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The era of merely managing disruption is over. The global supply chain
environment has structurally shifted, forcing companies beyond
recovery and into a phase of intelligent transformation. The path
forward is anything but smooth and will require rapid adaptation to
ongoing complexity.

In 2026, organizations will face severe geopolitical volatility, constantly
shifting trade policies, critical cost and sourcing pressures, and more.
These challenges demand a fundamental operational overhaul, with
supply chain success hinging on embracing the power of digitization
and highly interconnected networks. The following top 10 trends offer
an essential roadmap to maximize technology, manage complexity,
and build truly resilient and sustainable networks.

2026 Trend Ranking

1 Artificial Intelligence

2 Trade Policies and Global Dynamics
3 Automation

4 Agility and Resilience

5 Workforce Evolution

6 Visibility and Traceability

7 Cybersecurity

8 Cost Optimization

9 Agile and Dynamic Sourcing

10 Climate and Circularity
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Al is a transformative force for supply chains, essential for competitive
differentiation and core to efficiency and innovation. Leveraging
machine learning, deep learning and generative Al, businesses can
integrate these tools with digital twins, the IOT and robotics to create
smarter, more responsive operations and deliver significant value.

Al enables precision and speed across core functions. In planning,
machine learning synthesizes real-time market trends and external
factors to drive forecast accuracy improvements. For warehousing
and logistics, Al optimizes dynamic freight routing and enables
efficient e-commerce fulfillment and automation. In the coming year,
this trend has strong potential to minimize human error, accelerate
disruption response, lower operational costs, and boost transparency
and service levels.

Industry Spotlight: Fast-Moving Consumer Goods

Faced with high demand volatility and slim margins, FMCG
companies use Al across their value chain. Gen Al shortens product
development cycles by suggesting new formulations or analyzing
consumer feedback. Predictive analytics uses granular data for
superior demand forecasting, which significantly reduces waste.

And aggressive Al adoption in this sector enables leading brands to

maintain leaner working capital and achieve faster speed-to-market.

How to Prepare

Transitioning to an Al-driven supply chain requires a structured,
multi-step approach. The process begins with a rigorous value audit
to pinpoint data silos, bottlenecks and high-error processes. Next,
establish a robust data foundation by consolidating clean, harmonized
data from disparate systems into a single source of truth. Finally,
businesses must invest in talent development to ensure teams can
provide the human oversight necessary to train, nurture and guide
sophisticated Al models.
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Geopolitical shifts create significant uncertainty, increase costs and
disrupt critical routes. In response, more supply chain organizations are
looking to reshoring and nearshoring as key risk-mitigation strategies.
Technologies including blockchain, digital product passports and
digital twins are also helping reduce exposure to geopolitical friction
and logistical delays, while providing real-time data about inventory
and potential bottlenecks.

Geopolitical tension is driving a fundamental, capital-intensive
rewiring toward regionalized and resilient supply chains. The strategy
has evolved beyond “China + 1" to an “Anywhere-but-China" approach,
leading to new manufacturing hubs in Africa, Mexico, Vietham and
others. In 2026, more companies will pursue deep vertical integration
— internalizing production expertise — to combat structural price
volatility and mitigate reliance on concentrated suppliers.

Industry Spotlight: High-Tech Manufacturing

The high-tech manufacturing sector is severely exposed due to reliance
on specialized components and concentrated supply chains. Leading
electronics firms are aggressively establishing multi-regional footprints;
meanwhile, aerospace and defense companies are choosing to prioritize
national security and compliance by locking in production capacity with
trusted nearby partners. The industry’s core challenge remains control

over specialized machinery, forcing many firms to implement vertical
integration to secure key inputs and mitigate supply blockages.

How to Prepare

It's essential to adopt proactive, intelligence-driven strategies,
which begins with combining human expertise, interoperable data
and Al detection to quantify policy shifts. Next, implement strategic
diversification, using nearshoring and decoupling to create separate
regional ecosystems and establish contingency teams for rigorous
scenario planning. Crucially, companies must hedge against
embedded price volatility by negotiating long-term contracts and
using automation to offset domestic cost pressures.
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Automation is the integration of advanced supply chain technologies
— including Al, robotics and autonomous systems — to streamline and
optimize operations. It's crucial for building resilient global networks
that can manage disruption and scale to meet fluctuating demand.

By enhancing precision in manufacturing and logistics, automation
reduces both labor and delivery costs, while supporting sustainability
by improving overall efficiency and adaptability across the value chain.

Adaptive automation is fundamentally reshaping logistics through
robotic and autonomous systems. Picking technologies streamline
warehouse operations, handling inventory movement and accelerating
order fulfillment. In the last mile of e-commerce, self-driving trucks and
delivery drones bypass traditional obstacles and traffic congestion.
These autonomous solutions are projected to significantly reduce
delivery costs in 2026, proving especially valuable at serving remote
and hard-to-reach areas.

Industry Spotlight: E-=Commerce and Logistics

The e-commerce and logistics sector is the epicenter of automation,
driven by intense pressure to reduce costs and enhance delivery

speed. This industry relies heavily on sophisticated robotic systemsin
fulfillment centers to ensure continuous, high-volume throughput. In
addition, the integration of self-driving, long-haul trucks and last-mile
drone delivery networks can help address many of the most challenging
and expensive processes. Ultimately, the comprehensive push for

automation will enable businesses to handle demand with greater
resilience while offsetting inflation.

How to Prepare

Successful automation implementation requires significant
organizational and operational preparation. Focus on reinventing
core business processes to align with automated workflows,
rather than simply layering new technology over outdated systems.
The current workforce also must be trained in management and
maintenance of complex automation systems. Finally, dedicate
significant resources to mitigating new cybersecurity threats that
inevitably accompany interconnected infrastructure.
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Agility and resilience refer to a supply chain’s ability to predict, prepare
for and respond to rapid changes in demand and operational strategy.
A primary focus on digitization and optimization enables the proactive
management of material flows, ensuring resilient operations. In
addition, agility can be achieved by using machines capable of faster
changeovers, collaborative robots and smart packaging. Furthermore,
investing in talent development helps create skilled, cross-functional
teams ready to expertly manage volatility.

In 2026, digital twin technology is poised to become the primary
enabler of modern agility and resilience. The virtual replicas use
real-time data from 10T sensors and systems to mirror the entire
physical supply network, from production to logistics. This visibility
allows managers to anticipate disruptions and pivot operations,
significantly reducing response time. Crucially, digital twins also enable
sophisticated scenario planning, where thousands of what-ifs can be
simulated in a risk-free environment.

Industry Spotlight: Compliance

Digital twins help countless business verticals achieve effective
compliance. Manufacturing and logistics benefit immediately from
advanced predictive maintenance, real-time optimization and scenario
testing, which all serve to reduce downtime. Retail and consumer goods
use digital twins to track Scope 3 emissions and enable sustainable
operations. And highly regulated sectors, such as life sciences and

chemical processing, are rapidly adopting the technology to meet
increasing transparency and traceability requirements.

How to Prepare

Effective adoption requires a robust commitment to data governance
and cross-functional alignment. Begin by centralizing and ensuring the
integrity of data streams from all vendors, warehouses and transport
providers to create an accurate virtual model. Significant collaboration
among internal teams, suppliers and customers then supports
synchronized decision-making. Finally, be sure to train employees on
how to interpret complex analytics and prioritize investment in secure,
interoperable data platforms.
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A supply chain workforce evolution is vital, due to the scarcity of
skilled labor and the urgent demand for digital literacy in Al and data
analytics. To address this gap, companies must focus on upskilling
and training existing employees while attracting new talent. This
also demands a cultural transformation toward continuous learning,
ensuring organizations build resilient human capabilities to drive
innovation and maintain a competitive advantage.

The proliferation of exciting new technologies is fundamentally
redefining roles, shifting the human workforce away from repetitive,
transactional tasks toward strategic oversight and analytical
problem-solving. Intelligent scheduling, predictive maintenance
and conversational agents are poised to transform the frontline

by optimizing workflows and improving safety. Al is automating
administrative tasks and freeing planners to focus on scenario
planning and network redesign. The new imperative is human-
machine collaboration for faster, more accurate decision-making.

Industry Spotlight: Health Care

The health care workforce evolution demands resilience, compliance
and operational continuity for patient care. Professionals must be highly
skilled in advanced scenario planning, which is essential for navigating
global health crises and geopolitical disruptions to ensure supply
continuity of critical medical devices and equipment. Furthermore,
expertise in data-quality is required to maintain the integrity of sensitive
data. Predictive maintenance is also integral for preventing failures in
essential care equipment, while succession planning is critical for
retaining institutional knowledge within the sector.

How to Prepare

In the coming year, supply chain organizations must urgently
address the digital skills gap. Preparation involves a comprehensive
commitment to educating the existing workforce, shifting focus to
technical fluency and critical thinking. Key competencies include data
analysis and visualization, plus strong end-to-end supply chain thinking.
Furthermore, it's necessary to redesign onboarding programs to embed
Al literacy from day-one and implement mentorship systems to capture
the invaluable operational knowledge of retiring employees.
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Supply chain visibility and traceability are essential for tracking goods
and materials from origin to final destination. To ensure resilience, it's
essential for stakeholders to have visibility into order, inventory and

delivery data, as well as ongoing updates about potential disruptions.

This level of traceability is critical for supporting compliance and
sustainability, while enabling more efficient operations.

Visibility relies on unified, real-time data platforms for a single source
of truth, enabling precise, end-to-end supply chain management. The
traceability this enables is critical for optimizing inventory, accurate
demand sensing and avoiding costly stockouts. In 2026, these essential
data foundations will also enable more businesses to achieve resilient
global trade and meet consumer demands. Conversely, companies
that fail to adopt key solutions expose themselves to risk and loss of
valuable opportunities to more tech-enabled competitors.

Industry Spotlight: Fraud Prevention

Visibility and traceability are significantly enhanced by blockchain's
immutable nature. This makes it an invaluable tool for fraud prevention,
especially in high-stakes industries such as pharmaceuticals and
luxury goods, which frequently face counterfeits. As the technology
records a product’s entire journey, verifying its unique identity and
certifications, it safeguards user well-being and brand integrity. This

level of authenticity prevents the infiltration of fake goods and directly
increases customer confidence.

How to Prepare

To achieve the necessary depth of visibility and traceability, actively
leverage blockchain for secure data-sharing and enhanced dispute
resolution. The core strength of blockchain is its decentralized,
immutable ledger, which establishes a single, shared source of truth.
As the global economy becomes increasingly connected, companies
should integrate their operations onto this platform, making data more
accurate and timely while supporting rapid decision-making across
complex networks.
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Cyberattacks have grown more frequent with increasing supply
chain digitization. Global networks are prime targets because they
often contain systemic points of failure that adversaries can exploit.
Thisisn't just an IT problem; every supply chain professional must
prioritize security. In 2026, leading businesses will emphasize strong
security frameworks that encompass compliance and data regulation,
especially when engaging with third-party providers. The ultimate goals
are to prevent disruption and maintain operational continuity.

The modern cybersecurity paradigm is shifting toward protecting
the supply chain from threats that originate outside the corporate
perimeter. One critical application is network segmentation,
which isolates sensitive enterprise resource planning systems
from partner-facing applications. Furthermore, organizations are
implementing and actively monitoring continuous vulnerability
detection tools that scan supplier interfaces and enforce multi-
factor authentication for all key data exchanges.

Industry Spotlight: Third-Party Logistics

Leading 3PL firms are making advanced security a core service offering,
recognizing that their interconnected systems are prime targets. By
implementing rigorous protocols, these providers can effectively manage
the risk of catastrophic events that could halt physical movement
and order fulfillment for their clients. This focus also enables 3PLs
to guarantee greater operational resilience and data integrity, giving

partners the confidence to outsource sensitive logistics operations.

How to Prepare

To manage this extended attack surface in the coming year, it's essential
to move beyond internal security checks to establish rigorous and
continuous risk-management programs. Assess the security posture of
the entire supplier network, including contractors, fourth-party vendors
and software providers. Also build robust cybersecurity capabilities —
whether through internal, dedicated continuous monitoring platforms;
or by leveraging trusted vendors that specialize in real-time threat
detection and vulnerability remediation across the extended digital
supply chain.
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Cost optimization minimizes a supply chain’s total expenses while
maintaining or improving operational efficiency and service levels.
This involves continuously analyzing and refining every cost-related
aspect. A significant challenge in the coming year will be the ongoing
impact of tariffs and duties, which are dramatically increasing
operational costs. Companies must develop proactive strategies,
such as price adjustments or cost pass-through, to effectively
balance performance with profitability.

Cost optimization is driven by strategic responses to market and
geopolitical pressures, focusing on structural efficiency. A key
application is tariff mitigation, where many companies are shifting
focus from blunt cost-cutting toward generating customer value
through enhanced responsiveness and transparency. Concurrently,
other applications focus on precision. For instance, by carefully
tracking actual purchased costs and implementing lean, pull-based
inventory systems, organizations can dramatically improve visibility
into inventory value and reduce carrying risks.

Industry Spotlight: Retail

Retailers are fundamentally changing how they approach inventory
management and cost visibility. A significant shift in 2026 will involve
moving away from generalized or average cost accounting to tracking
the actual purchased costs of goods to provide superior visibility into
the true value of inventory. To manage working capital and mitigate
carrying risks, many retailers are aggressively adopting pull-based
inventory systems. By only ordering or producing goods in response

to actual consumer demand, they can achieve leaner, more responsive
supply chain models.

How to Prepare

Preparation requires granular, data-driven analysis. First establish
systems for tracking actual purchased costs to identify hidden shrinkage
and waste across the network. To counter input price volatility caused
by tariffs and geopolitical shifts, aggressively diversify suppliers and
negotiate long-term fixed-rate contracts to secure critical inputs.
Finally, be prepared to adopt structural changes, such as moving from
rigid push inventory systems to flexible pull-based models, ensuring
operational decisions align with real-time demand signals.
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Agile sourcing is a flexible, iterative procurement approach that
emphasizes speed, adaptability and collaboration in order to meet
changing business needs. It draws from agile methodology principles,
such as iteration and cross-functional teamwork, to streamline
sourcing while maintaining alignment with broader organizational
goals. Agile sourcing is highly customer-centric and emphasizes
process flexibility, allowing sourcing teams to dynamically adjust
strategies in response to market shifts.

Agile sourcing can help ease extreme supply chain volatility, especially
in sectors facing geopolitical resource threats. For many organizations,
the core application is the immediate need to secure critical mineral
supplies. Sourcing agilely enables these companies to counteract
climate-driven resource nationalism and sudden export controls that
constrain access to vital materials. By constantly monitoring the
global supply landscape, an agile sourcing model allows firms to
dynamically pivot procurement strategies before resource scarcity
can halt production lines.

Industry Spotlight: Pharmaceuticals

A prime example of dynamic sourcing is the pharmaceutical industry's
strategic pivot toward localized sourcing. This shift accepts higher initial
costs, but significantly enhances supply chain security and speed by
reducing exposure to international shipping delays and regulatory friction.
Localization ensures a stable, reliable source for critical components,
trading immediate cost optimization for long-term operational

resilience and the ability to respond swiftly to national crises.

How to Prepare

Fundamental structural investments must be aimed at resilience, not
just efficiency. Aggressive diversification is also advised in order to
eliminate single points of failure. Longer-term preparation involves
strategies such as vertical integration and joint ventures, which offer
more control over resource flow. Furthermore, to satisfy national
security requirements, companies can build compliance-driven risk
models. Also consider investing in closed-loop systems and recycled
materials to reduce dependency on primary, politically sensitive
commodity markets.
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Climate and circularity are vital to supply chain success, whether
driven by environmental priorities, regulations or market demand. In
the coming year, there will be a significant increase in commitment to
designing products for circularity from the earliest stages of research
and development. In parallel, a focus on decarbonization will accelerate
the transition to renewable energy sources and reduce environmental
footprints. Efficiently managing reverse logistics and returns also
provides a competitive advantage by enhancing sustainability,
customer satisfaction and brand reputation.

Circularity's applications focus on mitigating climate and resource
risk to transform threats into new commercial opportunities. One
crucial application is physical resilience, necessitating the immediate
adoption of adaptive infrastructure to counter the severe operational
impacts of extreme weather. Meanwhile, in resource-intensive sectors,
the application of circular models compels a radical product-service
pivot, shifting business models away from disposable goods and
fueling the rapid expansion of high-value niches in professional repair
and remanufacturing.

Industry Spotlight: Automotive

The automotive sector is making a critical pivot from linear production to
closed-loop manufacturing models, especially for high-value components
such as batteries and engines. This shift directly influences both cost
control and future supply security and requires significant investment in
design-for-disassembly to recover parts easily. Leading manufacturers are
establishing new revenue streams by scaling remanufacturing programs,
which secures scarce critical minerals, significantly reduces input costs

and lowers the environmental footprint of new vehicle production.

How to Prepare

Preparation for the circular economy is mandatory and externally
driven by stringent ESG regulations and evolving consumer
demands. Companies must embed circularity by initiating design-
for-disassembly and prioritizing recycled materials in research

and development. In facilities, the focus should shift to minimizing
waste and investing in renewable energy sources. Finally, optimized
distribution networks to create efficient reverse logistics channels
for repair and refurbishment is essential. This holistic commitment
ensures long-term viability and avoids market exclusion.
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Learning Resources

Lead the transformation in 2026 and beyond.

ASCM education equips you to master critical challenges — from
mitigating geopolitical risk to implementing circular supply chains.
Enhance your skills, earn world-renowned certifications, and solidify
your role as an indispensable supply chain leader. Take your next step
to build a more resilient and sustainable supply chain future.

Learn more

Certifications

CSCP

CERTIFIED SUPPLY CHAIN PROFESSIONAL

Certificates

SUPPLY CHAIN

PLANNING
CERTIFICATE

SUPPLY CHAIN

WAREHOUSING
CERTIFICATE

SUPPLY CHAIN

RESILIENCE
CERTIFICATE

CERTIFIED IN TRANSFORMATION FOR SUPPLY CHAIN

SUPPLY CHAIN

PROCUREMENT
CERTIFICATE

SUPPLY CHAIN

TECHNOLOGY
CERTIFICATE

SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIP

MANAGEMENT
CERTIFICATE

13| Top 10 Supply Chain Trends 2026



https://www.ascm.org/learning-development/
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The chartillustrates the top 10 supply chain trends and their impact on supply chain
organizations employing the Supply Chain Operations Reference Digital Standard.

The darker the shade of green, the greater the impact on a specific SCOR-DS process.

Rank Trend Orchestrate Plan Order Source Transform Fulfill Return
1  Artificial intelligence
2  Trade Policies and Global Dynamics
3  Automation
4  Agility and Resilience
5  Workforce Evolution
6  Visibility and Traceability
7  Cybersecurity
8 Cost Optimization

9 Agile and Dynamic Sourcing

10 Climate and Circularity
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_ Historical Context Meets Future Trends within SCOR DS

The end-to-end supply chain is defined by the seven elements of the
SCOR Digital Standard. To maximize investment return and prepare
for the 2026 operating environment, it's essential to understand which
external trends most critically affect each element. The following
breakdown integrates the latest trend influence scores with historical
context, showing how today’s networks have evolved over time. These
scores highlight where to focus talent and technology resources in the
coming year.

Orchestrate: This strategic governance function remains the most
essential element of SCOR DS, acting as the central nervous system
for the entire supply chain; as such, it's highly influenced by all trends.
For instance, it requires rapid integration of real-time insights, including
security alerts — a constant concern given increased digitization and
connection. Another key point is circularity, which is a dramatically
rising trend largely due to pending EU compliance. And it will of course
be essential to keep an eye on Al for enabling adaptive, automated
decision-making and optimal coordination across the entire network.

Plan: Al continues to demonstrate its greatest influence here,
transforming demand forecasting, capacity modeling and inventory
optimization with highly accurate predictive capabilities. This evolution
is natural: The focus has shifted from the foundational steps of big data
analytics and digital supply chain — which should now be standard
practice at all companies — to leveraging Al as an essential tool for
advanced planning.

Order: Order management is most affected by cybersecurity,
which reflects the need to protect highly sensitive customer data,
transactional integrity and B2B communication channels from
escalating threats. Cybersecurity has always been a significant
concern for interconnected supply chains, and its prominence
remains high as global networks become ever more digitized.
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Source: Unsurprisingly, the challenge of finding and managing
suppliers is most acutely disrupted by agile and dynamic sourcing.
The continued importance of this function confirms that companies
must embed agility using real-time data to rapidly identify, qualify and
select suppliers — a necessity underscored by ongoing geopolitical
conflicts and trade wars. Concurrently, visibility and traceability are
critical to this SCOR DS element, and both are trends that continue
gaining prominence.

Transform: Workforce evolution has the top ranking here, confirming
the primary challenge for production leaders is closing the skills gap
by equipping teams with the digital and technical expertise necessary
to operate increasingly automated manufacturing environments.
Talent management has consistently been a top supply chain trend,
but the emphasis is clearly evolving from managing general shortages
to focused digital upskilling and the adoption of Al across teams.

Fulfill: This process is most affected by automation, confirming the
critical need to automate warehousing sortation and last-mile delivery
logistics to boost speed and reduce operating costs. Automation is
now seen as the key lever, building upon earlier digital trends to drive
efficiency. The ultimate goal is to remove manual touchpoints to
drastically increase both speed and overall operational quality.

Return: The high-complexity reverse-logistics function is clearly
intertwined with climate and circularity. The future of returns is
driven by the need to recover value through repair and remanufacturing
while ensuring customer satisfaction. Sustainability and circular
supply chains previously struggled to make the top 10 list, but this
trend is rapidly accelerating as companies prepare for strict EU
compliance mandates within the next two-to-three years.

To learn more visit ascm.org/scor-ds
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About ASCM

The Association for Supply Chain Management (ASCM) is the global
pacesetter of organizational transformation, talent development and
supply chain innovation. As the largest association for supply chain,
ASCM members and worldwide alliances fuel innovation and inspire
accountability for resilient, dynamic and sustainable operations.

ASCM is built on a foundation of world-class APICS education,
certification and career resources, which encompass award-winning
workforce development, relevant content, groundbreaking industry
standards and a diverse community of professionals to create a better
world through supply chain.

To learn more, visit ascm.org
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