given its relevance, a slightly more extensive description of the age of ac-
celeration, 21st-century skills and experiential learning can be found in the Appendix, 
a brief introduction seems appropriate here. We live in the age of acceleration; the 
world is changing faster and faster, calling for different skills from those that were 
valid in the past (Friedman, 2016). In this context, people also speak about the need 
for training 21st-century skills (World Economic Forum, 2016; Robinson and 
Aronica, 2015).

Experiential learning seems to be a very appropriate way of training such skills. 
I’d like to reference in particular the work of David Kolb, whose book Experiential 
Learning is a classic on the topic. Among other important contributions, for example 
the concept of individual learning styles, Kolb is well known for what is called the 
learning cycle (Figure 0.1).

The main idea behind the learning cycle is that ‘knowledge results from the com-
bination of grasping and transforming experience. Grasping experience refers to the 
process of taking in information, and transforming experience is how individuals 

Figure 0.1  The learning cycle

Concrete
experience

('Feel. Undergo the
experience.')

Reflective
observation

('Watch. Observe
what happened.')

Abstract
conceptualization

('Think. Which are
the cause–effect
relationships?')

Active
experimentation

('Do. Incorporate
findings in new

decisions.')

Source after McLeod (2017), based on Kolb (2015)
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Preface: Simple but not Easy (1) xxvi

interpret and act on that information. […] This process is portrayed as an idealized 
learning cycle or spiral where the learner “touches all the bases”’ (Kolb, 2015).

In experiential learning, the focus is on undergoing an experience first-hand, 
which allows for reflection on what happened and why, leading to forming a concep-
tual view of the situation, potentially reinforced by existing theories and/or frame-
works. This combination will then be the basis for an improved view of the situation, 
which can be applied in the next experience, either in class or in another study envi-
ronment, or directly in a real-world situation. In the book we will use a business 
simulation game called The Fresh Connection as an important tool for facilitating 
this experiential learning.

The multiple dimensions of supply 
chain management

Supply chain management has many faces and it covers a wide array of activities as 
far as scope is concerned. But it does have very distinct dimensions, which are very 
different in nature.

First, supply chain management has a clear strategic or business dimension. In the 
end, the supply chain is an integral part of a company, contributing together with the 
other areas and departments to overall business success. This implies that decision 
making within the supply chain must fit with the overall direction that the company 
has defined for the future. Here we speak more about the vital and direct links be-
tween the supply chain and corporate strategy and competitive positioning. Or, for 
example, the impact of market segmentation and value propositions on supply chain 

Figure 0.2  The three dimensions of supply chain at the core of the book

BUSINESS
DIMENSION

TECHNICAL
DIMENSION

LEADERSHIP
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Preface: Simple but not Easy (1) xxvii

strategy and the relationships between the supply chain and the financials of the 
company, as expressed, for example, in return on investment (ROI).

Second, supply chain has a clear technical dimension, for example when dealing 
with aspects of manufacturing and distribution infrastructure, technology, forecast-
ing and planning models, or supporting IT systems. This is the part that relates more 
to the engineering face of the supply chain.

And third, supply chain management has a clear leadership or people dimension. 
Because of its cross-functional nature, spanning activities from purchasing all the way 
down to sales and after-sales, there are many interrelationships with other functional 
areas in the company. In practice, many of the functional areas might have different 
objectives, leading to potential conflicts which need to be aligned and managed some-
how. In this part, we speak about topics such as decision-making processes, key per-
formance indicators (KPIs), team dynamics and stakeholder management.

Because of their importance and because of their differences, these three distinct 
dimensions of the supply chain, technical, business and leadership, will be dealt with 
explicitly and separately in the book. In fact, together they form the backbone of the 
structure of the book (Figure 0.2).
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Structure of the Book

In line with the desires behind the book as explained in the preface, the objective of 
this book is to fully facilitate the ‘learner touching all the bases’, using the principles 
of experiential learning, training 21st-century skills, while going through the first-
hand experience of supply chain being simple but not easy and working with the 
distinct dimensions of the topic.

Parts Two and Three are supported by the Fresh Connection simulation game. This 
book gives free access to the entry level of the game. See p 32 for details. In subse-
quent steps, the business simulation serves as a vehicle for grasping experience, as well 
as transforming experience, by offering the possibility for the simulation of rounds of 
gameplay complemented by conceptual frameworks, as well as active reflecting by the 
student, leading into a new round of simulation, creating a steep learning curve based 
on first-hand experience. In addition, fields of direct application outside the simula-
tion tool will be touched upon, to widen the student’s perspective even further.

To break down the complexity of the topic of supply chain into manageable parts, 
the book consists of three sections, each dealing with the three aforementioned di-
mensions of the supply chain in a different way.

In Part One: Exploring the fundamentals we present a helicopter view of the main 
important principles, that is, the theories, frameworks and concepts, of supply chain 
management, which can be found in most books on the topic. Although the list itself 
is quite extensive, we want to keep it as simple as possible for this book, and that is 
why, instead of going into much detail, we limit ourselves to brief and to-the-point 
introductions. Wherever relevant, reference will be made to leading textbooks from 
the supply chain area, as well as the most important areas touching the supply chain, 
such as strategy and marketing. Most of the topics covered are accompanied by 
some initial exercises to get the student actively working with them in order to be-
come acquainted with them. These exercises serve to explore the topics at hand. This 
first section thus sets the scene for practice and real-life application of the principles 
in Parts Two and Three.

Part Two: Mastering the fundamentals focuses on applying the fundamental con-
cepts from Part One in practice. Here, The Fresh Connection business simulation is 
the main vehicle that enables the application of the individual concepts that were 
introduced in Part One. The basic setup of the simulation used in this second part 
presents a relatively stable environment in which to make a wide variety of basic 
supply-chain-related decisions, in order to make the supply chain run smoothly and 
the company profitable. In this way, the student gets the first-hand experience of 
analysing real company data from different functional areas in order to make good 
decisions. Reflections and exercises in this section are thus structured in two steps: 
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Structure of the Bookxxx

analyse and decide. By running the simulation, there will be a clear and visible link 
between cause and effect (decisions and results).

Part Three: Imagining beyond the fundamentals elaborates on what happens if we 
start ‘imagining beyond the fundamentals’, if the status quo of a supply chain is chal-
lenged. For example, what are the implications when new products or sales channels 
are introduced, new geographies explored, or major supply chain risks are being 
taken into consideration? Reflections and exercises in the third part fall under the 
umbrella of imagining the impact of certain internal corporate directions, or external 
trends and developments. All aspects covered in Part Three are related to the com-
pany at the heart of the gameplay in Part Two, so, wherever possible, real company 
data from the simulation will be used.

In each of the three parts, the three dimensions of the supply chain (technical, busi-
ness, leadership) are dealt with. This gives the book its overall structure (Figure 0.3).

Figure 0.3  Overall structure of the book
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Structure of the Book xxxi

In addition, the content of the book is supported by a number of web resources con-
taining, for example, more detailed information about The Fresh Connection busi-
ness simulation, as well as some templates, supporting videos and so on.

Guided tour, web resources and business 
simulation game

Guided tour

In order to facilitate optimal learning, chapters in the book all have the following 
structure besides the content relating to each of them individually:

●● Introduction and bullet-point overview of topics at the beginning of each chapter.

●● In total, 80+ numbered exercises of different types, which can be done individually 
or as part of lecture plans:

cc Chapters of Part One: ‘explore’, for example by investigating internet resources;

cc Chapters of Part Two: ‘analyse’ and ‘decide’, using The Fresh Connection 
business simulation game as an interactive case, analysing detailed data from 
the simulation, allowing for gameplay and seeing cause and effect relationships;

cc Chapters of Part Three: ‘imagine’, using the virtual company from The 
Fresh Connection business simulation game as a reference and challenging its 
status quo.

●● Summary at the end of each chapter, bridging current and next chapter.

Companion web resources

Mastering the Supply Chain is supported by companion web resources for students 
and for lecturers. You can visit www.inchainge.com/products/masteringthesupply-
chain to see to which additional resources you can have access.

Examples of resources for lecturers:

●● examples of course outlines and lecture plans;

●● supporting PowerPoint slides;

●● supporting videos;

●● templates going with the book’s exercises.

Examples of resources for students:

●● reading lists;

●● supporting videos;

●● overview of relevant industry associations;
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Structure of the Bookxxxii

Access to The Fresh Connection business  
simulation game

In order to get access to The Fresh Connection and be able to use it as an interactive 
case with the book, you first need to register at the game portal via https://my.
inchainge.com, by choosing the option ‘No account yet? Register as a new user’, and 
follow the steps indicated, including the instructions you get in the confirmation  
e-mail. After finalizing the registration process you can enter the game portal with
your newly created credentials and look for the field where you can enter a so-called
course code.

If you are going to play as part of a course in school or university, you will most 
likely receive this course code through your teacher. If you are working through the 
book individually, you have a number of different access options to choose from, 
ranging from a free entry-level option to premium professional access. You can 
choose the option that best suits your learning objectives and budget. With this book 
you get free entry level (watch only, free of charge). Use course code: MSC_Free. 
Includes full visibility of all screens and access to the Information Support Centre 
inside the game, thus allowing you to work through all of the exercises in the book.

Information about the pricing of the various packages, as well as the entire 
step-by-step process to register and enter the simulation, can be found on the fol-
lowing webpage: www.inchainge.com/products/masteringthesupplychain.

●● Basic level (Trial gameplay). Course code: MSC_Basic. Includes the same as the
entry level, plus two rounds of gameplay with basic complexity, as well as Inbox
explanations inside the game and the possibility of getting e-mail support during
gameplay.

●● Plus level (Academic). Course code: MSC_Plus. Includes the same as Basic, but
with extended complexity and four rounds of gameplay.

●● Full level (professional). Course code: MSC_Full. Includes the same as Plus, but
with six rounds of gameplay and the option to participate in a professional
competition based on the game.

●● Premium level (master). Course code: MSC_Premium. Includes the same as Full
level, but with two elements of additional feedback by a certified trainer, as well
as the option to do an exam and obtain an official certificate.
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