Tactics and Operations Examination.

Of all the subjects in the Professional Stage of the Graduate Diploma it is Tactics and Operations which candidates should be most comfortable with, as for the majority of procurement personnel at this stage in their studies it will match most closely to their everyday working activities.  Tactics and Operations is essentially a course based on good practice, in other words doing things correctly and attempting to follow best practice in tactical and operational activities.  It is surprising however that despite this a considerable number of candidates fail the examination. I hope that in this article I may be able to point out some common sources of errors and poor performance in the examination.

It may be worth at this stage reconsidering the stated aims of the syllabus together with the introduction to it.  The aim of the syllabus is  “ To examine tactics and techniques for the control of supply chain operations.”  The introduction to the syllabus is as follows: “This syllabus will consider all of the above operational techniques within the context of both different sectors and different sized organisations.  This is abroad syllabus, and the student should adopt a general view.”

A cursory reading of this statement of aims really indicates what the syllabus is about. It is an examination of techniques for the implementation of effective procurement in different sized organisations in different sectors; hence questions could be based on the procurement practices of large or small organisations in the primary, manufacturing, or service sectors.

This defining of the subject area is an important one as one of the causes of candidates receiving low marks for questions in the examination is a failure to make the distinction between this syllabus and the strategy paper. Inevitably there is a link between tactics and strategy, strategy gives the organisation direction and the framework in which the organisation operates and this is delivered through having appropriate tactics and techniques at the operational level. This mistake shows itself in many areas, for example questions on inventory management cannot be answered by generalised reverences to solutions such as JIT or MRP11, these may be laudable strategic goals but tactics and operations is about the details of delivery.

In order to clarify this distinction I will now look at two major areas within the syllabus and define some of the key issues

A major section of the syllabus deals with the specifying and managements of quality.  This is an essential subject area that recurs regularly in Section A Section B or both. In a tactical and operational sense the management of quality is about the techniques of measurement and management rather than exaltations to excellence, which may an ideal strategic goal but we are talking here about delivery.  The old adage “if you can’t measure it you can’t manage it” comes to mind. The tools and processes of measurement and improvement are the key aspects here.  The PDCA cycle (PDCA) of Deming provides a basis of the methodology and the tools include, for example, Oakland’s seven tools of TQM. The management of quality requires two elements, consistency and control. Consistency refers to the elimination of variability in a process and control refers to control of output. The on-line control techniques such as Statistical Process Control (SPC) and Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) are some of the relevant methods here.  Input control is of course part of this process and is achieved through careful supplier selection and Supplier Quality Assurance.  Of course all of these techniques add to cost but nothing to value, and therefore do not really fit with the lean supply concept.  Ideally products should be designed to eliminate variability and quality failure from the outset.  This is the domain of the off-line controls, the purpose being to produce “robust designs” which will perform well both during assembly and in use with the customer.  A list of such techniques is identified in the syllabus and candidates should have at least outline knowledge of how some of them are used.

Another major area of the syllabus where candidates sometimes go astray is under the sub-heading “Matching Supply with Demand.”  This aspect of the syllabus deals with issues such as the storage and distribution of goods, inventory control, and stores efficiency generally.  This subject area, again, can feature in Section A Section B or both. The mistake candidates make when answering questions on this area of study is, for example, to take the issue of low levels of inventory record accuracy (IRA) and inefficient storage and suggest single-issue answers of a strategic nature.  Questions on low levels of IRA and storage cannot be answered by merely suggesting JIT, MRP, or MRP11 - they wouldn’t work! This is not only incorrect; it also demonstrates a basic lack of understanding.  In a tactics and operations paper the more likely approach would be the implementation of policies to raise the level of IRA, such as wall-to-wall stock counts, stock reconciliation, introduction of on-going cycle counting and so on until acceptable levels have been achieved.  It may then be possible to consider innovations such as MRP or JIT, but in themselves they will not solve the basic problems.  Issues of layout, storage and distribution also require similar treatment.  Issues of flow, handling and storage need consideration here, with inevitable reverence to Goods Movement Theory.  Also important in this context is the Total Distribution Concept, involving the optimisation of total distribution costs and inclusion of the “trade-offs” that this approach inevitably entails. 

Space does not permit the analysis of the whole syllabus however it is sufficient to say that a similar approach should be taken in all of the other aspect of the syllabus, in that candidates should consider the appropriate tactical and operational activities required to support the overall supplies strategy of the organisation.


Key Points

· Make sure that you do not answer a Tactics and Operations question with a Strategy answer

· Don’t try to answer with generalised references to strategies such as MRP11, JIT or TQM.

· Use examples where relevant – but keep them brief and to the point

· A stated requirement for success at the Professional Sage is the demonstration of both depth and breadth of knowledge - so don’t use bullet point answers.

· Two-part questions require two-part answers.
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