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Leadership teams in every indust ry face a strategic 

imperat ive to create more sustainable value chains . 
Long gone are the days of slow and incremental 
improve ments. To compete, companies must 
adapt to rapidly changing consumer preferences 
and stakeholder demands for more sustainable 
products and circular value chains. 

 
Most organizat ions have set ambit ious sustainabi lit y 
targets, vowing to reuse, remanufacture, or 
recycle their products to minimize their impact 
on the environm ent . But the hard part lies ahead. 
Companies now need to translate those goals  
into specific, tangible actions to prove to a 
multit ude of stakehold ers that they have delivered 
on their commitments. 

 
Traceabili ty across the entire value chain is the 
key to success. Traceabilit y technolo gies provide 
managem ent teams with a treasure trove of digit al 
informat ion about the upstream suppliers providing 
raw materials, the downstream partners adding 
value, customers who purchase the product, and all 
the processes along the way. Improve d visibilit y on 
inputs and processes gives executives the means 
to achieve their sustainability objectives 
and provide vital data for provenance 
and sustainability certifications. 

But traceability is more than a tool to enable 

sustainabi li ty. Leading companies rely on traceabilit y 
to achieve a broad set of interrelated objectives, 
includin g supply chain resilience, efficiency, visibil ity , 
security, regulatory compliance, reliability and 
additional growth through new business models. 
Leadership teams that tap traceabilit y to realize a 
broad set of object ives unleash a multipl ier effect. 

At the same time, they accelerate the shift towards 
more circular product ion processes (recycle, reuse, 
remanufacture). These first movers will have a 
stronger, more integrated impact on value chain 
design than their competitors. 

 
The rewards of getting it right are substantial. 
Companies that build robust traceability will be 
able to meet their sustain abil it y target s, stakeholder 
demands and new regulatory require ments. They 
also will be able to deliver the right product to the 
right place at the right time and with the right level 
of customization and speed – all at a competitive 
cost. Final ly, these leaders will be more resilient 
in the face of supply-and-demand shocks as 
traceability helps companies predict potential 
threats and adapt faster to disruption. All those 
advanta ges will help deliver stronger growth and 
profitability and enable new business models 
(see Figure 1). 



 

F IG URE  1 Traceability framework 
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Executive summary 
 

Leadership teams are facing a pivotal shift. To 
compete effectively, companies need full visibilit y 
through out their value chains. This paper present s 
a framework for understanding how traceability 
accelerates progress towards more sustain able 
outcomes and, in parallel, delivers better 
business result s and improved competit iveness. 
It encompasses company issues and broader 
communit y issues that are critical in enabling 

traceabil ity . It also details the four steps critical 
to a successful traceability effort: connecting 
traceabil ity to sustain abil it y and business object ives; 
building a collaboration ecosystem across your 
value chain; deploying key enablers such as data 
and technology; and taking a rapid test-and-learn 
approach to get started. 

 
In some ways, the traceabili ty journey is analogous 
to a digital transformation. The multitude of 
technology options and application areas is  
overwh elming. It is relatively easy to set up a simple 

pilot but scaling it and amplifying the benefits  
across different applicatio n areas is challengin g. 
Traceabili ty adds a new element of complexit y – the 
need to collaborate closely with a vast ecosystem  
of value-chain partners. 

 
Successful companies are taking the lead and 
engagin g partners in the value chain to help achieve 
broader sustainabi li ty goals while buildin g solutions 
tailored to their own strategic objectives. They 
start by assess ing their indust ry sector dynamics , 
regulatory requirem ents , customer expectatio ns, 
stakeholder demands, competitive dynamics 

and potent ial value chain shocks. Each of these 
considerations informs the company’s goals and 
potential trade-offs. 

 
An import a nt first step is preparin g the organizat ion 
for the journey. Traceabilit y requires cross-f u nctio nal 
coordinatio n across the entire value chain, often in 
ways that challenge traditional operating models. 
Traceabili ty also involves collabo rat ion between 
companies that may not have worked together 
in the past. Partners must identify how to collect, 
govern, protect and share relevant information 
across the ecosystem. 

 
Choosin g the underly ing technology to share and 
host the data brings another set of challenges. 
Each company needs to ensure data security 
and privacy. In addition, the technology must 
scale across partnerships and applicat ion areas, 
connect to existing systems, and interoperate with 
other traceability systems inside and outside of 
the company. Those demands require signif ica nt 
investments and partners will need to determine 

how to share the costs and benefits. Most 
successful traceabilit y efforts start small, with 
a high-value applicatio n. That approach allows 
companies to set up the right standards for data, 
technology and collaborat ion, and ensure value for 
every participant. A micro-battle approach, with 
each initiative serving as microcosm of the scale 
solution, has served many sectors well. 

 
As we have seen in digit al transform at ions, the 
biggest risk for companies is ending up in a 
pilot doom loop. Experimentation is easy, but 
transformation at scale is hard. For complex 
and cross-f unct ion al topics like traceabil ity , it is 
imperative to determine in advance how to scale 
each initiative. Successful efforts may start small, 
but they also start with a detailed scaling plan 
across applicat ion areas, use cases and enable rs. 

 
The four sections that follow explore each step 
of traceabil it y transform at ion in depth and share 

best practices from indust ry trailblaze rs. Our hope 
is that this framework helps management teams 
plot a successful path forward and achieve their 
sustainabi li ty and business -perf orm ance goals, 
while establishing a foundation on which new 
cross-com pany and multist akeh older collaborat ions 

can emerge. 
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The case for digital 
traceability 

 
 
 

1.1 A source for sustainability and 
improved competitiveness 

 

 
For more than a century, businesses have 
honed highly efficient, linear supply chains . Raw 
materials flowed in one direction as they were 
transformed into a product, used and ultimately 
discarded in a waste heap. That approach now 
puts a firm’s compet it ive ness at risk. Investors, 

consumers and governments are demanding 
that both products and processes become more 
sustainable. Companies also face an increasin gly 
volatile business landsca pe that requires greater 
value chain resilience to ensure supply. Winning in 
the coming decade will require a transparent and 
circular value chain – one that reduces or reuses 
materials and remanufactures or recycles products 
– lowering costs and creating less waste. 

 
It is a profound paradigm shift. No company will 
be able to go it alone. Creating circular value 
chains will require new alliances and a much 
deeper degree of company collaboratio n across an 

indust ry’s value chain. It will also require extensive 
public-private partnerships, a new approach to 
managin g operat ions and investment in state-of - 
the-art technology. 

 
Digital traceabilit y enables compa nies to meet their 
sustainabi li ty object ives and achieve a broader set 
of business goals, includin g efficiency, resilience 
and responsiveness. It allows companies to 
improve operat ion al excelle nce and set aspirat ional 
new goals. In the future, our expectation is 
that companies with traceable value chains will 
outperform those without them. 

 
How does it work? Traceabil it y gives comp anies t he  
abi lit y  t o ident if y st rat egic  value chain opport unities,  
innovate faster, minimize the impact of internal 
and external disrupt ions, and certify sustainable 
processes and products. They are also able to 
follow products and goods as they move along 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the value chain and glean exact information 
about the provena nce of inputs, supplier-sourc ing 
practices and conversion processes. With that 
data in hand, companies can make predictions, 
run scenarios and dynamically optimize operat ions , 
and leadership teams can serve customers better, 
identify unnecessary resource consumption, 
respond faster to changes in demand and fulfil  
orders more efficiently. 

 
These combined benef its will translate into higher 
revenue growth, lower costs, increased market 
share, better returns on investm ent , and overall 
improve d stakeholder returns . Tracea bil ity leaders 
will also help shape the standards and regulat ions 
in their sector. In the coming decade, they will  
leap ahead of the competition in realizing their 
sustainabi li ty goals for 2030 and beyond. Firms that 
do not invest in traceabil it y will underdel iver on their 

Section 1 
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sustainability ambitions and lag behind in growth 
and profit abil it y. They also will be more vulnera ble 
to supply chain disruptions and allegations about 

product safety or provenance. For example, the 
stranded 400-meter cargo ship that blocked the 
Suez Canal recently left hundreds of other cargo 
ships stuck behind it, wreaking havoc on global 
supply chains. The companies that knew what 
cargo their ships were carrying were able to quickly 
reroute shipme nts to minimize the supply disruption. 

Those who lacked visibil it y were hit hardest, waiting 
to find out which goods were blocked. 

 
COVID-19, escalating trade tensions and other 
recent disruptions have demonstrated how 
critical traceability is to both sustainability and 
compet it ive ness. In fact, compa nies that invest in 
traceabil ity with a singular focus on sustainabi lit y or 
improv ing compet it ive ness will fail to get the highest 
return on their investment. 

 

Pressure for change 
 

Companies face a growing chorus of demands  

to make their value chains more sustainable and 
transparent. Customers purchasin g materials 
or goods within an industrial value chain and 
consumers who buy the final product want to 
know what they are buying and how it was made. 
Interest groups are advocat ing new sustainabi lit y 
requirem ents that ensure value chains are ethical, 
environm entally friendly and reliable. Industries 
close to end consumers tend to face the greatest 
pressure to address those concerns. 

 
For example, 67% of consumers want to know 

the origin of their food and 69% of customers 
under 40 would pay extra for sustaina bly source d 
electronic products. And B2B companies are also 
feeling the heat from their customers. A growing 
number of corporations expect their suppliers 
to implement traceability protocols for increased 
qualit y assurance and logist ical intellig ence. Similar 
pressure is likely to increase from investor and 
employee groups. 

 
At the same time, governments around the world 
are raising the bar on value chain transparency 
as consum ers, investors and other stakeholders 

call for a new era of corporate responsibility. 
Many countries require companies to report value 
chain data and develop improved systems for 
product and input tracking. Regulators concerned 
with quality and safety standards are expanding 
their focus to include environmental and social 
responsibil it y. New Europe an Union rules (e.g., the 

Europe an Due Diligence Act) will require firms in all 
indust ries to conduct human rights due diligence in 
their value chains or face severe financ ial penaltie s. 
Canad a and other countries are working to expand 
carbon tax programmes (e.g., Government of  

Canad a, How carbon pricing works) that will require 

firms to develop greater accounting of their full  
scope emissions, a task that is impossible without 
upstream value chain visibility. 

 
Again, the growing risk of economic turmoil and 
disruption makes a strong case for investing 
in traceable value chains. The pandemic trade 
tensions and extreme weather events have 
challenge d firms in virtually every value chain over 
the past year. Those trials have made it clear to 
executives that greate r visibilit y and resilience in 
their supplier networks will help them succee d in 
tumultuous times. 

 
Finally, traceability can help companies gain 
compet it ive advantag e, especial ly those grappling 
with significant value chain risks, consumer 
pressure, or low-ma rgin indust ries . For example, 
auto manufacturers battling for scarce electric 
vehicle compo nents can use traceabil ity systems 
to gather insight s from their supplie r networks and 
improve continuity of supply. Another example 
is the increased investment of apparel firms in 
downst rea m visibilit y to achieve high marks from 
consum ers on establ ished transpare ncy ratings 

systems such as the Fashion Transpare ncy Index. 
That recognit ion helps firms capture more market 
share in the responsible apparel segment. 

 
Not surprisin gly, compa nies around the globe, and 
in every sector, are making traceabil ity a priorit y as 
part of their operation al capabil it ies. Bain’s recent 

Global State of Tracea bil it y survey, a consult atio n 
with more than 150 senior supply chain leaders, 
shows 68% of execut ives view traceabili ty as “very 
or extremely important”. 

 

Key considerations in getting started 
 

Traceabili ty solutions can be deploye d in many ways 
to bolster sustainability and strategic advantage. 
The first step, and a vitally import ant one in defining 
a traceabil it y strategy, is determining where tracing 
will generate the greatest value for the company, 
both today and in the future. Leadership teams that 
fail to focus their investment risk overwhelmin g their 
value chains with complex ity . They are also likely 

to overinvest. Answerin g a few key question s can 
help leadership teams focus on the most critical 
traceability applications: 

 
– What is the strategic context for your industry, 

and what near-term and long-term goals are 
you trying to achieve? 

69% 
of consumers 

w ould pay more for 
sustainably sourced 

electronics 

https://nielseniq.com/global/en/insights/analysis/2018/its-clear-transparency-is-driving-fmcg-growth/
https://newsroom.accenture.com/news/more-than-half-of-consumers-would-pay-more-for-sustainable-products-designed-to-be-reused-or-recycled-accenture-survey-finds.htm
https://www.cbi.eu/news/european-due-diligence-act
https://www.cbi.eu/news/european-due-diligence-act
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/pricing-pollution-how-it-will-work/putting-price-on-carbon-pollution.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/pricing-pollution-how-it-will-work/putting-price-on-carbon-pollution.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/pricing-pollution-how-it-will-work/putting-price-on-carbon-pollution.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/pricing-pollution-how-it-will-work/putting-price-on-carbon-pollution.html
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– Which processes or inputs to a product do 
customers or regulators care about most? 

 
– What new capabilities would deliver a 

competitive advantage in terms of unit 
economics , resilience and sustainabil it y? 

 
– Where could a circular value chain help unlock 

new business opport unit ies and give rise to new 
business models? 

 
Once leadership teams get the first application s 
up and runnin g, they can ampli fy the benefi ts by 
adding compleme ntary applicat ions that share 
common data requirements or a common set of 
ecosystem partners. 

 
In addition to defining the strategic context and 
potential sources of value, leadership teams need 
to assess the maturity of their existing tracing 

capabil it y relative to peers. That means looking at 
value chain visibility upstream and downstream 
and ident ify ing any gaps. It also involves analysin g 

the company’s position relative to the competition 
and determining whether suppliers or other 
partners in the value chain are developing powerful 
traceability applications. 

 
Leadership teams can determine how fast they 
need to move by assessin g the company ’s starting 
point and competitors’ commitment to traceability. 
That approach makes sense for companies striving 
to catch up from behind and for those jockeying 
to stay ahead of the pack. It will also help identify 
potential ecosystem partners. Our research shows 
most companies are still at the beginning of their 

traceabil ity journey . Only 15% have made progress 
investin g in traceabil it y technology and scaling it, 
and 22% are at the beginning of the journey, stuck 
in the strategy definition stage (see Figure 2). 

 

F IG URE  2 How traceability programmes mature 
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22% 
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27%  
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B R E A K D O W N  OF  R E S P O N D E N T S  

BY  CURRENT S TA GE OF THEIR  

T R A C E A B I L I T Y  P R O G R A M M E   
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Bain 2021 Global State 

of Trace abi lit y Survey (n=153 ) 

 
 

One important exercise in understanding the 
company ’s starting position is assessin g the key 
enablers to traceabilit y. They include the operatin g 
model, cross-functional engagement, external 
collaborat ions, partne r ecosystem, technology, data, 
standards and certifications. Of course, a critical 
part of a company ’s internal readin ess analysis is 
executive alignment on the need for traceability. 

 
 

Once companies have a good sense of their point 
of departure, they can start formulating a path 
forward. Global auto supplier Bosch, for example, 
took time to do a thorough diagnostic and identified 
two focus areas for pilots to optimize carbon 
emissions. That gave the firm a vital foundation to 
launch those application areas worldwide. 



 

Beginning the journey 
 
 
 

2.1 Connecting traceability to sustainability 
and business objectives 

 
 

The two primary business objectives for supply 
chain manag em ent over the past century have been 
reliabi li ty and efficiency . To compete effectively, 

companies now need to ensure their entire value 
chains are also sustainable and resilient. That 
means looking beyond the materials provided by 
a company’s Tier 1 suppliers and the first line of 
customers who purchase their goods. The broader 
value chain includes every supplier’s supplier and 
every customer’s customer. In addition, they also 
must meet rising consumer demands for speed and 
customizat ion, as well as stringent new regulatio ns 
and evolving certifications and standards. This  
expanding number of objectives is making value 
chain management enormously complex. 

 
This complexity poses a huge challenge but 
managin g it well can create a powerful compet it ive 
edge. The ability to trace products throughout a 
value chain will allow leadership teams to transform 
their operat ions and create new business models. 

Traceabili ty applicat ions connect an ecosystem of 
partners that can spur additio nal value creatio n via 
increased visibil it y, collabo rat ion and system-wide 
innovatio n. Leading companies in digit al traceabili ty 
understand that it is both an offensive and a 
defensive strategy, anchored in the company’s  
core objectives. For these leaders, the role of the 
value chain goes far beyond fulfilment. It’s a new 
competitive ace. 

 
Our research shows that executives are relying on 
traceabil ity to pursue multiple objec tives relat ed 
to value chain perform ance (see Figure 3). Today, 
their No. 1 goal is regulatory compliance. But 
they consider value chain reliability and digital  

engag em ent with the customer in real time nearly 
as important. Other top applications include 
efficiency , sustainabi l it y, resi liency and security . As  
a result , t he mos t powerful t raceabil ity  appl ications  
areas support multiple objectives. 

 

F IG URE  3 Executives’ top goals for traceability initiatives 
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W HA T IS THE MOS T  

I M P O R T A N T  O U T C O M E   

Y OUR COMPA NY  W A NTS  
FROM TRA CEA B IL ITY ?   

3% 

10% 
 

10% 
 

12% 
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Security 
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Sustainability 

 

12% Efficiency 
 
 

15% Customer engag eme nt 
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Source: Bain 2021 Global State 

of Trace abi lit y Survey (n=153 ) 
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Section 2 



 

A few leading companies are already using 
traceabil ity tools to develop new business models 
through precomp et itive collaborat ion. Ralph Lauren, 

for example, invested in traceabilit y to support 
sustainabi li ty in its core business and to create new 
business opport u nities . As the secondary market 
for luxury goods took off, the firm’s executive team 
decide d to build a traceabilit y platform that would 
help consumers verify the authentic it y of Ralph 
Lauren product s being resold on digital platforms. The 
applicat ion, built together with EVRYTH NG, Depop  
and Vestiaire, gives Ralph Lauren a connect ion 
to seconda ry market consumers while also 
prolonging the lifespan of its garments. Import a nt ly, 
the traceabil ity applicatio n helps curb counterf eit  
clothing that typically is produced in unreg ulated  

and dangero us working condit ions and may contain 
harmful inputs. The authenticit y applicat ion will enable 
Ralph Lauren to pursue new business models in the 
second ary market togethe r with other ecosystem  
partners and in new customer segments. 

 
Ralph Lauren’s approach underscores how 
vital traceabil ity will become as economies and 
business models become more circular. To reuse, 

remanufacture, or recycle produc ts and materials , 
for instance, companies will need to know where 
products end up after they are sold and used. 

Some leadership teams may consider the gatherin g 
of such information as the cost of doing business, 
but others realize it also can provide the foundatio n 
for new growth. 

 
Of course, companies achieve the full value of 
any application when they scale it across their 
own value chain or the sector’s value chain. In our 
experience, many traceabil it y project s get stuck 
in pilot mode and lose momentum or fail to scale. 
Companies that roll out successful, large-scale 
traceabil ity platforms plan the macro journey from 
strategy to implementation before they launch 

the first smaller-scale pilots. They identify their 
value chain objectives, potential trade-offs and 
pilot initiatives that can produce value across the 
entire supply network. And, before getting started, 
they determine the key enablers, how to scale the 
first applications and how to communicate with 
stakehold ers. Companies that delay this essential 

plannin g step risk launchin g a pilot appl icatio n only 
to discover it cannot be scaled. 

 

Getting started 
 

Leaders seek opport u nit ies to benefi t from traceabilit y 
across the entire value chain. They may choose to 
optimize product design by trimmin g costs, improv ing 
the carbon footprint, or increasing resilience of inputs 
or convers ion (see Figure 4). Often, these traceabilit y 
efforts include applicat ion areas related to circular 

value chains – including the reuse of inputs – making it 
easier, faster and cheaper to remanufacture produc ts 
or recycle goods back into the supply ecosyste m. Of 
course, when supply or demand shocks hit, improved 
value chain visibilit y allows companies to respon d 
quickly to changin g business conditio ns. 

 

F IG URE  4 Traceability delivers value on multiple fronts 
 

 
Sourcing 

–  Where is the product from? 

–  Was it ethically farmed? 

–  Were pesticides used? 

Processing 
–  Where was the product processed? 

–  Were chemicals used? 

–  Are there alternatives if the factory is disrupted? 

 
 
 

Circularity 
–  How can I reuse products 

after consumption? 

–  Does circularity create new 
business opportunities? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

C ON S U ME R  GOOD S  

B E VE R AGE  P R OD U C T   

 
 

Packaging 

–  What percentage of 
the product 
packaging is made 
from recycled 
content? 

–  Is the packaging 
certified BPA free? 

 

 
Disposal 

–  How did the consumer 
dispose of the packaging? 

–  Was the packaging recycled 
or reused? By whom? 

 
Distribution 

–  How did the product 
travel to the customer? 

 
 
 

Sourc e: Bain & Comp any anal ysi s 

Consumption 
–  Who drank the 

product? 

–  Did they like it? 
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Choosing the first pilot can feel overwhelming 
because traceabili ty applicat ions address such a 
wide array of objectives. But the bigger risk at this 
early stage is getting stuck in over-analysing the 
options. Leaders often use a rapid test-and-learn 
approach once they select the first pilots to help 
build the organizational muscle for present and 
future tracing applicat ions. Five key steps can help 
companies quickly narrow the choices to a handful 
of application areas: 

 
– Start with strategy. Link the priorit y applicat ion 

areas to the company’s overall ambition, 
strategy and specific opportunities for value 
creation and sustainabi lit y. In short, start with a 

clear sense of objectives. 
 

– Within the strategic priorities, focus on 
application areas that will create immediate 
value – not necessarily the highest value. Selec t 

those that will help energize internal and external 
stakehold ers by convinc ing them of the benefit s 
of a shared ecosystem. And communicate joint 
objectives frequently to build momentum. 

 
– Focus on applicat ion areas that help build the 

organizatio nal muscles for implem entat ion. 
Traceabili ty is a journey that will benefit from 
organizational learning and improve the 
company’s  capabilities. 

 
– When expanding beyond the first application 

areas, choose comple mentary applicat ions that 
share the same enablers to accelerate scaling 
and amplify results. 

 
– Prioritize impleme ntatio n areas where you 

can influence how other members of 
the ecosyste m behave. 

 

Collaboration priorities 
 

Successful traceabil ity efforts require collaboration. 
No company, no matter how large, can collect 
all the relevant informatio n needed for robus t 
traceabil ity . In fact, the value created by traceabilit y 
technologies results from data sharing and 
collect ive standards among companies throug hout 
the value chain. So, partnering strengthens the 
compet it ive advantage of individu al companies and 
the community ecosystem. 

Most firms understand that collaboration is  
important but they fall short on implementing a 
robust set of partnerships (see Figure 5). One 
reason this occurs is because companies are not 
used to collaborating with anyone outside their 
business operat ions, such as compet it ors or Tier 
2 suppliers. Emerging technolo gies and the right 
platform model can make cooperatio n easier (this 
will be covered in Section 3). 
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F IG URE  5 Traceability partnership capabilities are still nascent at most companies 
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How can a group of firms that compete 
within the same value chain collaborate on 
a traceability solution without losing their 

compet it ive advantages? We believe that, in 
most circumstances, the benefit s of collaboratio n 
outweigh the downs ides. Co-cre at ing technology 
solutions and collaboration standards in a pre- 
competitive space can reduce the cost for 
everyon e. Poolin g influence to convince powerful 
or less collaborative firms to share required 
information can also develop high-impact 
traceability ecosystems. 

 
While collaboratin g with others can give companies 
access to vital information, it is up to each 
organization to translate this information into 
insight s and build the required business processes 
that will transform insights into competitive 
advantage. The companies that build the best 
value-creation model linked to traceability will 
outperform the competition. In the future, we 
believe all companies will have similar access 
to traceability data. The winners will be those 
that wield the data skilfully to improve business 
processes and outcomes. 

 

Igniting the collaborations 
 

Leaders in traceability know that an effective 
ecosys tem requires partners from every part of the 
value chain. They also understa nd the forces that 
can help overco me natural barriers to collabo rat ion 
and convince reluctant stakeholders to team 
up. Since most companies are committed to 
sustainabi li ty, an alliance built around sustain abil it y 
metrics may be the easiest starting point for a 
partnership. And collaboration can build trust. 

 
The next important step is to identify the primary 

force in a sector to accelerate collaboration and 
energize traceability ecosystems. Consumers, 
customers, suppliers, manufacturers, regulators 
and NGOs can each act as a powerful engine for 
partnering. For example, customers and consum ers 
may bring pressure on suppliers and distributors by 

demanding traceabilit y require ments. Manufacturers 
may see an opportunity to use traceability to 
different iat e themselves, improve their operations 
and processes, and build alliances with other 
manufacturers that share the same suppliers but 
operate in different industries. Of course, new 
regulatio ns for the disposal or recycling of finished 
goods puts pressure on manufacturers to develop 
traceability solutions, but this also presents an 
opportunity for manufacturers to reduce costs  
associated with materials as they increase 

their ability to reuse and remanufacture. And 
governments may insist on knowing what a product 
is made of before they will purchase it or levy 
import taxes and tariffs, creating an incentive for a 
traceability platform that benefits every member. 
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Defining a collaboration strategy 

 
Traceabilit y collaborat ion strategies need to be built on highl ight the benefit s of a traceabil it y alliance. For 
trust. Though some partners will be more committ ed instance, a supplier to battery makers for electric 
than others, successful partnerships ensure that each vehicles may decide to broker an alliance between 
member benefits from traceabilit y and helps steer some or all of the major battery makers and the 
decisions instead of being forced to participate. major automot ive companies to enable effective 

recyclin g of the battery. One of the large automot ive 
Each company should define its position in the companies or battery makers would need to take 
ecosys tem and its role connec ting the disparate the lead and set the standards for the supply base, 
parts (see Figure 6). Are you the heavyweight force but the alliance broker plays a key role convincing 
that conven es other members, a key influencer or value chain membe rs that everyone would benef it 
particip ant in traceabil it y applicatio ns, or a follower from an integrated approach to recycling. 
but one that is enthusiastic to help bring others 
on board? In sectors with narrower application areas for 

traceabil ity , many leading companies play the role 
Conveners typical ly are the most powerful membe rs of a focused collaborator, building a select set of 
in the value chain. They have the ability to bring partnerships that deliver valuable informatio n about 
others to the table, set the rules of engagement and special applicat ion areas. One example might be 
develo p the traceabil it y applicat ions that solve their a steel company positioned at the top of the value 

biggest pain points first. For example, conven ers chain. With fewer members in its overall supply 
can establ ish the rules for sharing informat ion and chain, the firm and its mills can effectively trace 
define the objectives of the group. They also lead inputs , providing significant value to a large number 
the process for scaling and decide when to bring of stakeholders downstream on the recycled 
other partne rs into the ecosyste m. The conven er content of steel. 
role is particularly interesting for companies that 
are a principal hub in the ecosystem and expect a Followers in industry typically do not have many 

significant return on traceabili ty investments. A major advantages. But in traceability ecosystems, the 
agriculture producer may decide to act as convener network benef its increase as new partners join. This 
and bring together different membe rs of the value dynamic may create interesting opportunities for 
chain if it believes a common set of data standards smaller players to join sector initiatives. 
will create value for everyone, includin g customers. 

Large firms with complex organizatio ns will need to 
Companies that are not starting from a position define the role of each business unit in traceabili ty. 
of strength in the ecosystem, but who will benefit Many of these companies may simult a neo usly be 
significantly from traceabili ty, can play an active conven ers, alliance brokers, focused collaborato rs 
role as alliance brokers to achieve their goals . They and even followers, depending on the application 
connect with members of the value chain and area and their position in the respec tive value chains . 

 

Four traceability collaboration strategies 
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Understanding the 
traceability enablers 

 
 
 
 

Leadership teams can help ensure the success 
of their traceabil ity strategy by strengthe nin g five 
key enablers. These include an internal operat ing 
model adapted to cross-functional strategies, 
a partner ecosystem, integrated data strategy, 

robust technolo gy archit ecture, and alignme nt on 
standards and certificat ions. Too often, compa nies 
focus on only one or two of these capabilities and 

overlook how interconn ected they all are (see Figure 
7). To achieve the full potent ial of a traceabilit y 
transformation, executives need to understand 
how each enabler positively reinforces the others. 
Likewise, they need to make sure the enablers  

don’t impede one another, such as a technology 
that doesn’t support the operating model or the  
collaboration strategy. 

 

F IG URE  7 Traceability enablers are deeply interrelated 
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S T A N D A R D S  AN D  
C E R T I F I C A T I O N S   

 

Internal operating model 
 

Tradit ional operat ing models tend to undermine 

traceabil ity . Organizat ion al silos and hierarchies 
often obstruct the optimization of business 
processes that span the value chain and cross- 
functional initiatives that depend on internal 
collaborat ion. Typical ly, there is no departm ent 
or execut ive – apart from the CEO – respons ible 
for setting goals, dedicating resources and 
drafting budgets for initiatives that span the entire 
value chain. In fact, many companies hand over 
responsibil it y for the traceabili ty strategy to the chief 
sustainabi li ty officer. Often, however, sustainabi lit y 
departm ents are stymied by insuffic ient resources 

or influence to make substant ive change s to their 

organizations’ operations strategies, let alone  
champion traceability. 

 
Even if sustainabi lit y departme nts were flush with 
resources, there’s a logical reason why the business 
and profit-and-loss owners should oversee 
traceabil ity strategy and impleme ntatio n. Traceabilit y 
helps companies deliver sustainabil it y goals; it also 
enables business model innovat ion, resilience and 
operat ion al excellence. To tap the full benefi ts of 
traceabil ity , leadership teams need to manag e their 
traceabil ity investme nts as a broad business -wid e 

Section 3 
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object ive. That’s why the chief technolo gy officer, 
like the sustainabil it y chief, should support but not 
lead traceability initiatives. 

 
Olam, a global food and agribu siness compan y 
based in Singapore, started with a focus on 
sustainabil ity but quick ly realized traceabilit y was a 
strategic capabil it y for the entire organizatio n. The 
company is now reshapin g its operatin g model to 
support traceabil it y more effectively and building a 
broader dataset that includes all major food suppliers. 

 
Compa nies that achieve large-scale traceabil it y 
design an operating model based on their long- 
term traceability ambitions – not their initial 
requirem ents . But they set increm ental milestones 

to build momentum through quick wins that help 
build trust. They start by clarify ing their traceabili ty 

object ives and the potent ial value creation across 
the business. These companies integrate long-t e rm 
budget needs and executive support for traceabilit y 

in their plannin g. To ensure a smooth process, 
they deploy cross-f unc tion al teams along with line 
leaders and rely on agile ways of working in design, 
implementation and scaling. 

 
The more common approach is often unsuccessful 
– executive teams launch a smattering of 
disconnecte d traceabil it y pilots with no overarching 
strategy for scaling them. If the procurement team 
works on supplier traceability, the sustainability 
team targets carbon emiss ions, and the market ing 
department focuses on input traceability and 
certifications without an integrated roadmap, 

these isolated efforts may be difficult to scale 
organization-wide. 

 

Collaboration and partner ecosystem 
 

If it is difficult to get internal coordination and 
collaboration right, it is even harder to set up an 
operat ing model that facilitat es collaboratio n with 
suppliers, distributors and other members of the 
value chain. Our research shows most compa nies 
have launched collaborations with their value 
chain partners, but less than 40% describe the 
collaboration as highly effective. 

Yet collaboratio n is essent ial to value chain 
traceability and to competing in a changing 
business landsca pe. Increas ingly, organizat ions will 
need strategic partnerships at every node in their 
value chain. Some 64% of executives respon ding 
to Bain’s  Global State of Traceability survey 
said collaboratio n is very or extremely import ant 
to access traceability information. Again, the 
enormo us scope of the potential partner ecosyste m 
can be overwhelming. Focusing on the company’s  
traceabil ity applications will help narrow the pool of 
critical partners. 

 

F IG URE  8 Five practices that raise the effectiveness of partner collaborations 
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ow nership 

 
Identify a low -risk 
application area that 
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Set up incentives that 
convince companies 
indispensable to the 
ecosystem to collaborate 

 
 
 
 

In our work with traceabil it y leaders, we identif ied 
five practices that raise the effective ness of partner 
collaborat ions (see Figure 8). The first is to ensure 
that collaboration partners are both committed 
and enthusiastic about the journey ahead. In 
defining the value proposition for the group, it’s  
vital to educate partners about the entire array 

of benefits traceability offers each of them. The 
collaboration proposal should incorporate each 
partner’s individual interests and concerns. And if 
some companies essent ial to the ecosystem are not 
immediately keen to join, a clear statement of the 
strategic rationale, benefit s and risk mitigato rs will 
increase the chances of success. 
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Second, each partner needs to understand how the 
costs and benefits will be shared. Partners who do 
not see a meaningful benefit or who bear too much 

of the costs inevitably will stop investing. Clarify 
how traceabilit y will allow members to different iat e 
themselves in the marketplace without undue risk. 
One of the most compell ing argum ents for potent ial 
partners is securing a competitive advantage for a 
product or service that provides traceabil it y insights 
to consumers. Another benefit is sharing the 
financial burden to obtain traceability information 
that benefits multiple parties. Some partners may 
also be eager to create standards for exchanging 
traceability information, improving interoperable 
solutions. Partners’ rationale may vary, but a 
successful traceabilit y initiative addresses each 
member’s motivations. 

 
Third, tackle the inevit ably tough conversatio ns on 
roles, responsibi li ties and structure. That will pave 
the way for clear rules of engag eme nt. Partnerships 
that race out of the starting gate without defining 
structure, roles, responsibilities and intellectual 

property ownership run into problems when they 
try to scale. Since partners may contribute financial 
capital, human capital, or technology, the group has 
to agree how to value each contributio n. Success ful 
partnerships clarify early on the information each 
stakeholder will be expected to share, how much 
each company will pay, what IP each will hold, 
which data ownerships standards apply, and the 
time and resources each will dedicate. 

 
It is also import ant to develop guidin g princ iples for 
the collaborat ion communit y on how decisions will be 
made. In particular, the initial membe rs of the group 
should agree on the rules for acceptin g new partners 
and identi fy the type of partner desired at each stage 
of expans ion. That ensures growth is strategic and 
focused on adding the most relevant partners. 

 
Fourth, avoid getting stuck pondering all the 
possible options. Setting up partnerships for an 
interdisc iplin ary initiative such as traceabil it y is 
overwh elming. One natural pitfall is spending too 
much time analysing potential alternatives and 
pathways, resulting in a failure to act. While it is  
crucial to align from the beginning on the scaling 

model, it won’t be possible to immediately identif y 
all target partners and get them quickly on board. 
Leaders identif y a lower-risk applicat ion area that 
will deliver quick value and launch a collaboration 
while they sort out the final details of ecosystem  
and platform. Experie nce on the ground will build 
trust and contribute valuable learning. 

 
Finally, set up the right incent ives so companies 
indispensable to the ecosystem are willing to 
collaborate. Several traceabili ty applicatio ns 
may require data from small and technologically 
unsophisticated suppliers or consumers. Obtaining 
insights from the consumer on product location, 
product status and planned disposal is valuable but 
often challengin g due to privacy considerations . 

Consume r organization s can help companies 
develo p attractive incentives that encoura ge 
consum ers to collabo rate. One emerging model 

gives consum ers control over who sees their 
data and when. Anothe r model creates financial 
incent ives for collaboratio n by offering consumers a 
discount on new products if they trade in an old one. 

 
On the supplier side, we see several incentive 
strategies emerging. Often, brands and 
manufacturers will invest in technology that enables 
small suppliers to get paid for sharing specific 
informat ion via mobile applicatio ns. One example 
is Fishcoin, which is a means to reward the fishing 
community for information about their catch. 
Another strategy is to share the economic rewards 

with suppliers. If incentives do not convince the 
required stakehold ers to partic ipate, the partnership 
needs to find a way to work around the missing link 

in the chain. 

https://fishcoin.co/


 

The right data 
 

Digital traceability requires data and a well- 
designed data model. But data alone does not 
create value. Value comes from advance d analyt ics 
applicat ions, predic tio n modelling, decisio n-mak ing 
support and automated data exchange. Leaders  
wield these capabilities to extract value from  
traceability information. 

 
It sounds straightforward but all too often 
companies rush to collect a massive amount of 
data only to discove r it creates limited value. A more 
effective approach is to first define the company’s  
objectives, then use them to determine which data 

is most valuable. That means thinking ahead about 

future decisio ns, trade-off s, and forecas tin g and 
resilience requirem ents. As part of this process, 
executive teams also identif y the required data 
granularity and processing speed. 

 
Value-creation choices shape the data model 
and the analyt ics capabil ities. To get started, map 
the data required across the target traceability 
applicat ions (see Figure 9). The resultin g matrix 
quickly helps identif y synergies betwee n applicat ion 
areas and data requirements. It also suggests  
which traceabil ity informat ion to focus on first. This 
strategic approach eliminates the risk of gatherin g 

data that does not lead to insights. 

 

F IG URE  9 Example of data-requirements mapping 
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Traceabili ty partnerships face two big data-relat e d 
hurdles: sharing data effectively across company 
borders, and creating a trustworthy dataset and 

protocols. Leading companies develop solutions 
together with their ecosystem partners. For 
example, the partnership can reduce data cleansing 
and preparat ion time by creating standards togethe r 
for unique identif iers for product s (e.g., Global Trade 
Item Number and barcodes) or for sharing location 
informat ion or events (e.g., GST2, Global Locatio n 
Numbe r). Selectin g specific applicatio n areas that 
create value for all partners can increase their 
willingness to share data or to start collecting it. 

 
Lenzing Group, a global leader in the production 
of sustainable cellulos ic fibres, develope d a digit al 

solution with key partners to enable traceabil ity 
collaboration across the entire value chain, 
encouraging multiple stakeholders to join 
its ecosystem. 

 
It is also crucial to ensure data security and privacy 
for each member of a traceabilit y ecosyste m. Every 
traceabil ity solution needs to meet state-of -t he-art 
cybersecurity standards. The good news is that 
innovation in data storage is improving the ability 
to manage which stakeholders can view specific 
datasets and when they have access to them. 
Ecosystem partners need to jointly define the rules 
and guiding principles for privacy, security, and 
access rights. (More to come on this topic in the 
next section.) 

 

The right technology 
 

How can executives make sure they choose the 
right traceability technology? They start with the 
desired outcomes and use a systematic decision- 
making process. Once companies prioritize their 
traceabil ity goals, they can zero in on the technology 
that will deliver them. Leading companies and 
traceability alliances address a number of key 
questio ns before making technolo gy decis ions and 
commitments. Here are just a few examples: 

 
– What business goals do you want to achieve 

with the traceability application? 
 

– Do you understan d internal stakeholders ’ 
requirements? 

 
– What level of data granularit y do you require ? 

 
– Do you have relationships with the parties that 

control the data needed for your application? 

Today’s challeng e is not the availabil it y of good 
technology solutions— in fact, we are encoura ged 
by the quantity available and the pace at which 
the market is evolving. The hard part is choosing 
the best match for a specific set of traceability 
objectives, integrating the chosen solution with 
existing systems, and ensuring interoperabi li ty with 
other solutions in the value chain (see Figure 10). 
In some cases, companies will be able to find off- 
the-shelf software or assemble a mix of appl icatio ns 
to meet their goals. Innovative applications might 
require in-house development or cocreation with 
vendors. Up to now, we have seen an even split 
betwee n companies sourc ing an off-the-shelf , best- 
of-breed solution, building their own application 
in-house, or cocreatin g it with partners. There is no 
right or wrong answer. The choice depends on the 
traceabil ity applicatio n area, targeted outcom es, 
and each firm’s  development capabilities. 

 

F IG URE  10 Key traceability technology challenges 

 
Percentage of executives who said this factor is a key traceability challenge 

 
 

56% 46% 44% 
 
 
 

Ensuring the chosen solution 
interoperates with existing system 

Identifying the right technology type 
(e.g., blockchain, centralized database) 

Identifying the right solution 
provider 

 

 

39% 37% 36% 
 
 

 
Securing the required funding Getting on the IT roadmap Making trade-offs between point solutions 

vs integrated platforms 

 

Sourc e: Bain 2021 Global State of Traceabili t y Survey (n=153) 
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But that’s just the first step in a complex journey. One challenge is developing a more flexible IT 
In additio n to finding the right solutions , companies architecture that protects privacy and security 
must identif y the right solution provider, ensure while still allowing data exchange with ecosyste m 

interoperabi lit y with source systems, agree on how partners. IT leaders invest in a more modularized 
to fund what ultimately will be a shared platform, and systems architecture using microservices and 
align on trade-off s betwee n individ ual solutions that software-as-a-service applications around a 
address a specif ic applicatio n area versus integrate d smaller enterprise resource planning (ERP) core. 
platforms. And, given the rapid pace of innovat ion, These architectures also incorporate existing 
companies have to make a few select bets while communicat ion standards to facilit at e process ing 
avoiding overdep end ence on a single provider. and sharing of informat ion between partners (e.g., 

EPC Informatio n Services Standard or the Global 
Leading compa nies are building adapt ive, secure Data Synchronization Network). 
technology architectures that allow them to 
incorporate innovat ive new solutions with an agile Compa nies also must navigate the large number 
test-learn-pivot approach. Adapt ive technology of technology building blocks (see Figure 11). The 
archit ectures give companies the ability to add vendor pool is also expanding rapidly and includes 

new capabilit ies to legacy systems in a flexible, tradition al supply chain software providers, start- 
scalable way. ups focusing on circular econom y and sustainabi lit y 

applicat ions, and big tech giants offering their 
infrastructure and services for traceabilit y applicat ions. 

 

Traceability technology building blocks 

 
Technol ogy building blocks Why would you need it? 

Enterprise technology 

ERP (Enterp rise resource planning) 
Manage transact ions of key business functions (sales, delivery, returns , 
product ion, procurem ent, finance) 

MES (Manufacturing execut ion system) Informatio n about product ion process required 
 

Data exchang e Managin g data exchan ge between internal and external parties 

 
Analytics engine Gain insight s from data through advance d analyt ics 

 

 

 
Public blockchain 

I nt eract ion wit h unknown ac tors  

Immutabil it y of records  required  

Smart contracts 
 

Interactions only with known actors 

Private blockchain Immutabil it y of records require d 

Smart contracts 

Internet of things 

5G High bandwidth mobile connect iv it y 

RFID (Radio-f re que ncy identif icatio n) / Sensors Wireless noncontact, non-l ine-of-s ight tracking and tagging 

Sourc e: Bain & Compa ny anal ysi s 

Cloud data platforms 
Ingest, store, process, and serve data using scalable and secure cloud 
infrastructures 

CRM (Custom er relatio nship manage ment ) Customer and point of sales informatio n required 

Blockchain 

GPS (Global positionin g system) 
Geolocation of assets 

Physical traceabilit y of goods and shipments 

https://www.gs1.org/standards/epcis
https://www.gs1.org/services/gdsn
https://www.gs1.org/services/gdsn
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Certifications and standards 
 

Compa nies are increas ingly being held accountable 
for the actions of their business partners and their 
partners’ partners. Supply chain manage rs need to 
document the country of origin of each component, 
even those coming indirectly through suppliers’  
suppliers – and sometimes even the region or 
specific production site. The auto industry offers a 
recent example of growing demands for value chain 
transparency. Companies that make batteries for 
electric vehicles increasin gly need to prove that their 
cobalt and lithium doesn’t come from regions that 
use forced labour. And it’s not only stakeholders 
that are demanding change. Governments are 

beginning to mandate greater transpare ncy in some 
industries. A proposed German supply chain law 
adopted on 11 July 2021 will require companies to 
conduct human rights due diligence in their value 
chains, going beyond their direct suppliers. 

 
How can companies that lack visibility in their sub- 
tier suppliers solve this challenge ? Certificatio ns 
that prove sustaina bi l ity commitme nts play a critical 
role. These are formal attestations by a recognized 
authority. Companies need to decide which 
certificat ions are most relevant for their value chain 
and which types of certificatio ns are most valuable. 

 
Certificatio n involve s a number of complex issues 
that companies need to address, including certificate 
proliferation, greenwashing, trust and privacy: 

 
– Certificate prolif erat ion and complexit y. As 

consumers demand more transparency, 
the number of competing labels attesting to 
environm ental, social sustaina bi li ty or other 
qualit ies – such as Fairtrad e and UTZ/Rainfo rest 
Alliance for cocoa – are proliferating. 

 
– Green washing. The term greenwashing refers to 

decept ive corporate market ing campaig ns that 
seek to persuade the public that the company’s  
product s, aims and policies are environ mentally 
friendly. A relat ed practice is providin g financ ial 
support to a sustainability initiative or group in 
order to use their green labels without having 

to prove that the company’s  products or 
processes meet clearly defined metrics. 

 
– Trust. As certificates prolif erate, consum ers may 

lose trust in labels, particularly if they are not 
tied to a credible standard. One major source 
of mistrust is company -spec ific labels, which 
NGOs have criticized for lowering standards 
and transparency. 

 
– Data privacy. Consumers are deeply 

concerned about how companies may use 
their data for traceabili ty. Nevert heless, when it 
comes to circular business models, compa nies 
will need to trace information through the 
usage to further processin g, including recyclin g 
or remanufacturing. 

– Standards. Most industries have establishe d 
standards for exchanging sustainability 
information. Examples include standards for 
electronic data exchange and agreed practices 
such as using a QR code to mark each 
product. Standards act as a common business 
languag e, making collaborat ion among multiple 
stakeholders smooth and efficient. 

 
Broadly, there are two types of traceability 
certifications. The first type audits policies and 
processes, determining, for example, whether a 
technology tool does what it is supposed to do. The 

second type controls outcomes and products. For 
example, did the company really achieve carbon 
neutrality, or did the single-origin chocolate really 
come from a specific farm in Costa Rica? Product 
certifications are more visible to consumers as 
they typically appear on product labels. There 
are three common product certifications: product 
segregat ion, mass balance, and book -and-c laim. 

 
Both types of traceability certification prove a 
company’s commitment to specific goals and 
outcomes are often reflected in product labels or 
business seals. While most certifications to date 
are based on process (how a product is made), 
we believe the trend in the coming decade will be 
towards outcome-based product certifications that 
require traceability. 

 
In 2020, more than 120 global CEOs collaborate d 
at the World Economic Forum’s International 
Business Council (IBC) to agree on a set of 
environm ental, social and govern ance (ESG) 
metrics, the Stakeholder Capit alism Metrics. The 
set consists of 21 core and 34 expanded metrics 
released in September 2020 and builds on the 

United Nations’ ESG framework. Since then, 
more than 60 companies from various indus tries 
have already announced their commitment to 
report on these ESG ratings. This commitment 
to a consensus-based standard showcases how 
industry leaders can agree on a standard for 
certification or rating with a common set of metrics 

for any entity while also being flexible about specific 
demands through expanded metrics. 

 
Over time, if sectors or sector leaders don’t define 
the certification standards, other stakeholders 
are likely to create them. The push for standards  
may come from consumers, investors, regulatory 
bodies, or governme nts. To stay out in front of the 
debate, leading companies work with NPOs or 
NGOs and sector leaders to define rules and set 
standards. They focus on not only which metrics 
to share but how to calculate them. Leaders also 
provide guidance to governments on how to 

improve traceabil it y (e.g., Wyoming blockch ain 
laws). That includes identifying infrastructure 
support that would enhance traceabil it y efforts (e.g., 
government-owned recycling centres). 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/caitlinlong/2019/03/04/what-do-wyomings-new-blockchain-laws-mean/?sh=2f5358ed5fde
https://www.forbes.com/sites/caitlinlong/2019/03/04/what-do-wyomings-new-blockchain-laws-mean/?sh=2f5358ed5fde
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From experimentation 
to transformation 

 
 
 
 

Traceability efforts often start with small, time- 
limited pilot project s focused on a specific material, 
product, supplier or geograp hy. Leadership teams 
typical ly give these projec ts special attention and 
resources. A small project is the best way to start 

because it quick ly demonst rates the potent ial value 
of tracing and allows partners to test and learn 
together. Howeve r, companies can only see the full 
value of a traceabil it y effort by scaling the capabil it y 
and embedding it in standard business processes. 

 
The biggest mistake companies and partnerships 
make when investing in traceability is to delay 
planning how to scale their pilot. Postponing 
that scaling plan until the pilot is up and running 
inevit ably result s in challeng es with the data, 
technology, operating model and growth in 
the ecosystem. 

 
Spec ifically, companies leadin g in traceabil it y 
consider four scaling options or vectors when 
determining the logical order for expanding their 
pilots. The first is how to improve the quality 
or robustness of the initial application with the 
existing partners. The group may add new features 
or functionality, for instance, or it may add new 
streams of data. 

 
The second option is expanding the collaboration 
to include new partners – either horizo ntally in the 

same parts of the value chain or vertically in new 
areas of the value chain – in an effort to establish 
the application as an industry standard. Surgere 
develo ped its AutoSp here applicatio n together with 
auto manufacturers and Tier 1 suppliers, creating 
an auto industry standard for traceability. 

A third option is adding a new application area 
with existing partners. In this case, the best choice 
is one that builds on existing applications and 
provides new paths to value creation. For example, 
a group of companies that have been partnering 

together on applications that trace provenance of 
supply may launch an initiative to also trace and 
recycle final products. 

 
The final option is starting a new application with 
new partners. Compa nie s should avoid doing this 
until they have successful ly scaled existing pilots. 
The risk of establishing a new partnership too early 
is creating multiple disconnected pilots that do not 
generate significant value. 

 
Using a roadmap for each of these scaling options, 

leadership teams can develop a scaling plan for 
each traceabil it y enabler. The plans would highl ight 
how to expand an application area by improving 
the functionality of the technology platform, 
for example, or by gathering additional data. 
Executives should also plot how the platform can 
accommod ate addition al partne rs and fairly allocate 
benefits and costs. Finally, they can consider 
comple me ntary use cases that reinforce or leverag e 
each other’s  enablers. 

 
Of course, success breeds success, attracting 
others to the fold. So, part of the scaling journey 

is communicating results clearly to all relevant 
parties – early and often. The role of individual 
executives within companies and exemplary firms 
within sectors is param ount. These leaders remove 
obstacles, ensure coordinatio n, bring the vision and 
results to life, and ensure that partners exchange 
learnings and best practices. 

Section 4 



 

Percentage of executives who said this factor is a key traceability challenge 
 
 

56% 46% 44% 

 
Ensuring the chosen solution  Identifying the right technology type Identifying the right solution 

interoperates with existing system (e.g., blockchain, centralized database)  provider 

 
 
 

39% 37% 36% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A call to action 
 
 
 
 

The pressure is growing on leadership teams in 
every indust ry to deliver on the bold sustainabi lit y 
commitments. At the same time, investors, 
governme nts and other stakehold ers are raising the 
bar by demanding a higher degree of commitment 
and specific, verifiable outcomes. No company will 
be able to solve the complex issues underpinning 
sustainabi li ty alone. Building sustainable value 
chains will take a strong commitment and 
collaboration between public and private actors. 

 
In addition to sustainable outcomes, companies 
must deliver higher perform ance and resilience in 
an increasingly volatile global econom y. Traceabili ty 
can help companies achieve all those goals and 
contribute to a powerful competitive advantage. 

 
Despit e those benefit s, more than half of the 150+ 
companies that respon ded to Bain’s Global State 
of Traceabilit y survey remain stuck in in the earliest 

phases – establishing their strategy or exploring 
proof of value. Only about 10% are managing 
partnerships that capture significant value. 
Even fewer are using their lead to set an 
industry standard. 

 
Again, in the coming decade, we expect to see two 
distinct perform ance curves in each indus try sector: 
a high-performance curve made up of companies 
that can digitally see and trace across their value 
chains, and a lower-p erf orma nce curve consist ing of 
those that cannot. 

 
For leadership teams evaluat ing their options, it’s 
time to act. For those piloting and experimenting, 
it’s time to scale. And for companies operatin g full- 
scale projects, it’s  time to amplify the benefits. 

 
To support the creation of broad traceabil it y 
ecosys tems, the World Economic Forum’s Platform 
for Shapin g the Future of Advanced Manufacturing 
and Value Chains has establishe d a traceabil it y 
community (See Figure 12). The community is  
bringing leaders in operations and supply chain 
together to share best practices, codify toolkits  
and set up training programmes, sponsor working 

teams to solve key traceability challenges, and 
communicate success stories to recognize 
achievement and incentivize others to start the 
journey. We encourage you to join us in this  
journey together. 

 

F IG URE  12 Key traceability technology challenges 
 
 
 

 
Connect 

Help industry 
leaders exchange 
ideas and results 

Share 

Codify best 
practices and case 
studies from leading 
application areas 

Learn 

Launch Traceability  
Academy training 
and executive 
w orkshops 

Collaborate 

Expand traceability 
toolkit; perform 
proof of concept for 
specific applications 

Advise 

Support companies 
as they design, 
launch, and scale 
applications 

Promote 

Celebrate 
traceability leaders 
and industry-wide 
results 

 
Role of the World Economic Forum Traceability Community 
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