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This playbook was written for supply chain leaders at discrete manufacturers who are
navigating a familiar tension:

Introduction

1.The pressure to move faster has never been higher.
2.  At the same time, the signal-to-noise ratio has never been worse.

Dashboards multiply. Data arrives from every direction. AI promises acceleration, but
often adds more questions than answers. And in the middle of it all, your teams are
expected to make the right decisions every day with real financial, operational, and
customer impact.

The intent of this playbook is not to introduce another framework or future vision. It is to
offer practical guidance for how modern supply chains operate in 2026 when volatility is
constant, inventory is under financial scrutiny, and execution speed matters as much as
strategy.

This is a playbook for leaders who want clearer decisions, faster execution, and a supply
chain that performs under pressure.

A quick definition we will use throughout:
Execution intelligence is the ability to turn changing conditions into clear, prioritized,
explainable actions every day.
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Many manufacturers
increased buffers in
recent years. Now, a
growing share are trying
to pull inventory back
down while still managing
risk. McKinsey has
highlighted that inventory
buffers are becoming a
less preferred way to
mitigate risk, even as
disruptions continue.

Inventory is being
treated like cash, not

comfort

1

Skills, not
headcount, is the

constraint

AI is moving from
curiosity to

operational pressure

2 3

Deloitte’s 2026
manufacturing outlook
notes that competition for
skilled labor remains
intense as manufacturers
adopt more advanced
digital tools.

Gartner predicts that by
2030, 50 percent of cross-
functional supply chain
management solutions
will use intelligent agents
to autonomously execute
decisions. At the same
time, they also warned
that a large share of
agentic AI projects may
get scrapped when costs
rise and business
outcomes are unclear.

What this all means in practice: leadership will push for automation, but trust will be the
barrier. AI that cannot be explained will not get adopted at the plant level.

2026 is not just “another year of uncertainty.” It is a year where uncertainty is colliding with
stronger financial pressure, tighter labor capability, and higher expectations for speed. Three
realities are shaping how manufacturers will run supply chain this year.

What is changing in 2026 and why it matters
Chapter 1:
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Most supply chain teams do not have a strategy problem. They have a speed and focus
problem. A common day still looks like this:

Download data
Reconcile versions
Build a priority list
Debate what matters
Start working halfway through the day

That approach breaks in 2026 because the environment changes too fast. If it takes hours to
decide what matters, you lose the day.

The 2026 operating model shifts to:
Priorities are ready at the start of the day
Exceptions are ranked by impact and risk
Actions are tied to clear owners
Decisions are explainable enough to trust and execute quickly

This is what people mean when they say “decision velocity.” It is not rushing. It is removing
friction.

The 2026 mandate: decision velocity becomes a
leadership capability

Darren Hill, VP of Commercial Supply Chain at Radius Aerospace shares:

“The quicker I can react, the better I can manage cash. APEX (by LeanDNA) focuses my
attention on what’s most important based on the parameters I’ve set, increasing my
bandwidth and getting me out of reactive mode.”

Use that perspective as a benchmark for your own organization. The faster your teams
can identify what matters and act on it, the more capacity they create for higher-value
work.

Chapter 2:
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Seven myths that quietly keep teams stuck

These are the beliefs that sound reasonable,
but create real execution drag.

01

02

“AI will replace planners.”
Reality: AI replaces manual triage
and repetitive analysis first. The best
outcomes happen when technology
gives planners more time for cross-
functional problem solving, supplier
development, and mitigation
planning. The goal is better
judgment, applied to higher-value
work.

“We cannot improve until we
modernize our ERP.”
Reality: ERPs are critical, but they
were built to record transactions, not
prioritize daily action across
thousands of parts and constant
exceptions. Waiting for ERP
transformation delays outcomes that
leadership already expects this year.

03 “More dashboards equals more
control.”
Reality: visibility without
prioritization creates noise. If a
dashboard does not tell you what to
do next, it becomes another tab your
team ignores.

04 “Black-box planning is good enough
if it is sophisticated.”
Reality: if teams cannot explain why
a recommendation was made, they
will not trust it. That is especially
true at the plant, where wrong
decisions have immediate
consequences.

05 “More inventory equals less risk.”
Reality: excess inventory often hides
root causes like inaccurate policies,
supplier behavior issues, and
parameter decay. It also increases
financial exposure when demand
shifts.

06 “Corporate strategy and plant
execution will always be misaligned.”
Reality: misalignment becomes
predictable when data, priorities, and
decision logic are not shared.
Alignment improves when governance
makes decisions consistent, not when
people “communicate harder.”

07 “Supplier performance is out of our
control.”
Reality: suppliers perform better
when manufacturers provide
transparency, stable expectations,
and clear signals. Coaching beats
blame. Consistency beats surprise.

Chapter 3:
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Explainable AI: the difference between adoption
and abandonment

AI in supply chain is not a future topic. It is
here. The real question is whether teams can
use it without creating a trust failure.

Here is a simple test for “explainable” in
manufacturing: Can a buyer or planner
answer these questions in under 60 seconds?

1. What is the recommended action?

2. Why is it recommended?

3. What changes if I do it, or if I do not?

4. What data drove this recommendation?

If the answer is no, your
team will default back to
spreadsheets and overrides.
This is also why many
agentic AI projects struggle.
When a system acts without
clear logic, people do not
just hesitate. They actively
look for ways it can be
wrong. Then they stop using
it.

This is not a technology issue first. It is a
behavior issue. The safest adoption path is to
start with assisted decision-making and scale
from there:

Begin with rules and guardrails your team
agrees with
Offload the repetitive work your team
wants to stop doing
Make overrides intentional and learn
from them
Standardize best practices across teams,
sites, and categories

This aligns with broader technology adoption
patterns Deloitte points to in Tech Trends
2026, where organizations are moving from
experimentation to impact by focusing on
practical integration and outcomes, not
novelty.

Chapter 4:
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Running supply chain execution in 2026

Most organizations have planning tools, ERP
outputs, and reports that extend weeks or
months into the future. Yet when conditions
change, teams still struggle to translate that
information into clear priorities, coordinated
action, and an understanding of tradeoffs.
What high-performing organizations are
building instead is execution clarity: the
ability to align signals, constraints, and
decisions across the time horizons that
actually matter.

In practice, this capability is defined by a few
recurring friction points in discrete
manufacturing.

1) The horizon is not operationalized
Many organizations have access to longer-
term demand signals, but those signals are
often disconnected from daily execution.
Capacity constraints, long lead-time
materials, tooling requirements, and
program-level changes frequently sit outside
the systems that drive near-term actions.

When longer-horizon forecasts are managed
separately, whether in ERP, planning tools, or
offline models, teams struggle to translate
that insight into timely, prioritized decisions.
The result is not a lack of foresight, but a gap
between what is known and what is acted on.

2) Key signals live outside ERP
Supplier site inventory, VMI positions, future
shortage projections, and what-if analysis
often live in spreadsheets because ERP
structures cannot easily hold the context or
because loading it is impractical.

3) Teams cannot connect the tradeoffs
Inventory decisions affect capacity. Supplier
constraints affect shortages. Shortages affect
delivery. Delivery affects revenue and
customer confidence. If those connections
are not visible, teams either over-buffer or
over-react.

This is where many organizations realize that
“we need a better planning system” is not
always the right answer. Often, they need
better execution intelligence on top of what
they already have.

A Master Scheduler at Veeco Instruments put
it plainly:

“You definitely need a tool to help
your planning process. Just an ERP
alone isn't enough.”

In 2026, the challenge facing manufacturing teams is not a lack of plans or systems. It is the
growing gap between what the business needs to decide and what teams can confidently act
on each day.

Chapter 5:
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The modern operating model: five pillars that
scale execution

These pillars should be at the core of your 2026 playbook. They can be built with or without
intelligent supply chain execution technology like APEX by LeanDNA, but the difference is
speed to value and consistency at scale.

A unified view enables:

Consistent KPIs
Consistent part definitions
Shared visibility across
continents and business units
Faster onboarding of
acquisitions

Pillar 1: Unified data view across
systems and sites

You do not need a single ERP across
sites to operate like one company. You
need a unified view of parts, supply,
demand, and performance that
leaders and plants trust.

A healthy daily rhythm includes:

Top exceptions ranked by
impact
Clear owners for each action
Consistent follow-up and
outcomes tracking
Fewer “surprise” escalations

Pillar 2: Daily execution rhythms

A daily rhythm does not mean more
meetings. It means a daily queue of
actions that are already prioritized.

Tip: If your team spends the morning deciding
what to do, your rhythm is not working.

Chapter 6:
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When prioritization is explainable:

When prioritization is
explainable:
Adoption increases
Overrides decrease
Training becomes easier
Governance scales across sites

Pillar 3: Explainable
prioritization and decision logic

This is the trust layer. When
prioritization is not explainable:

People revert to instinct
Variability increases across plants
Leaders lose confidence in
reported performance

“We love to be superman or
superwoman because we love the
adrenaline rush that comes from
the pat on the back. But I think
the true hero is the one who can
solve the problem before it ever
becomes a crisis for superman or
superwoman to come and solve
it.”

Pillar 4: Cross-site governance
that reduces hero culture

Hero planners are a sign of system
gaps. Cross-site governance creates
standard work that is still flexible by
site, but consistent in logic. It reduces
variability and builds resilience when
people change roles or when
acquisitions happen.

Eric Jensen, Director of Supply Chain at Husky

The best supplier programs do three
things:

Provide clear expectations
Show performance drivers, not
just scores
Create a shared problem-solving
loop

Pillar 5: Supplier collaboration that
feels like coaching, not reporting

 Static scorecards create defensiveness.
Transparent insights create
improvement.
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Inventory strategies that work in 2026

Inventory is where complexity, cash, and customer experience collide. In 2026, the best
inventory strategies look less like “raise the buffer” and more like “make the buffer
intentional.”

Strategy 1: Start with data
health that protects automation

Chapter 7:

Strategy 2: Measure inventory by
ROI, not only by turns

Turns are helpful, but they do not
capture the tradeoff between:

Service risk
Expediting risk
Production risk
Cash risk

Inventory ROI framing forces clarity:

What is the cost of shortage risk for
this program?
What is the cost of over-buffering for
this category?
Where are we paying for uncertainty
because we lack visibility?

If your item master and policies are
unstable, automation magnifies the
instability. 

The practical approach is not a multi-
year cleanup project. It is targeted
prioritization:

Identify the parts with the biggest
financial impact
Flag outlier policies that do not
match peer behavior
Create a controlled workflow for
intentional overrides
Track recurring errors as root cause
signals

McKinsey’s research on supply chain risk highlights how many organizations are
reconsidering buffers, which increases the need for smarter decision frameworks rather
than blanket policies. 
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Pillar The Old Way
Intelligent Execution in

2026

1. Data
Siloed ERPs / "My data is
different"

Unified view across ERPs &
plants

2. Rhythm
Morning "what do we do?"
meetings

Prioritized queues that are
execution-ready

3. Logic Black boxes or "gut feel" Explainable AI/Logic

4. Governance "Heros" saving the day Standard work

5. Suppliers Restrictive scorecards Collaborative coaching

Strategy 3: Make safety stock
explainable

Strategy 4: Connect inventory to
constraints

Inventory strategy fails when it is
disconnected from:

Supplier lead time reliability
Supplier commit behavior
Capacity constraints
Program schedule changes

The most effective teams connect
inventory decisions to these constraints
so they can mitigate earlier, not just
respond faster.

Safety stock is often trusted until it is
questioned. Then no one can explain it,
so people overrule it.

An explainable safety stock approach
includes:

A clear service level target
Visible variability drivers
Clear logic for changes over time
Scenario testing for policy
adjustments
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Workforce enablement: the fastest path to better
execution

In 2026, upskilling is not a “nice to have.” It
is the quickest lever to increase execution
capacity without adding headcount. Two
realities matter.

Chapter 8:

1) Plant-based roles are where execution
happens
Many buyers and planners rise from
operational roles. Those pathways are
powerful, but the transition is often
unsupported.

What helps most is not more training
modules. It is:

Clear daily priorities
Standard work that reduces ambiguity
Tools that reduce repetitive tasks
Decision logic that builds confidence

2) Supply chain is becoming a business
profession
New talent increasingly comes in through
formal education. That is helpful, but it
increases the risk of a gap between corporate
“strategy language” and plant execution
realities. The fix is shared language and
shared logic.

“Recently I have been seeing a
change in the confidence of the
buyers. LeanDNA is user-friendly
and has empowered them in
making wise decisions.”
-Brad Claycamp, Director of Operations, Marlen (Duravant),

Use that as a north star for enablement.
Confidence is the outcome. Tools and
training are the inputs.
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A practical maturity benchmark for 2026
Use these questions to grade your current state. Answer honestly. The gaps point directly to
where to invest.

Activity:

Decision explainability
Can your team explain why priorities changed today and why recommended actions matter?

Daily action readiness
Does work start immediately, or does the team spend hours building the list?

Inventory ROI clarity
Can you connect inventory decisions to cash, delivery risk, and capacity risk?

Supplier risk visibility
Can you see confirmation behavior and risk signals early enough to act?

Cross-site governance
Do sites execute consistently, or do outcomes depend on who is on shift?

Order policy governance
Do you have a documented order policy strategy, and do you actively monitor compliance, manage
exceptions, and enforce approval when deviations occur?

Planner-to-buyer alignment
Are planning priorities clearly translated into buyer actions, or does intent get lost between planning
outputs and purchasing decisions?

Buyer-to-supplier execution
Is there a reliable way to update and validate supplier commitments when conditions change?

Data model stability
Do teams trust the numbers, or do meetings stall debating which report is correct?

Workforce enablement
Are tactical roles empowered with standard work, clear priorities, and decision support, or do outcomes
rely on individual experience?

Exception management discipline
Are teams managing by exception, or reacting after issues have already escalated?

Leadership visibility
Can leaders quickly understand what changed, what matters, and where to intervene without requesting
custom analysis?
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The roadmap to execution excellence
Guide

Stage 1: Crawl

Unify the view of supply and demand across systems and sites.

Goal: eliminate debates about whose report is right.

Stage 2: Walk

Implement daily execution rhythms and standard work.

Goal: reduce time spent prioritizing and increase consistent action.

Stage 3: Run

Make prioritization and decisions explainable, trusted, and repeatable.

Goal: scale adoption across sites and roles.

Stage 4: Fly

Use predictive and assisted AI where it fits, with guardrails and transparency.

Goal: move from reactive to proactive mitigation.

This playbook is designed to be realistic, not a transformation slogan. It is how the best
supply chain teams build capability without breaking the business.
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Where APEX by LeanDNA fits and why
it matters to you

Most manufacturers are not lacking technology, they are lacking execution clarity.
Data exists across ERP systems, planning tools, spreadsheets, and supplier portals. The
challenge is not access. It is turning that information into clear, prioritized actions that
teams trust and execute every day.

APEX by LeanDNA was built specifically to address that gap.

APEX helps organizations move from reactive, manual prioritization to a daily execution
cadence where decisions are clear, explainable, and consistent across teams and sites.

In practice, APEX supports this playbook by helping organizations:

Operate on a daily cadence with prioritized actions
Teams start the day knowing what matters most, why it matters, and what to do next.

Harmonize data across multiple ERPs and sites
Leaders and plants operate from a shared view of supply, demand, inventory, and risk,
enabling faster decisions and greater return on existing ERP investments across complex,
multi-system environments.

Build trust through explainable insights and standard work
Recommendations are transparent, understandable, and aligned with how teams
actually operate, which drives adoption and consistency.

 “APEX is a perfect tool to visualize results, trends, opportunities and
risks. The daily updates give me a chance to understand the impact of
changes on customer demand or the supplier side.”

-Radek Fuxa, Materials Manager, Johnson Controls

One customer described the impact simply:
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Your 2026 call to
action

The most expensive phrase in supply chain is still: “We did not see it coming.” In 2026, the goal
is not perfect forecasting. It is execution readiness.

If you want a practical starting point, do this in the next 30 days:

1. Pick one site and map the daily workflow. Where does time go? Where do decisions stall?
Where do overrides happen?

2. Identify the top three friction points. Usually it is some combination of: data trust,
prioritization, and supplier uncertainty.

3. Implement a daily action rhythm. Make priorities visible, ranked, and owned. Reduce time
spent “preparing to execute.”

Ready to see what execution intelligence looks like in practice?
APEX by LeanDNA was built to operationalize the principles in this playbook, giving supply
chain teams a daily supply planning and execution layer that turns complexity into clear,
prioritized actions.

Learn how leading manufacturers are using APEX to improve decision speed, inventory
performance, and cross-site alignment without adding noise or manual effort.

See APEX in action

17

https://www.leandna.com/apex/
https://get.leandna.com/supply-chain-demo/?utm_source=hubspot&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=2026-playbook

