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ABSTRACT 

SCM is relatively new area of research which has grown out of OM.   Despite the fact that the 

field is substantial and mature enough to demand its own philosophies and paradigms, it is still 

mired in the philosophies and approaches adopted from its OM heritage.  The paper explores the 

evolution of SCM research then suggests that the systematic nature and intercompany 

dependency of SCM requires that special attention to be paid to its unique contribution to the 

firm. 

 

For over 30 years there have been pleas for integrative research and plurality in methodologies 

in OM.  However, there has been little change within the research of this field.  With the changes 

that are occurring in the business environment today, such as the increasing dependence of 

companies on the effectiveness of their supply chain, it is imperative that SCM answer those calls 

for change in methodologies and the provision of managerially relevant research. 

 

This paper proposes that study of SCM should be approached with methodologies other than the 

traditional logical positivism and empiricism of OM and offers alternative approaches to the 

research cycle and philosophical approaches to its study.  SCM needs to better understand the 

behavioral aspects of the system, firm and employees so that the study of SCM may achieve 

higher levels of excellence and managerial relevance.  SCM is an applied discipline and 

researchers should consider this as they work toward new knowledge creation and the 

understanding of this important and dynamic aspect of today‟s business environment and society. 

 
Introduction 

ñOne of the most significant paradigm shifts of modern business management is 

that individual businesses no longer compete as solely autonomous entities, but 

rather as supply chains.  Business management has entered the era of 

internetwork competition.  Instead of brand versus brand or store versus store, it 

is now suppliers-brand-store versus suppliers-brand-store, or supply chain versus 

supply chain.  In this emerging competitive environment, the ultimate success of 

the single business will depend on managementôs ability to integrate the 

companyôs intricate network of business relationships (emphasis added not in 

original text)[1-3].ò  (Lambert & Cooper, 2000) 

 

Any discussion of Supply Chain Management (SCM) deserves a clear definition of the topic at 

hand.  However simple it may initially appear to provide such a definition, the field is still 

fragmented as to a single definition of SCM.  The earliest mention of SCM in the literature was 

by Forrester (1961), ñwho suggested that the success of industrial companies hinged on the 

óinteractions between flows of information, materials, manpower and capital equipment.ôò 

(Giunipero, Hooker, Joseph-Matthews, Yoon & Brudvig, 2008)  This statement is an insightful 
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early precursor to definitions of the supply chain that are suggested to explain these ñinteractionsò 

today. 

 

For the purposes of this paper the supply chain and SCM will be defined as follows: 

 

Supply Chain ï ña set of three or more entities (organizations or individuals) directly 

involved in the upstream and downstream flows of products, services, finances and/or 

information from a source to a customer.ò  (Mentzer et al., 2001) 

 

SCM ï ñsystemic coordination of the traditional business functions and the tactics across 

these business functions within a particular company and across businesses within the 

supply chain, for the purposes of improving the long-term performance of the individual 

companies and the supply chain as a whole.ò  (Mentzer et al., 2001) 

 

This paper will explore the beginnings of SCM, the underlying philosophies that have guided and 

shaped its research, how those philosophical tenets are changing and will propose alternative 

perspectives of how to approach the field from a philosophy of science perspective.  ñéScholars 

need to be aware of the philosophical assumptions embedded in their research output because all 

research is underpinned and delimited by a particular stance toward the world they study 

(ontology) and how it is investigated (epistemology). (Anderson, 1986 as cited in Tadajewski, 

2004) 

 

SCM Origins and Evolution 

Although the system was first spoken of  by Forrester (1961), SCM was slow in gaining 

acceptance within the field of Operations Management (OM) as a field in and of itself for study 

and research purposes.  The ñactual term supply chain management did not materialize until the 

early 1980s (Oliver and Webber, 1982), and only a handful of articles mentioned the phrase 

ñsupply chainò between 1985 and 1997.ò  (Giunipero et al., 2008) 

 

Logistics has a longer history of categorical research and study and many confuse the supply 

chain and SCM with logistics.  However, it is different as exemplified in the position of the 

Council of Logistics Management (CLM) that logistics is a part of the supply chain that facilitates 

the flow of goods, services, and related information ñfrom the point-of-origin to the point-of-

consumption.ò  (Lambert & Cooper, 2000) 

 

SCM evolved as a strategic macro issue out of the study of OM.  Pilkington and Meredith  

performed a literature review 1980 ï 2006 in which they found that OM management was 

moving away from ñtactical issues such as inventories, processes and measurements.ò  Instead the 

field is migrating toward more ñstrategic and macro issues such as supply chains and research 

methodology.ò (Pilkington & Meredith, 2009)  In order to fully understand SCM as a branch on 

the vine of OM, we should first look at the origins and philosophical bases of OM.  This 

progression is shown in Figure 1. 

 

The Study of Work 

Frederick Winslow Taylor is credited with the birth of the study of work.  As per Peter Drucker 

(1974): 

 

ñFrederick W. Taylor was the first man in recorded history who deemed work 

deserving of systematic observation and study. On Taylor's 'scientific 

management' rests, above all, the tremendous surge of affluence in the last 

seventy-five years which has lifted the working masses in the developed  
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countries well above any level recorded before, even for the well-to-do. Taylor, 

though the Isaac Newton (or perhaps the Archimedes) of the science of work, 

laid only first foundations, however. Not much has been added to them since - 

even though he has been dead all of sixty years.ò 

 

Taylorôs perspective was that of solving management problems.  The earliest research dealt with 

production; and, was even though of this way by Adam Smith and Charles Babbage. (Buffa, 

1980)  The focus was practical and the work was descriptive.  Philosophically this work was 

pragmatic and deterministic.  It had no theoretical grounding, nor scientific interpretation.  It was 

straight forward with factual accounts to illustrate some area of interest to practitioners. 

 

That is to say that the researchers of this era were primarily concerned with reporting factually 

accurate data (descriptive research) that each had a cause (determinism) and a basis in practical 

consequences or workability (pragmatism). 

 

To understand this period and the philosophical undercurrent it needs to be stated that this type of 

study found much use in the military and study of applications for war. (Meredith et al., 1989)    

The emphasis was on methods and motion studies. (Buffa, 1980)  The field was primarily focused 

on industrial management; even the textbooks of the time considered the study of work to be the 

entire field of industrial management. (Buffa, 1980) 

 

Although, the field began as an all-encompassing study of work ï there was soon a fracture and 

decidedly the field was split such that human behavior was removed from the study in search of 

scientific rigor.  Hence we saw the creation of Operations Research which was wholly distinct 

from Organizational Behavior when they were once conjoined. (Meredith et al., 1989) This 

occurred amidst criticism from the Ford and Carnegie Foundations that business colleges lacked 

rigor or a scientific approach.   (Meredith et al., 1989) 

 

MS/OR Punches In 

In light of the criticism and the want of the field to be 

recognized as legitimate, a philosophical stance was taken in 

the field ï logical positivism, which allowed for the arrival of 

Managerial Science / Operations Research (MS/OR).  The 

logical positivist viewpoint allowed development in the field 

of operations something akin to natural science and that 

opened up the door to study service systems in a new way.  

(Buffa, 1980)  The rise of logical positivism came on the wake 

of the Vienna Circle whose objective was to develop an 

alternative to the earlier deterministic views. This group 

created a view that ñindeterminist, probabilistic prediction was 

appropriate for science.ò (Hunt, 1991)  Logical positivists, 

then as today, held that all things metaphysical or 

unobservable were unfit for science.  Additionally, they 

believed in verificationism such that ñall of the propositions, or 

statements, in science could fall into only one of three 

potential categories: 

 

1. statements that are cognitively meaningful and true, 

2. statements that are cognitively meaningful and false, and 

3. statements that are meaningless.ò  (Hunt, 2003) 

 

Logical positivism/empiricism 
assumes phenomenon 
under study can be 
isolated from the context 
in which it occurs and that 
facts and observations are 
independent of the laws 
and theories used to 
explain them.   
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The belief that science should avoid metaphysical concepts and rely exclusively on observables 

that could be tested with rigor grew in MS/OR.  It served two purposes as it retained much of its 

pragmatic and deterministic history, yet it gave the field credibility as it added a scientific 

methodology that was accepted by other disciplines.  As this belief system matured, the MS/OR 

researchers began to take a slightly different approach to the portion of this philosophy that 

focused on verificationism.  Instead this group began to promote the idea that science can build 

upon itself and as such Carnap proposed that, ñrather than verifiability, the requirement ought to 

be that all scientifically meaningful assertion must be empirically testable.  Therefore, verification 

should give way to ógradually increasing confirmation.ôò (Hunt, 2003) This is the point at which 

the logical positivists became enjoined with empiricism.   

 

With this influence, OR became strongly associated with the use of mathematical models and 

algorithms rather than the ability to formulate management problems. (Meredith et al.,1989)   

Although, causality was rejected as metaphysics the field still sought prediction.    The field was 

awash with artificial reconstruction of reality and standard quantitative modeling.  It was a highly 

axiomatic theorem proof world of research where a high degree of knowledge was assumed. 

(Meredith, et al., 1989) 

 

Then Came 1980 

Then in 1980 a rebirth of criticism and suggestion emerged. The sleeping state of apathy 

regarding methodology in MS/OR was awakened by Elwood S. Buffa (1980) and Richard B. 

Chase (1980).  With the launch of a new journal, Journal of Operations Management, both 

authors wrote seminal articles in the field of operations.   While Buffa praised MS/OR for the 

advancements that it had given to the field for the prior 20 

years, he readily offered that the ñstudy of workò was 

migrating again into a new era.  ñI believe, however, that 

we are emerging from the MS/OR phase into a clear 

recognition of OM as a functional field of management.ò 

(Buffa, 1980)  Buffaôs analysis of the then current 

situation was that MS/OR had contributed strides in better 

understanding of the tactical issues by building models 

and evaluating them in a single dimension.  The ñscienceò that had been created by the logical-

positivists had created a once managerially relevant undertaking and had moved it away from 

applicability.  This was driven by the fact that the field had focused on the single dimensional 

issues such as aggregate planning, quality control, etc. as isolated subsystems. (Buffa, 1980)   He 

also noted his concern that we should be looking at these topics as part of a larger system and 

attempting to understand how they interrelate.  The at least 20 year lapse in the pursuit of 

causality had created a gap between the new science and managerial relevance.  ñGood managers 

do not want simply to know óthe answer,ô but wish to gain insight into why a solution is what it 

is.ò  (Buffa, 1980) 

  

Buffaôs 1980 literature and historical analysis called for broader managerial scope reflecting the 

relationships between subsystems and interfunctional effects.  While Chaseôs 1980 work also 

reviewed the literature, he took a different approach to analyze the state of the field in 1980.  

Chase reviewed journals for orientation and emphasis of subject matter.  His findings showed: 

 

1. There was a micro orientation that emphasized tactical / equipment issues with a narrow 

focus such as materials allocation. 

2. There was a lack of macro research that would review issues on a system-wide basis. 

ñThe decision environment of the real-

world operations manager is not usually 

driven just by quantitative elements 

susceptible to mathematical modeling.  

Where does politics, law, ethics or 

environment fit in?   
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3. OM research did not noticeably draw from management theory. 

4. There was a lack of ñintegrative research (i.e., system-wide studies dealing with people 

and equipment).ò  (Chase, 1980) 

Buffa and Chase agreed that OM should take a different view of the science of work, they both 

called for additional methodologies that would address system-wide, ñmacro,ò and interfunctional 

issues.  Buffa also called for a platform of more than single criteria when creating and evaluating 

models. 

 

How far have we come since Buffa and Chase? 

OM has made some progress toward the areas addressed in 1980, and I will discuss that 

progression next.   However, before unfolding the following 30 years it is important to note that 

the same concerns that were presented by Buffa and Chase, are still being presented as concerns 

today (see Table 1 below).   

 

Table 1 

 

studies since 1980 have begun to move toward the shifts that were called for in the above-table.  

However, the small changes in methodologies have primarily remained under the control of 

unchanged processes and philosophical paradigms.  In 1989, Meredith et al wrote that ñthe 

current paradigm is typically prescriptive, deterministic, non-contextual and exhibits a 

preponderance of órationalô constructs.ò  And, that current research in OM is overwhelmingly 

artificial in nature, with only a slight movement to more interpretive 

paradigms. (Meredith et al., 1989)  

 

In 2007 Craighead and Meredith reviewed OM literature 1977 

through 2003.  Pursuant to their study they concluded that the field 

of OM seemed to be fractured.  There was one group that held to 

axiomatic research methods and another that had embraced empirical 

methods. (Craighead & Meredith, 2008)  They stated that they saw a 

movement away from axiomatic driven studies around 1987 and that 

the split has been ongoing ever since. (Craighead & Meredith, 2008)  

Although it was noted other types of research had begun to appear in 

OM, they had not become mainstream and with a bit of doubt the 

authors commented that they ñmay neverò become mainstream. 

 

Author Called for: 

(Buffa, 1980) 
Multiple criterion, broader scope, interfunctional 

relationships and managerial relevance. 

(Chase, 1980) Integrative research 

(Miller et al., 1981) Integrative view of operationôs role in organizations 

(Meredith et al., 1989) Plurality of research 

(Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991) Plurality of research perspectives. 

(Taylor & Taylor, 2009) 
More frequent exploitation of multiple research methods and 

for greater engagement in the world of OM practice. 

Axiomatic ï The axiomatic 

perspective represents the 

theorem-proof world of 

research, as well as reasoning 

and logic model.  Also, 

normative (e.g. mathematical 

programming) and descriptive 

(e.g. queuing) models tend to 

fall into this category.   
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This is the point in the literature where we see the beginnings of SCM being discussed.  

Giunipero et al performed a literature review in 2008 that covered 1997 ï 2006. Their research 

showed the growth in SCM research and outlined their findings by article type.  The findings are 

important for the examination of the evolution of SCM and are therefore shown below in Table 2.  

 

Article Type 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Total Percentage

Empirical

Survey 4 9 22 17 20 23 19 40 32 59 245 61%

Simulation/model 1 2 3 3 3 0 6 2 10 8 38 9%

Subtotal 5 11 25 20 23 23 25 42 42 67 283 70%

Non-empirical

Case Analysis 0 1 2 4 6 4 3 4 6 13 43 11%

Conceptual 0 2 3 3 4 3 3 5 5 10 38 9%

Theoretical 0 1 0 0 3 1 0 5 2 1 13 3%

Methodological 0 0 1 2 2 0 0 1 2 4 12 3%

Literature review 0 0 0 0 2 1 2 0 1 5 11 3%

Normative 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 2 0 0 5 1%

Subtotal 0 4 6 10 19 9 8 17 16 33 122 30%

Total 5 15 31 30 42 32 33 59 58 100 405 100%

SCM Primary Research Methods Design (Empirical vs. Non-Empirical)

 
Table 2 (Giunipero et al., 2008) 

 

The results of their study showed that SCM was dominated by descriptive empirical studies.  The 

DNA passed on by OM is obvious.   

 

ñResearch in a discipline is guided by certain fundamental rules, values, 

assumptions, and beliefs that are installed from past experiences.  The inability of 

scientist, especially in mature scientific disciplines, to perceive the world in ways 

different from what they are accustomed to stems primarily from their deeply 

entrenched values and beliefs.ò (Toulmin 1963 as cited in Nerur, Mahapatra & 

Sircar, 2002). 

  

In 2009 the results of the research begin to get predictable.  Taylor and Taylor (2009)  state that 

their study of OM research revealed the need for more frequent use of multiple research methods, 

for great rigor in the planning and execution of fieldwork, for greater engagement with the world 

of OM practice and finally, consideration of how OM research can address wider social and 

political issues. (Taylor & Taylor, 2009)  D®j¨ vu, isnôt this the same argument that we saw in 

1980 espoused by Buffa and Chase.  Where is the progress?    

 

It was also suggested that many opportunities exist to utilize theories from ñadjacent disciplines 

such as Organizational Studies and Information Systems, not simply to offer alternative insights 

but also to enrich and even challenge the philosophical assumptions about the nature of the 

phenomena being investigated and what might constitute valid knowledge about those 

phenomena.ò  (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991 cited in Taylor & Taylor, 2009)   

 

The most recently available analyses in 2009 suggest that although the fields of OM and SCM 

have made little progress toward expanding their research scope and methodologies, they have 

made little or no progress in adopting new or alternative philosophical approaches to their study.  

Despite the vague allusions to changes in the field of OM and SCM there still wages a debate 

between long held philosophical and methodical stances.  For example, there is current discussion 

that was published in the POMS Chronicle in 2009 between analytical modelers and empiricists.  

And, a published debate in the Journal of Supply Chain Management in the winter of 2009 

ñmodeling vs. empiricism.ò     The debate calls for some sort of synthesis in the disparate 
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methodologies to bring richer theory and more relevant findings.  (Carter, Meredith, Belk, Dooley 

& Sanders, 2009) 

 

Seemingly against a strong current, a new field of study in operations is emerging.  Although, it is 

not formed out of SCM, it will impact the methodologies for the acquisition of knowledge in all 

areas of OM including, but not limited to, SCM.  ñThat thing called Be-Opôsò was the title of a 

commentary written by Enno Siemsen and published in 2009 in the POMS Chronicle. (Siemsen, 

2009) Behavioral Operations (Be-Opôs) is a new approach that is becoming mainstream.  In 

which human behavior (which was of interest in the ñstudy of workò by Frederick Taylor) is 

reintroduced into the study of OM and SCM.  Research in Be-Opôs focuses on deviations from 

rationality and analyzes its effects to the performance of organization systems such a supply 

chain, project or process. (Siemsen, 2009)   However different this approach may seem, as it does 

approach the ñmacroò environment, it still embraces the fundamental philosophies of logical 

positivism and empiricism through mathematical models. (Siemsen, 2009)  It seems to me that 

this particular area of study and approach to decision making and systematic implications would 

be ripe for a new philosophical approach that opens up the world of OM and SCM research to 

explore the unobservables, the human element in the science that was born with the surname 

ñwork.ò   

 

The Research Cycle 

The research cycle was introduced in Meredith et al (1989).  The cycle involves three steps in a 

closed deterministic loop of: description, explanation and testing.  I posit that this loop and the 

presupposed paradigm that it is based upon stifles the progress of research in OM and SCM 

toward: 

 

¶ multiple criterion, broader scope, interfunctional relationships and managerial relevance. 

¶ Integrative research 

¶ Plurality of research perspectives. 

¶ More frequent exploitation of multiple research methods and for greater engagement in 

the world of OM practice. 

 

The loop, as shown in Figure 2, goes through the following stages: 

 

Description:  ñDescriptive research seeks to report and chronicle elements of 

situation and events.  The result is a well-documented characterization of the 

subject of interest.ò  (Meredith, et al., 1989) 

  

Explanation:  ñOn the basis of, or in the process of producing, a description, 

some initial concepts about the situation may be postulated.  Perhaps some 

action-reaction or cause-effect relationships may be inferred.ò  (Meredith, et al., 

1989) 

 

Testing:  ñThe final stage in the cyclic process of research is testing the concepts 

to determine which are correct, which are false and how to modify or expand 

them.ò (Meredith, et al., 1989) 
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The Ongoing Cycle of Research Stages   (Meredith, et al., 1989)                                                                                
                           

                     

 

Explanation 

Start 

Testing 

Description 

Figure 2 
 

                            

As shown in the adapted Figure 3, I propose that the research cycle can be expanded to include:  

learning and growth/changed system.  The premise is that the first three stages are important 

foundations of the cycle.  However, when they are the only stages, the cycle is on a continual 

loop that never changes dimension, never expands tangentially to a new changed system from 

which to acquire new knowledge.  We continue to explain the same things over and over because 

learning and growth are not explicitly contained within the cycle.   

 

Learning:   Is growth that occurs with the accumulation of new knowledge and 

experiences (observable or unobservable ï personal or corporate) associated with 

that knowledge and this leads to problem solving, decision making and 

modification of observable behaviors. 

 

Behavior Modification:  Represents observable behavioral modifications due to 

learning. This can be applicable to the system (equipment or people as described 

in Chase, 1980) or to the researcher or methodology.  Changed behavior leads to 

a change in the system and thus ñstartsò the cycle anew. 

 

Changed System:  The system can either be real or artificial.  The change to that 

system must be based upon the acquired knowledge, learning and behavior 

modification.  Once a system has experienced change, then the research cycle can 

begin again with ñstart.ò  Otherwise an unchanged system, leads us back to the 

original cycle as shown in Figure 2.  That is not to say that learning has not 

occurred, but rather it has not been utilized. 
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The Ongoing Cycle of Research Stages 
(Adapted from Meredith et al., 1989) 

 

 

 
 

This proposed view of the research stages acknowledges that there is an epistemological 

undergirding to the science of work that was first implied by Taylor, that there are things unseen 

that affect work, production and efficiency.  These ñthingsò are unobservables such as the 

behavior of social systems.  The supply chain is an example of such a system.  Returning to our 

definition of supply chain as set out my Mentzer in 2001, we can recognize that it is certainly a 

system, ña set of three or more entities (organizations or individuals) directly involvedéò     

Additionally, it is a social system which ñimplies sources of behavior beyond that of the 

individual people within the systemò influences the sum of the parts.  (Forrester, 1991) 

 

Although we have made much progress in the understanding of our science from a deterministic, 

pragmatic, logical positivist and empirical standpoint, there is much to be learned through the 

usage of stochastic methodologies that allow for the possibility of the unforeseen, unobservable 

undercurrents of behavior and causation.  How can we venture to say that that the explanation 

step the cycle of research stages contains an element of ñcause and effectò (Meredith et al., 1989)  

if the accepted mainstream philosophy of science in OM and SCM is logical positivism and 

empiricism?  Logical positivism leaves no room for causation as it ñassumes that science comes 

from studying directly observable and measurable events.  Other knowledge claims, for example, 

those based on religious or metaphysical assumptions, are held to be imperfect because they are 

not derived from actual publicly observable experiences.ò  (Moore, 2010) 

 

Further emphasizing the rejection of the metaphysical, empiricism is classically held to include 

the overriding tenet:  ñExperience and observation are the fundamental sources or „foundation‟ 

of our knowledge of the external world.ò (Italics included in original text Hunt, 2003)   

 

Explanation 

Start 

Learning 

Description 

Testing 

Changed System 

Behavior Modification? 

Figure 3 
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The widely seen behavior of SCM researchers to embrace the traditional methodologies and 

philosophies of the science of OM has led to some methodologies being over-researched; while 

other areas, the ñintegrative research areas of analytical, statistical and the establishment of causal 

relationships are under-researched.  This leads to the conclusion that theory-building in 

operations management is not developing evenly across all methodologies. (Wacker, 1998)   

 

Moving Forward SCM Research 

A new paradigm competes with the old one and presents a conceptual barrier, 

which, though not insuperable, requires drastic changes at the thinking or 

epistemological level.  (Kuhn, 1970 as cited in Nerur et al, 2002 italics added) 

  

As described by Pilkington et al in 2009 and based on their co-citation analysis, the intellectual 

structure of OM is changing from more tactical interests toward macro and strategic issues.  

Manufacturing strategy was the top-ranked factor.  In which interest peaked in the 1990s and fell 

back to 1980s levels in the 2000s. (Pilkington & Meredith, 2009)  They also noted an increase in 

research activity in the seventh ranked ñqualitative methods (case studies, ethnographic research, 

grounded theory and so on).  é  Supply Chains has also experienced growing interest over the 

decades, as has Flexibility and the Resource-Based View. Finally, Inventory Control had the 

biggest drop in interest.ò (Pilkington & Meredith, 2009) 

 

The supply chain and its management have grown and have become more encompassing than just 

being synonymous with logistics. (Lambert & Cooper, 2000)  ñRapidly changing environmental 

factors such as advances in technology, new philosophies of customer relationship management 

and supplier-customer partnering, and increased competitive pressure associated with global 

commerce have led to new patterns of logistics [and SCM] decision-making.ò (Autry, Zacharia & 

Lamb, 2008)  SCM is now seen as having a primary objective to ñintegrate and manage the 

sourcing, flow and control of materials using a total systems perspective across multiple 

functionsò (Mentzer et al., 2001) and requiring joint relationships with suppliers and across 

multiple tiers. (Mentzer et al., 2001)  The overarching implications to business are increasing as 

the environmental complexity of supply chains expand.  Complexity is caused by multiple 

changes in the environment of business such as increasing international relationships with 

suppliers and customers and increased outsourcing of non-core activities (both production and 

non-production activities).  (Prater, Biehl & Smith, 2001) 

 

Although relatively new to the literature, the supply chain has garnered recent interest due to the 

increasing scope and importance to the firm.  Along with this interest calls for new perspectives, 

methodologies, beliefs regarding knowledge creation and managerial relevance have been 

published specifically to target the improvement of understanding for the supply chain and SCM.  

As early as 2000, Lambert and Cooper comment that the management of the supply chain and its 

key processes will decide the ultimate fate of the current organization.  ñFor this reason, 

executives are striving to interpret and to determine how to manage the companyôs supply chain 

network.ò  (Lambert & Cooper, 2000)   This statement lends itself in support of managerial 

relevance that may stem beyond algorithms and the assumed mathematical rigor of the last 50 

years.  For clarification my intention is not to state that rigor is to be usurped by relevance, but 

rather to be enhanced.  

 

Similar conclusions were published in 2008 by Giunipero et al after their review of the literature 

between 1997 and 2006: 

 

ñRich detailed qualitative methodologies using approaches such as grounded 

theory and snow balling to delve deeply into a supply chain can prove to be 



Proceedings of ASBBS   Volume 18 Number 1 
 

ASBBS Annual Conference: Las Vegas   622 February 2011 

valuable additions to the literature.  Qualitative studies focusing on networks and 

using analogies to social networks in the consumer literature could serve as a 

point of entry to better understand these complex interdependent network 

relationships.ò  (Giunipero et al., 2008) 

 

In order to attain the levels of understanding and perspectives of SCM called for by these experts, 

the field should decidedly be open to new knowledge versus old knowledge that is ñbeing 

rediscoveredò (sociologist Andrew Abbott, 1998, 2001 as cited in Carter et al., 2009) . Much like 

was seen in the structure of the Ongoing Cycle of Research Stages as presented by Meredith et al 

in 1989 current SCM research lends itself to discovering old knowledge in new ways versus the 

acquisition and application of new knowledge.   ñAbbott would say that social science does not 

progress as much as reinvent itself every two decades.ò  (Carter et al., 2009) 

 

Alternative Approaches to SCM Research 

One of the keys to unlocking new knowledge in SCM is to accept the supply chain as a system.  

This implies that the companies and intercompany functional departments are cogs in a social or 

corporate machine or chain.  Within that understanding lays the fundamental conclusion that the 

interworking cogs are dependent upon one another in order to produce their mutually desired 

outcomes.  If it is accepted that the supply chain is elementally a system this acknowledgement 

would allow researchers to approach the study of SCM from new perspectives that lend 

themselves to researching systems and functions that exhibit interdependence.   

 

System Dynamics 

One such methodology is the study of systems dynamics as proposed by Jay W. Forrester. (1991)    

The type of knowledge produced would be necessarily managerially relevant and pertinent to the 

systematic nature of the supply chain and thereby SCM, as shown in Forresterôs description of the 

process: 

 

ñThe system dynamics process starts from a problem to be solved ï a situation 

that needs to be better understood, or an undesirable behavior that is to be correct 

or avoided.  The first step is to tap the wealth of information that people possess 

in their heads.  The mental data base is a rich source of information about the 

parts of a system, about the information available at different points in a system, 

and about the policies being followed in decision making.  The management and 

social sciences have in the past unduly restricted themselves to measured data 

and have neglected the far richer and more informative body of information that 

exists in the knowledge and experience of those in the active working world.ò  

(Forrester, 1991) 

 

System dynamics allows that the mental data base is important because it is ñrich in structural 

detail; in it is knowledge of what information is available at various decision-making points, 

where people and goods move and what decisions are made.ò (Forrester, 1991)  This mental data 

is processed within a realm that functions with regard for policies, politics, structure, and other 

such dynamic and human behavioral functions of an organization.  It is difficult to find this 

information within the written records, or perhaps even in written responses.  Yet is important to 

the study of SCM which is essentially, the decisions made and decision making processes used to 

manage the system we have defined as the supply chain.    Mental data also supplants numerical 

data insomuch it is created within a narrow scope, often of single criterion and does not reveal the 

cause and effect variables.  (Forrester, 1991) 
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Functionalism  

Functionalism as defined by Shelby Hunt (2003) ñgenerally seeks to understand a behavior 

patternéby determining the role in keeping a system in proper working orderéeverything is 

related in some way to everything else.ò  As called for by Buffa and Chase (1980)  the acceptance 

of this philosophy of science in the study of SCM would allow for the creation of knowledge on a 

ñmacroò basis.  This is especially pertinent to the study of SCM because it is considered to have 

evolved from OM as a strategic ñmacroò issue. (Pilkington & Meredith, 2009)   It is important to 

state here that calling for the understanding and exploration of the behavior of supply chains is 

not to give way to relativism, nor does it suggest that it has any place in the study of SCM.   

 

Functionalist research  is becoming ever more important as firms continue to outsource non-core 

functions to third party providers such as 4PLs for logistics management and JIT II for inventory 

management.  These types of relationships continue to add complexity to the supply chain model 

and distinctly differentiate the supply chain today from that of even 20 years ago.  In order to be 

managerially relevant (as called for by Buffa and Chase and those that followed) (Buffa, 1980; 

Chase, 1980; Meredith et al., 1989; Miller et al., 1981; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Taylor & 

Taylor, 2009), the study of SCM and the underlying basis for the acceptance of research 

methodologies and knowledge creation should be dynamic and relevant to its environment. 

 

Resource Dependence Theory 

ñIt is time to expand our limited worn out paradigms and consider new research methods from 

paradigms used in our sister fields.ò (Meredith et al., 1989)    Resource Dependence Theory 

(RDT) is a theory that is used in management research is applicable to SCM.  ñRDT recognizes 

the influence of external factors on organizational behavior and, although constrained by their 

context, managers can act to reduce environmental uncertainty and dependence.ò (Hillman, 

Withers & Collins, 2009)   Also applicable to the study of SCM, RDT assumes that organizations 

are not able to produce all the required resources internally and therefore must enter into 

transactions and relations with others.ò  (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976 as cited in Kim, 2009)   This 

has formally been applied to joint ventures, merger and acquisitions, etc. (Hillman et al., 2009)  

but is also highly correlative to the supply chain.   

 

The research paradigm of RDT as applied to the supply chain could unveil why certain types of 

decisions are made within the dependencies that exist, help understand the rationale of certain 

outsourcing decisions and the possible longevity of such relationships and other such integrative 

macro issues.    

 

Limitations and future research: 

This paper is limited to space constraints.  There are other topics that are applicable to SCM 

research that should be considered in addition to the information provided in this paper.  First, 

there is the issue of rigor and relevance that will most certainly be challenged by critics.  It is 

posited in this paper that rigor and relevance are not mutually exclusive.  Second, internal vs. 

external validity should be addressed as it applies to currently held paradigms based upon logical 

positivism and empiricism vs. the potential knowledge to be ascertained by alternative 

interpretivist views such as functionalism.  Third, in reviewing the changes in SCM it would be 

beneficial to explore the dominant logic in the field and any shifts that have been occurring as 

SCM has emerged from OM.  Goods-dominant logic appears to be giving way to the service-

dominant logic.  The implications of this change could be substantial and should be addressed 

with a specific focus on SCM.  The supply chain itself can be construed as a system of services 

depending on the perspective of the reviewer and/or the participant.  Finally, the exploration of 

paradigms and methodologies in sister fields should be explored in greater detail. 
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Conclusion 

SCM research is relatively new, however the field is substantial and mature enough to demand its 

own philosophies, paradigms and direction in lieu of blindly adopting those that were and are the 

foundation of OM research.  That is not to say that the research philosophies and methodologies 

of OM should be thrown to the wayside, but rather should be considered with a defined rigor 

toward SCM to determine applicability.  The systematic nature of SCM calls for special attention 

to be paid to its uniqueness among the other micro and macro aspects of OM.  And, as such is 

deserving of perspectives that will allow new knowledge creation in the field.  Additionally, by 

opening up the study of SCM to alternative methodologies to better understand the behavioral 

aspects of the system, firm and employees the study of SCM may achieve higher levels of 

excellence and more managerial relevance.  SCM is an applied discipline ñone of the strengths of 

OM [SCM] is that it lives in the real worldò (Schmenner, Wassenhove, Ketokivi, Heyl & Lusch, 

2009) and researchers should consider this as they work toward better understand of this 

important and dynamic aspect of todayôs business environment and society. 

 

“There will always be an important place for theoretical research, but even 

theoretical research in OM [and SCM] needs a strong element of relationship to 

the practicing world.” (Buffa, 1980) 

 

This paper attempts to point out the conceptual underpinnings of SCM and the broad agreement 

about the challenges that face the study of OM and thereby SCM:  the need for integrative 

research and applicability.  And finally, presents new perspectives of the discipline that may 

allow SCM research to continue to grow untethered yet not distinctly independent of its roots in 

OM. 
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