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INTRODUCTION
In January 2013 an initiative was launched to change the landscape of women’s 
leadership in the field of logistics and supply chain management. The initiative, 
named AWESOME – Achieving Women’s Excellence in Supply Chain Operations, 
Management, and Education – addresses the relatively slow pace of progress the 
industry has made in recognizing and advancing women leaders.

Over the past 10 years, the concept of supply chain management has transformed 
and, with it, the opportunities for leadership in the areas of logistics, transportation, 
distribution, planning, consulting, procurement, supply management, technology, 
and sourcing. The speed of business has accelerated, the economic consequences 
of moving products through global markets have multiplied, and new technology 
is being developed and adopted at warp speed. The field is now recognized as 
one with tremendous power to help companies achieve their business goals. With 
increasingly complex problems to be solved and constantly-changing needs to be 
addressed, the role of strategic supply chain leaders is expanding dramatically. A 
growing number of women are being educated in the field and acquiring the skills 
and experience to be effective supply chain leaders; yet, the traditionally male field is 
still predominantly led by men.

The AWESOME Initiative was launched by Ann Drake, a leading proponent of 
women’s business leadership and CEO for the past 20 years of DSC Logistics, a 
nationally-known supply chain management firm. In 2012, Drake received the 
Distinguished Service Award from CSCMP (Council of Supply Chain Management 
Professionals) – and became the first woman to receive the award in the 47 years 
since it was established. 

In May 2013, AWESOME held its first industry-wide Symposium, attracting more 
than 200 of the field’s most senior women executives. An initial database of more 
than 400 leading women in supply chain was created, and this report also contains 
insights contributed by some of those women.

(continued on page 3)
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AWESOME women represent the following professional areas:

• Director level and above executives with supply chain responsibilities at 
manufacturing companies and retail businesses

• C-suite leaders in medium or large logistics and supply chain management 
companies and transportation enterprises (all modes) 

• Practice leaders of consulting firms in supply chain management, engineering, 
technology and other related fields

• Leaders involved in aviation, space, military logistics, and in government, with 
responsibility for transportation and/or infrastructure

• Professors of leading university-level programs in logistics and supply chain 
management, engineering, information technology and other related programs 
educating future supply chain professionals

• Leaders of industry organizations 

 

The AWESOME Symposium on May 9, 2013, featured discussions by three panels of 
experts:

AWESOME OPPORTUNITY: Future Directions in Supply Chain Leadership

AWESOME IMPACT: Learnings from Top Women in Other Industries

AWESOME CHAMPIONS: A Conversation with Enlightened Men

 

AWESOME FUTURE – a fourth panel featuring Insights from Emerging Leaders, 
consisted of participants in a women’s leadership development council at DSC 
Logistics. Also on this topic, executives representing two major businesses (United 
Airlines and Northern Trust) and one government agency (Illinois Department of 
Transportation) gave brief vignettes of their organization’s leadership development 
programs.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



“So far, in our field, women 
have achieved success as ‘the 
exception’ and by navigating 
a structure and environment 
developed by men for men.”

Feedback from “Buzz Book,” 
AWESOME Symposium
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Insights and observations collected since the launch of AWESOME in January 
2013 highlight seven key observations: 

1. The supply chain industry has changed dramatically – and gradually. 
It is generally recognized that the field of logistics and supply chain 
management has broadened its scope and strategic significance over 
the past decade. It is now viewed by many companies as a competitive 
advantage and is being recognized by company leaders as a critical 
component of overall enterprise success. 

2. The kind of leaders needed in this new supply chain world must 
possess and apply different strengths and skills. At every level of supply 
chain leadership, professionals need business and financial knowledge 
and skills as well as functional/operational expertise. They need to be 
adaptable thought leaders as well as competent executors. Also, as 
companies increasingly look toward an extended supply chain to help 
meet business goals, supply chain leaders must be able to see and work 
effectively across functions and through many types of relationships, 
including partnerships with suppliers as well as customers. According 
to Symposium participants, women bring important strengths to this 
developing concept of supply chain leadership. 

3. The field of logistics and supply chain management is lagging behind 
some other fields in advancing women as leaders. Forward-thinking 
organizations in industries such as law, banking, and management 
consulting, started as long as two-to-three decades ago to actively attract, 
develop, retain, and advance women as leaders. Some of the obstacles 
and issues identified at our Symposium as being deterrents to women 
achieving their full leadership potential are considered to be universal, 
whereas other challenges are specific to the supply chain profession. 

(continued on page 9)
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4.  Women leaders are beginning to exert some influence in a variety of 
supply chain roles. Since the beginning of 2013, more than 500 women 
who are achieving success in impressive roles for leading companies 
have been identified by AWESOME. Yet, they are mostly isolated. Often 
they are the first woman in their position, and, just as frequently, the only 
woman at the decision-making table. (And at many tables, there are no 
women at all.) Women supply chain leaders have achieved success as the 
“exception” and by navigating a structure and environment developed by 
men for men -- but they have not connected with other women leaders 
in the field.

 5.  The talent pool of young women with leadership potential is 
increasing. University-based supply chain programs now have many 
more women students than previously, and with emphasis on STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics), more women are 
choosing non-traditional fields of study leading to careers in previously 
male-dominated industries. Yet these future leaders still face obstacles 
at both the university level and the company level. In many instances, 
outstanding women are sought, recruited, and hired, yet do not advance 
in the organization as their male peers do. Symposium participants 
expressed a strong interest in “paving the way” for these women as well 
as a sense of obligation to change the future of supply chain leadership to 
be more open and more appealing to women. 

 6.  Senior executive women are ready to actively engage and work 
together to improve opportunities for women. The development of a 
strong network is seen as an important first step to advancing women’s 
leadership. Networking is viewed as a way to not only advance their 
own careers and the careers of women around them, but also to open 
the door to multiple opportunities for learning and collaboration that 
positively impact the industry. 

  7.  The drive to increase women’s supply chain leadership is gaining 
momentum. Because of the convergence of the factors noted above – 
and several other circumstances – Symposium participants expressed 
the view that the time for transforming the landscape of supply chain 
leadership is now.  
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ABOUT THE CONTENTS OF THIS REPORT

The insights and observations included in this report are 
primarily a result of activities in conjunction with the May 
2013 AWESOME Symposium.

First, panelists’ comments were recorded and transcribed.

Second, comments from other Symposium participants were 
collected in two main ways: 

• Immediately after Symposium presentations and 
panel discussions, participants were asked to respond 
to certain questions in small group discussions. The 
discussions were guided by a “Buzz Book” that followed 
the program content.

• Participants completed an individual notebook entitled 
“My AWESOME Thoughts and Suggestions.”

                Buzz Book                           Journal

Some comments collected through email and in-person 
conversations following the Symposium are also included.

 

BUZZ Book May 9, 2013
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PART I: 
SUPPLY CHAIN CHANGES 

AND CHALLENGES



“What’s changed is that this 
competency, this discipline of 
ours has become a foremost core 
competent function and process 
and discipline in today’s leading 
companies — and there’s no 
stopping us in the future.”

Rick Blasgen, President and CEO,  
CSCMP (Council of Supply Chain 
Management Professionals), 
Symposium Panelist



SYMPOSIUM PANEL: AWESOME OPPORTUNITY
Left to right: Kathy Wengel, VP and Chief Quality Officer, Johnson & 
Johnson; Lillian Dukes, VP, Global Operations Material Control, Beechcraft 
Corporation; Moderator, Dr. Nancy Nix, Executive Director, EMBA Program, 
and Professor Supply Chain Practice, TCU; Debbie Lentz, SVP, Customer 
Service and Logistics, Kraft Foods; and Sandy Evett, former VP, Logistics and 
Distribution, Heinz North America

“Today in supply chain, it’s about how we help grow the top line. In health care, 
for example, 25 years ago the primary growth vehicle was a sales rep carrying 
a bag to the doctor’s office, to surgeons in the hospital, to a drugstore. Today 
it’s about bringing value-added services into hospitals to help lower the cost of 
healthcare. And that’s where, for us as supply chain leaders, it opened up a whole 
other world of opportunity and need. The company needs us as experts to help 
bring a whole new dimension to those customer interactions.” (Kathy Wengel)

“Today’s supply chain is all about data. When 
you shop at a store, that store is keeping track 
of you. You can get coupons from your iPhone, 
you can get discounts. And either the retailer 
or the manufacturer is keeping track of all that 
information. How do you harness that data for 
information and how does it change your supply 
chain? It’s about flexibility, it’s about agility…
It’s got to change to more flexible, smaller orders, 
possibly direct to consumers.” (Debbie Lentz)

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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PART I: SUPPLY CHAIN CHANGES AND 
CHALLENGES

The AWESOME Symposium’s opening panel discussion, AWESOME 
OPPORTUNITY, featured four leading experts – all senior women executives 
in supply chain leadership roles at dynamic, well-respected, industry-leading 
companies: Beechcraft Corporation, Heinz, Johnson & Johnson, and Kraft. 
They discussed what changes they have seen in the supply chain, how the 
role of supply chain has changed, and what trends they observe that will 
shape the challenges for leaders in the future. 

Panelists identified the following as significant changes and challenges:

Supply chain management is taking on a more strategic role.

This change has been taking place over the past decade with the supply 
chain no longer being relegated to a position of only tactical importance. 
Many company leaders now see the effective design and management of 
their supply chain as a competitive advantage and key component of overall 
business success. Increasingly, there is the advancement of a “Chief Supply 
Chain Officer” as a key member of top management. 

Supply chain is having an impact on the top line as well as the bottom line.

Panelists said, in fact, that the supply chain is expected to help grow the top 
line and even help “fuel the growth” of the company, not just to reduce or 
control costs. In addition to its traditional cost focus, the supply chain can 
now be a financial advantage and be leveraged to improve cash flow by 
improving asset utilization, reducing inventories and shipping perfect orders. 
By focusing on “order to cash” as well as costs, and by managing factors 
such as inventory, accounts receivable, and accounts payable, supply chain 
leaders can improve their company’s ability to invest in other purposes. 

Companies are looking to supply chain professionals to provide expertise 
in customer relationships. 

With increasing demands and expectations from consumers – as well as 
powerful group purchasing organizations in fields such as health care – 
supply chain and logistics operations play a major role in customer service. 
Supply chain professionals are being called upon to bring innovative solutions 
and ideas to their customers more frequently.

(continued on page 17)
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“For a lot of us, our focus is trying to find a balance between cost and main-
taining control of supply chain. How do we pull costs out of the product but not 
damage our supply chain? How do you draw in your suppliers that are critical 
and ensure that they are healthy and mature enough to support what you’re 
trying to do?” (Lillian Dukes)

“Historically, the measures we’ve 
always used are how effectively are 
we filling orders to our customer’s 
distribution centers on time and 
complete. Today, with the advent 
of ‘big data,’ the real measure that 
matters most: Is your product on 
the shelf in the store? So the key 
question is, as we have this data 
that enables us to be true supply 
chain partners with our customers, 
how do we impact that point of 
sale availability? And what is our 
role in the extended supply chain to 
ensure that our product isn’t just in 
our customer’s distribution center, 
but it’s there on the shelf for the 
consumer? It forces us out of our own 
organization to figure out how that 
collaboration needs to look in order 
to have that impact.” (Sandy Evett)

“This discussion has identified a 
number of significant changes: 
The fact that you now have 
to be very strategic as well as 
execute well. A focus on value 
addition and creation for your 
customers. Innovation and 
creativity being key. Flexibility 
and agility. The technology and 
the data analytics.” (Nancy Nix)

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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There is a greater reliance on data analytics.

Today’s supply chain professional relies more on collecting data, turning data 
into business intelligence, and using that intelligence in strategic ways. Supply 
chain experts are analyzing point-of-demand data to understand changes in 
trends or consumer behavior. This knowledge has pointed to more flexible, 
smaller orders -- even to the point of direct-to-consumers – requiring supply 
chains to be more agile and supply chain experts to use analytics to provide 
greater visibility and to deliver higher levels of service at the same cost. 

Expectations for speed-to-market are higher.

Panelists mentioned speed-to-market in relation to innovation cycle time, 
noting that the supply chain can be leveraged to impact how quickly and 
efficiently a company can respond to changes in the marketplace and deliver 
new products, services, etc. In today’s 24/7 demand market with increased 
proliferation of SKUs, flexibility and speed are critical. 

Performance measurements now include a focus on point-of-sale 
availability.

No longer is it enough to have product in the customer’s distribution center 
on time and complete; now it’s part of supply chain responsibility to make 
sure product reaches the customer where and when the customer needs it. 
Achieving improved point-of-sale availability requires increased collaboration 
between manufacturers and retailers. Another factor coming into play is the 
continual rise in ecommerce and omni-channel retailing, an integrated sales 
experience combining physical stores with online shopping. 

There’s an increased need to manage an extended supply chain – including 
suppliers as well as customers. 

This frequently requires being able to balance the reduction of cost that 
comes with outsourcing with the need to control the quality and integrity of 
the supply chain. Panelists emphasized that managing the extended supply 
chain requires strong leadership – being able to identify core competencies 
and find the right set of partnerships to manage other areas. They mentioned 
leveraging the expertise of a logistics provider and harnessing synergies that 
can be realized through collaboration, such as in transportation, with other 
companies – even those who are competitors. They also stressed increased 
need for collaboration up and down the supply chain so that win/win 
situations can be created as part of long-term partnerships. 
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PART II: 
THE CHANGING NATURE OF 
SUPPLY CHAIN LEADERSHIP



“There is no substitute for 
competence. If somebody 
is excellent at something, 
they will rise.” 

Brian Hancock, President of 
North America, Martin Brower, 
Symposium Panelist



“How do you really get to be both a business professional and a supply chain 
professional? It’s not about working in a box, it’s not about just shipping trucks. 
It’s about asking yourself first, what is my role as part of that leadership team? 
And second, how to lead the supply chain organization? So you ask…what is that 
business need? How do we solve it? And the answer might lie in a collaboration 
between a marketing leader and an operations leader and a supply chain leader.” 

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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PART II: THE CHANGING NATURE OF 
SUPPLY CHAIN LEADERSHIP

Because the supply chain will continue to play a more significant and 
more strategic role in the overall success of an enterprise in today’s global 
economy, leaders must expand and improve their skills accordingly. 

The quality mentioned most often by Symposium participants as being 
critical to future supply chain leadership is to be a business leader as well as 
a functional leader. Participants suggested supply chain leaders should have 
experience in a variety of roles so they understand what it takes to deliver 
superior financial performance as well as the cause and effect. Being able 
to apply business acumen is described as “really getting out of our silos, 
understanding the compelling business need and what is the value we can 
bring.” Along with understanding the value of the supply chain, leaders 
should be able to provide visibility internally – to other divisions and to top 
management — about that value.

Special Strengths of Women in Leadership Roles

Symposium participants’ comments about women’s strengths focused 
primarily on skills that define a woman’s approach to leadership and values 
typically held by women. 

The strength named most often was a woman leader’s ability to build a 
team. To successfully accomplish teambuilding, respondents said women 
are attuned to the individual members of their team, and are able to assess 
strengths and weaknesses, quickly identify real talent, utilize individual 
differences, blend people in a collaborative fashion, and continually shape 
and re-shape a team to achieve optimal team “chemistry” and performance. 

Embedded in this approach to team building are the woman’s values of 
loyalty, empathy, compassion, and sensitivity. Respondents also expressed 
the view that women tend to bring less ego and more authenticity to their 
role as a leader. There were multiple mentions of women having high 
“emotional intelligence.” 

 
(continued on page 23)
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“Women care about people – not just business.”

“It’s about owning your own career…
You take the opportunities when 
presented – never, never turn down 
an opportunity to get yourself in 
front of either a customer, a supplier 
or your senior management.” 

ADVICE ABOUT BECOMING A STRONG LEADER.

When asked what qualities and skills supply chain 
leaders should develop in preparation for the future, 
Symposium participants cited the following:

• Be a business leader as well as a functional leader; 
gain experience in a variety of roles.

• Demonstrate that you are a long-term player.

• Strengthen your communication skills – both 
listening and speaking.

• Learn to mine data and reach conclusions of value 
to the challenge at hand and to the organization.

• Develop creativity and skill at scenario planning.

• Have strong ability to relate to people.

• Be ready to break down silos – foster collaboration.

• Be willing and able to make tough decisions in a 
timely manner.

• Support and recognize innovation.

• Find a company with a culture that is suitable for 
the kind of leader you want to be.

“One thing I found in terms of my 
career was to be willing to go where the 
opportunity was once I saw opportunities 
were limited where I was. I had to be 
willing to go where the opportunity was. 
And that worked best for me in terms of 
not getting frustrated or disenchanted in 
an environment where I wasn’t able to 
move along further.” 

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Women are seen as being good at growing relationships and building 
bridges – and, as strong leaders, also apply these skills to relationships with 
customers. 

An additional strength named by many respondents was a woman’s ability to 
multi-task. Participants commented that this ability enables a leader to handle 
a broad range of tasks, to juggle priorities, and to conceive achievable plans. 
In the words of one Symposium participant, “Women are good at getting 
everything done.” 

It was viewed as an important strength that women are able to see both the 
big picture and the small details. Respondents said a woman is aided by 
her intuition and perceptiveness in seeing the big picture – and, because of 
communication skills, is able to help others envision the big picture. 

Other related comments were that women are focused on results and 
gravitate toward problem-solving. Compromise was seen as a tool often used 
by women to achieve results. 

Participants consistently added that women are especially strong in skills 
related to collaboration, communication, and creativity.

Critical Factors Necessary for Women to Succeed as 
Supply Chain Leaders

Participants said women must develop the necessary skills and build business 
acumen by taking on cross functional roles. It’s seen as critical going forward 
to understand all functions that drive business performance and to effectively 
insert supply chain into the revenue equation. 

Leaders must embrace and adapt their style to address diversity issues 
– not only gender but also generational. Some referred to the need for 
“situational leadership,” the ability to adapt leadership style to the individual 
or group one is leading, as well as to the task, or function that needs to be 
accomplished.

Women must take an active role and gain the support of male leaders in 
recognizing and valuing women’s abilities.
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PART III: 
AN INDUSTRY FACING ISSUES 

AND OBSTACLES



“Sometimes I want to say, 
‘Don’t assume what my 
priorities are … ask me! 
Or give me a chance, 
and I’ll show you.’” 
Jennifer Nix, Symposium Panelist –
Emerging Leaders



“There are a number of extremely capable, accomplished women executives 
in supply chain. Yet there’s a disconnect. Companies that want to hire 
diversity, want to hire women in senior roles. Yet there seems to be a gap in 
companies being prepared to promote women internally.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Part III: AN INDUSTRY FACING ISSUES AND 
OBSTACLES

Universal Challenges for Women
When discussing the issues and obstacles facing women as they advance 
their careers, some challenges were seen as being universal to women in all 
fields. Those mentioned include: 

• There are more men in top spots – they naturally form a network in 
which women are not included. It is felt that this network offers both 
professional and personal benefits to the men who are part of it and 
that women miss out on those benefits.

• Women are primarily the ones who juggle work and family – “they 
compete with men on a playing field that isn’t level.” Regardless of 
the type of career, participants felt that the parenting role is primarily 
assumed by the woman – and that this really hasn’t changed much, 
even as women have attained higher levels of education and expertise.

• Even when women are confident they can manage both family and 
career – the perception is that they will compromise their work or drop 
out. Participants expressed their belief that there is an unspoken bias 
against women who have families, especially in comparison with their 
male colleagues, in terms of how much they’re willing to give to their 
job.

• Female leaders are judged differently than their male peers – women 
demonstrate leadership qualities differently. Because there are fewer 
female role models, there still is a narrow view of leadership styles 
that are commonly recognized, valued, and emulated. The image of a 
strong male leader may still dominate other types of styles women may 
possess and use effectively. 

• Discrimination still happens, but is more subtle now.

Specific Challenges for Women in Supply Chain
In addition, four key areas were named as being specific obstacles to women 
attaining top leadership in supply chain roles:

• Not enough networking opportunities exist for women -- also not 
enough role models and mentors. Although women are gaining 
“solitary” success, they have not yet tapped into connections with other 
women who are supply chain leaders. Younger women in the field are 
still mostly on teams with men and working in companies led by men.

(continued on page 29)
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“The supply chain was structured by men for men. Changing the 
culture may involve looking at new ways to do things.”

“There’s an image of our industry – 
factories, warehouses, trucks,  
etc. – as being not ‘in’ or ‘modern.’”

“If women are going to advance, 
companies are going to need to be 
willing to take a good look at how 
they do things and decide if there’s 
a better way.”

“Women have not had sufficient 
opportunity to build skill sets, 
including strategic thinking skills, 
to be leaders in the supply chain 
industry.”

“I would tell people ‘You really have 
much more control over your career 
than you might know. You might have 
to get out of your comfort zone, be a 
little bit more aggressive and do some 
things that are going to make you feel 
a little uneasy but that’s how a lot of 
great leaders get ahead. They throw 
themselves into things they’re not 
familiar with and they just become 
better leaders and better managers 
and better people.’”

“Men are typically given 
opportunities based on their 
potential; women have to prove 
themselves.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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• There is too little awareness among women at a young age about the 
supply chain as a viable, worthwhile career choice – and many are 
delayed in developing necessary skills.

• Issues regarding work/life balance are magnified in the supply chain 
field because of the 24/7 nature of the business or the potential need to 
relocate.

• The culture is still perceived as being not friendly or not appealing to 
women

Many respondents pointed out ways in which these obstacles are 
interrelated. For example, without coming in contact with women who have 
achieved success in supply chain, young women fail to consider supply 
chain as an option. They may not start taking classes that prepare them for 
leadership in the field until later in their college careers. Not having role 
models also can perpetuate misconceptions about the field that intimidate or 
deter women. Thinking of supply chain as “blue collar” or requiring physical 
strength may keep them from seeing the possibilities the field offers for 
strategic thinking and creativity. 

Some circumstances that exist in supply chain also place extra stress on 
family life: the 24/7 nature of the business, the potential need to relocate to 
advance a career. Many organizations have not implemented a structure that 
supports family obligations, such as flexible hours or the opportunity to work 
remotely.

Without a strong network, women don’t have a forum to talk about possible 
solutions for career and work/family issues. They may not see ways to 
prepare for various life phases, nor learn about the approaches other women 
have used to avoid conflicts, such as asking for a flexible schedule.

There is also the impression that even when a woman has solved any issues 
about work and family, the perception is that she is not as committed as a 
male would be to prioritizing work demands. 

Also, some respondents expressed the view that because the industry has 
traditionally been male, rising leaders are treated differently based on gender. 
They report observing a “below-the-surface” bias toward men as leaders. 
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“If men and women are going to work together, we need to break 
down some barriers. In the old days, when men had issues with 
one another, it was ‘let’s go for a beer and we’ll figure out how 
to break through this log jam.’ There’s resistance to a man and a 
woman doing that. There’s nothing wrong with you asking a male 
colleague whom you’re having some difficulty with — ‘let’s go 
figure out a way to break the ice.’ We all need to feel comfortable 
with figuring out those avenues to proceed.” 

“Working against us are perceptions of others 
and ourselves that family and career or family 
vs. career is a zero game. And that, by trying to 
do both well, something must be suffering.” 

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Misconceptions About Women
Symposium participants were asked if they have encountered misconceptions 
that carry forward a negative view of women. Three areas of concern were 
noted:

• Stereotypes suggest that women possess undesirable traits or are 
lacking desirable traits

Some stereotypical adjectives respondents named as being applied 
to women: catty, bitchy, territorial, aggressive. Many commented that 
women are labeled with those adjectives because if their leadership 
style is strong, their assertiveness is misunderstood. On the other hand, 
women who are not assertive are labeled “weak.”

Respondents cited the lack of female role models as allowing these 
stereotypes to persist. Some said that women are judged negatively on 
some of the same qualities that others see as strengths: compassion, 
concern for others, willingness to listen and compromise. They are 
criticized because they “act” differently from the way male leaders 
typically act. Women are sometimes seen as being too emotional and 
not analytical enough to make tough decisions.

• Interactions in the workplace deter women’s leadership

Male/female professional interaction is still difficult for some. Examples 
cited include men being uncomfortable with a woman boss, sometimes 
because people on the outside remark negatively – “A WOMAN is 
your boss?”

Some men have trouble challenging women leaders or following 
directives by a woman who is their senior. In some cases, the difficulty 
may be discomfort with the change in traditional roles, i.e. some men 
still think men belong at work/women at home.

• Questions about a woman’s level of commitment based on family 
obligations

Women deal the with perception that they will choose family over 
work. Their priorities may be questioned by others – and sometimes, 
by themselves. Being committed to family makes them perceived as 
potentially unreliable.
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WORDS OF WISDOM:
“Whenever you approach any position that you’re in, think of it as your own 
business. Act like an entrepreneur, which means that just because the job is  
‘this’ doesn’t mean that’s all you bring to that job. Maybe broaden your 
thinking, take a more strategic approach, add value – because then your 
opportunities will continue to grow.”

SYMPOSIUM PANEL: AWESOME IMPACT
Left to right: Phyllis Cochran, former, President, Parts Group, Navistar; Kathryn 
Haley, EVP, Strategic Relationships, United Healthcare; Karen Greenbaum, Partner 
and Professional Services practice Leader, Pierce Consulting Partners; Donna 
Zarcone, President and CEO, Economic Club of Chicago and former President, 
Harley Davidson Financial Services; and Deb DeHaas, Vice Chairman, Central 
Region, Managing Partner and Chief Inclusion Officer, Deloitte LLP 
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INSIGHTS FROM TOP WOMEN IN OTHER 
INDUSTRIES

“Early in my career, there just really were not many role 
models. And it appeared that there might be a pretty narrow 
path that you had to follow. I wanted to be able to get 
married, to have a family, to be able to have a very full and 
robust set of things that were important to me. It wasn’t 
totally clear to me from some of the women I saw ahead of me 
that they had been able to make those choices.” Deb DeHaas 

“I think I put up a lot of my own barriers. One of them was 
not even having a vision of what was possible. I never assumed 
I would be working all my life. I didn’t assume I would have a 
career, so the thought of striving for something was beyond my 
comprehension. So I sometimes wonder what might have been 
if I had begun to strive for things earlier in my career.”  
Kathryn Hayley 

“I had a ‘partner in crime’ – the general counsel was also a 
woman – and we would conspire on how we could bring an 
appreciation for diversity into the organization. We decided 
that the best way was to make a business case for diversity.” 
Donna Zarcone 

“Our women’s leadership program started out initially more 
as an entitlement program. And, you know, it just doesn’t sell. 
You’ve got to be selling the value it creates for the enterprise 
if the CEO and everyone are going to really get excited about 
why we need to have a woman’s network and organization 
within a company.” Phyllis Cochran

The AWESOME IMPACT panel at the Symposium featured a frank discussion 
with four female executives in four different fields – accounting and 
management consulting, healthcare, manufacturing, and financial services. 
They talked about their own challenges in industries where men usually held 
the top spots.
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PART IV: 
WOMEN EXPAND THEIR INFLUENCE



“We have worked our way up  
the line the hard way and 
succeeded one step at a time. 
As the saying goes, it’s lonely at 
the top, but it can be a solitary 
experience getting to the top also.”

Comment from a Symposium Attendee



“Women have achieved a greater level of success at their companies because 
they’ve been willing to take on the large projects and the tough assignments.”

“We’re beginning to realize that the skills 
and traits we’ve developed aren’t just to be 
at the top of the supply chain, but could be 
at the top of the company.” 

“Up until now, the best 
strategy seemed to try 
to be ‘one of the guys.’”

“Organizations know they need people who can connect the dots to link pieces 
together across the organization – and women can do that especially well.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Part IV: WOMEN EXPAND THEIR INFLUENCE

While Symposium participants recognized that substantial obstacles still 
confront women who aspire to excel in supply chain leadership roles, they 
expressed the view that women are making their influence felt in the industry 
in the following important ways:

Women leaders are stepping up.

Many Symposium participants expressed surprise at the number of women 
who currently have leading supply chain roles at a variety of types of 
companies and organizations. (AWESOME identified approximately 500 
between January 2013 and September 2013). Feedback at the Symposium 
reflected the view that this is the beginning of building a critical mass, which 
is considered necessary to affect real change. 

Women in supply chain are beginning to be seen as potential candidates 
for C-suite roles because the supply chain is gaining in importance for 
total enterprise strategy and outcomes.

Supply chain leadership involves successful management of cross-functional/
cross-company teams to achieve results that increasingly impact the overall 
enterprise. Leaders who develop and expand skills such as big-picture 
thinking, collaborative team-building, and attention to detail are building 
capabilities they can utilize in future roles. 

Women are gaining confidence in their own strengths.

Appreciation for skills such as collaboration, communication, and team 
building are helping women gain respect among their peers. In fact, some 
respondents felt that men are observing these differences and accepting the 
idea that they can improve their own leadership skills by modeling qualities 
such as “less talking, more listening.” 

Also, as the field grows in scope and prestige, the best university programs 
are supporting that growth and helping build the business skills of their 
supply chain students – with practical things like interviewing skills and the 
clear ‘elevator speech.’

(continued on page 39)
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“The fact that a woman finally was recognized by CSCMP for the 
Distinguished Service Award is an important step forward. It took 47 years…
but that’s the reality we’re dealing with.”

“Until now, it seems most women had 
their hands full navigating their own way 
through this traditionally male field. But 
now we’re getting the chance to lift our 
heads up and see who else and what else 
is out there.”

“We’re starting to be there and be connected.”

“We need to start reaching 
out to girls as young as 8th 
grade because that’s when 
they start to envision what 
their career will be. And then 
we need to stay with them.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Women are becoming more visible in the industry.

Once nearly invisible in the field of supply chain management, women 
are now beginning to take on more prominent, high-profile roles. More 
women are speakers, discussion leaders, or panelists at conferences and 
other industry events; the topic of women and their leadership is more 
commonly part of meeting agendas; industry publications are including 
articles written by or about women; and awards or other avenues of 
recognition are increasingly highlighting women’s achievements.

Women are taking the time to network and get connected.

Based on the recognition that networking is critical to career advancement, 
AWESOME and other groups are incorporating networking as a main goal 
of the organization. At the individual level, respondents felt that women are 
now in a better position to ask for and receive c-level support for attending 
conferences, speaking at conferences, etc. which affords more opportunity 
for connecting with other supply chain professionals.

Respondents also said that women are becoming more intentional about 
networks and working across organizations. Once focused solely on their 
immediate responsibilities within their companies, women are paying 
greater regard to the value of industry-wide relationships.

Current leaders are supporting the effort to bring young women into  
the field.

Among Symposium participants, there was general recognition that the 
interest in supply chain as a career needs to start even before young 
women make college choices. According to many who participated in the 
Symposium, one obstacle for young women is that they often aren’t aware 
of supply chain as a career choice, don’t have an accurate vision of what 
that path would be, and start late in developing the skills they’ll need. 
Connecting with universities to be mentors or to participate in career fairs 
or class programs is seen as being essential to expanding interest in supply 
chain management as a career.

(continued on page 41)
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“There are so many intricate details 
in an integrated global supply 
chain and I think women bring a 
different perspective because they 
notice so much more. And there’s 
such interaction between people. 
If you’re shipping something from 
China, you’re involving customs 
companies, transportation companies, 
manufacturing — there’s this whole 
element of tying it together — and 
women are skilled at relationships.”

“Programs such as the 
AWESOME Symposium where 
women exchanged ideas about 
what works are extremely 
helpful and shorten the 
learning curve.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Women are creating or becoming involved in leadership development 
programs at their own companies. 

At the AWESOME Symposium on May 9, 2013, one of the sessions focused 
on developing leaders at the company level. Several speakers represented 
fields such as banking and consulting where concentrated efforts at 
opening opportunities for women began several decades ago. Participants 
expressed high interest in sharing information about best practices. There 
is also enthusiasm around mentoring and sponsorship programs and 
participants requested more discussions about these areas in the future. 

Women are paying attention to the structure and culture of their 
organizations and effecting changes that address women’s needs.

Respondents expressed understanding that the supply chain industry 
was originally structured by men for men. With an increasing number 
of women in the field, there is still some discomfort with some of the 
policies and conditions to which women are expected to conform. In 
some instances, women leaders are driving their companies to adapt and 
improve their culture in ways that benefit both men and women, such as 
eliminating silos and encouraging collaboration. It is felt that women thrive 
in this type of environment. Other efforts are aimed at changing human 
resource policies related to child care, flexible schedules, and working 
remotely.
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PART V: 
CHANGES IN THE TALENT

PIPELINE



“We need to help women 
realize that they can 
be leaders at all levels 

throughout their careers. 
It’s not just reaching 

the top – 

 leadership is a journey.”

Feedback from “My Thoughts 
and Suggestions,”
AWESOME Symposium



Challenges Faced by Today’s Young Women

The following circumstances were seen as obstacles that 
young women must deal with as they advance their careers 
in the current environment:

• Overall economic uncertainty

• Challenging job market

• School debt

• Need to manage international opportunities

• Need to be current with all technology

• Facing a “faster always” environment with increased 
need to master a much faster, steeper learning curve

• Higher expectations

• Need to differentiate themselves among competitive 
peer set

• Discrimination that might be more subtle and be more 
difficult to identify and manage

Respondents also pointed out that women still face the 
challenge of work/life balance but with higher career 
aspirations and still no great solutions. There is still 
great disparity among companies in their attitude toward 
women. Frequently, there are professional development 
opportunities at the entry level and at the senior level 
but nothing in between. Even when there is an organized 
development program, it may be intensive and add another 
element to balance and manage.

“Sixty percent of college students are women today which means 
we have a bigger, greater opportunity in the future and an 
obligation to pave the way for these women.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Part V: CHANGES IN THE TALENT PIPELINE

Consensus among Symposium participants is that the number of young 
women entering supply chain careers is increasing.

Developing Leaders at the University Level
Symposium participants see the increasing numbers of young women 
enrolled in university supply chain management programs – and related 
degrees – as especially positive. The focus on STEM has encouraged 
young woman to be more open-minded about career choices. Yet, many 
expressed concern that supply chain programs are at a disadvantage 
because career paths in this profession are not as visible or as clearly 
defined as some other fields are. 

They offered the following suggestions for helping young women envision 
and prepare for supply chain leadership:

• Expose young women to opportunities for meaningful careers in 
the industry. Some of the ways this could be accomplished are to 
have professionals speak at or participate in school programs (college 
fairs, forums, etc.), include students in industry conferences and other 
events, and create opportunities for students to “shadow” or observe 
successful women in supply chain roles.

• Help universities develop course work that is relevant and valued 
by industry. Participants expressed the desire to collaborate with 
educators to make sure women who complete these degrees are fully 
prepared to meet leadership expectations.

• Use the senior executive network as an aid to recruiting and 
placement. Once the network is established, it can be effectively 
used to identify young women with high potential and help find 
positions that meet their abilities and are aligned with their career 
goals. 

• Provide internships and scholarships. The goal of these programs 
would be to introduce young women at a younger age to the real-life 
possibilities of various types of supply chain roles and to help them 
gain actual experience. 

• Help young women develop skills identified as being critical to future 
supply chain leaders. As with the effort to develop the best curriculum, 
future leaders should acquire business skills and knowledge along with 
their technical expertise.
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“I think a lot of the challenges that we face for developing women are not 
that different from what we’ll need to be doing to be developing young men. 
I think it’s about..how do we give young people in general very good paths 
that keep them engaged in their careers as they move throughout their life 
cycle. How do we provide the right opportunities at the right time that let 
people live their lives in a very positive and productive way and keep them 
engaged in their career progression at the same time?”

“In my mind, there’s a real distinction between mentoring 
a young woman and sponsoring – really actively getting 
to know her career objectives, her goals and creating the 
environment where we can showcase that talent. As a 
sponsor, it’s a time commitment, you almost have to take 
a lean approach and carve out time to really develop your 
organization and specifically provide those sponsorship 
opportunities for people.”

VIGNETTES OF WISDOM
Left to right: Alex Marren, SVP, Network Operations and United 
Express, United Airlines; Allegra Biery, SVP, Northern Trust; and 
Bola Delano, Deputy Director, Planning & Programming, Illinois 
Department of Transportation

These representatives 
of organizations, who 
have well-established 
leadership development 
programs, spoke at the 
Symposium.

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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Developing Leaders at the Company Level
Symposium participants stressed the importance of developing young women 
through programs at their companies. Representatives of organizations with 
well established leadership development initiatives advised that gaining the 
support of top management is critical to success. Two other key elements of 
effective initiatives are mentoring programs and sponsor relationships. The 
mentor’s role is seen as providing honest discussion and counsel related to 
the protégé’s career questions and issues. The sponsor’s role is to proactively 
advocate for the young leader, identifying and facilitating experiences that 
expand skills and put the young leader in a position to demonstrate and 
strengthen her competence and confidence. It was noted that having a male 
mentor and/or sponsor provides the benefit of connecting with a seasoned 
leader who is most likely to have credibility and connections, whereas having 
a female mentor and/or sponsor means also having close ties with a role 
model.

Feedback from the Symposium indicated that industry-wide attention to 
emerging leaders is also important, with the network of senior executives 
being able to offer experiences and opportunities that weren’t available to 
them in their own careers. The following actions were suggested: 

• Provide role models by increasing the visibility of successful female 
leaders

• Foster interaction by involving younger women in events, such as the 
AWESOME Symposium. 

• Exchange ideas and best practices regarding internal leadership 
development programs

• Provide opportunities for conversations about navigating through the 
industry, future career planning, work/life balance, etc.

• Sponsor industry-specific training and workshops

• Develop mentoring programs

• Organize sponsor relationships

• Provide internships and scholarships through which emerging leaders 
can expand and improve their skills.

47



PART VI: 
THE NEW DRIVE FOR 

WOMEN’S SUPPLY CHAIN LEADERSHIP



“Too often when women go 
into a new role, they figure 
that they have to be heads 
down, at the desk, get the 
work done. But one of the 
most important things you 
can do is build relationships.”

Donna Zarcone, President and CEO, 
The Economic Club of Chicago, 
Symposium panelist



“I’m interested in discovering how to turn the ship around and improve female 
development in the supply chain field.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:

“I’m passionate about advancing women.”

“As a leader in my company, I 
hope to learn about steps I need to 
undertake to empower more women 
to be leaders at my company.”

“I believe as we find ways to pool our 
resources and develop up-and-coming 
women, we’re also going to be inspired 
to re-charge our own careers.”

“Getting women leaders together is more than conversation – although that’s 
an important part – it’s finding out how we can work together in our field, 
solve problems, share innovative ideas, develop joint ventures.”
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Part VI: THE NEW DRIVE FOR WOMEN’S  
SUPPLY CHAIN LEADERSHIP

Feedback from the AWESOME Symposium consistently stressed that one of 
the main benefits AWESOME could bring to the industry’s current and future 
women leaders is a strong, active network. They cited one of the biggest 
obstacles to career advancement in the supply chain field as being the lack 
of such a network. 

Respondents would like the network to bring women leaders together 
regularly – in both formal and informal ways – and to foster activities that 
help women work together toward common goals. There is strong support 
for this type of collaboration, in addition to other steps identified as enabling 
women to achieve and to succeed in more elevated leadership roles. 

When participants were asked what they hope to gain from a network of 
supply chain women, the following were named frequently:

• Relationships and connections: expanding their base of friends, 
colleagues, and peers. Many said they hope to build a more extensive 
list of contacts.

• Common experiences: Participants expressed the view that women 
in this network would be “like-minded” and would be able to talk 
about how they had approached various situations or solved certain 
problems. 

• Opportunity for collaboration and joint projects: Respondents hope 
to be able to pool knowledge, experience and resources to take on 
joint ventures – business-related and otherwise. 

• Learnings: Numerous comments focused on gaining a deeper 
understanding of the supply chain, benefitting from insights into 
innovations and changes in the industry.

• Opportunity to “give back” and help other women advance: 
Respondents see a network as being a “clearinghouse” for good ideas 
and best practices they can take back to implement at their own 
organizations.
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“There is no substitute for competence. You can’t argue with 
excellence. It doesn’t matter what you’re in – if somebody is excellent 
at something they will rise. It just happens. It’s about creating an 
environment where it’s not acceptable to have somebody who’s less 
competent just because that person is a man.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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“I think that any leader in any company has to reach down and 
find the most intelligent, the most capable person in a particular 
role. And, as a leader, if you can do that and that’s a woman, it 
will change the culture.”

“Changing a company from one that is built on fear or built on 
command and control to one that is based on competence and 
intelligence is not easy. When you think about a company moving 
from male dominated to one where women’s leadership is recognized 
and valued, I think you have to have a breakthrough event and you 
have to have a breakthrough leader.”
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How can key obstacles be addressed? 
With senior-level women in the supply chain field eager to work together to 
advance women’s leadership, Symposium participants were asked to propose 
ways in which obstacles can be overcome.

The following represent the ideas named most often:

• Expand professional networking, such as through AWESOME. The 
network provides the foundation for many other actions that can be 
initiated.

• Develop realistic, pragmatic steps to address the obstacles and support 
each other in the effort.

• Use combined strengths to find business solutions. The opportunity to 
share ideas and learn from each other is seen as a valuable resource for 
women who already hold leadership positions in their companies. 

• Increase visibility of women at the top of the supply chain - internally 
and externally – for the purpose of counteracting stereotypes and 
increasing recognition of women’s abilities, strengths, and leadership 
styles.

• Facilitate and supplement programs, seminars, classes, etc. that help 
women expand and improve skills – at all phases of their careers.

• Promote ideas that can help women expand their influence and 
improve the woman-friendly culture in their own company.

• Improve the talent pipeline by reaching out to girls before they enter 
college and keep interacting during college years.

• Create forums where young women and more experienced women talk 
about the challenges and brainstorm solutions.

• Encourage women to be imaginative and fearless in exploring new 
collaborations. 
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PART VII: 
NOW AND FUTURE



“Today, the supply chain is about 
orchestration and leadership and 
change management. Enter the 
orchestrators - the women who 
embrace change and who are 
ready to lead.”
Ann Drake, CEO, DSC Logistics, 
AWESOME Founder
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Part VII: NOW AND FUTURE

Is now the time? Symposium participants were asked if now is the right 
time to focus on promoting women’s supply chain leadership. In addition to 
responses that it’s “past time,” it’s “always time,” or “yesterday was the time,” 
two main factors were frequently cited as showing that now is the right time:

• Women are gaining ground in all aspects of leadership (including 
government and business) so there’s greater visibility and support for 
diversity. Related to this, the growing body of evidence shows that 
companies who develop and utilize the full potential of women as 
members of top management are more successful.

• The skills and leadership qualities needed to excel in supply chain 
roles are changing, and are well-matched with strengths women tend 
to possess. As the role of supply chain leaders becomes more strategic 
and takes on a broader, more collaborative focus, women’s skills in 
team building, relationship management, multi-tasking, problem-
solving, and communication are valued more.

Other reasons making now the right time for women’s leadership initiatives 
include:

• As the economy continues to recover, more positions will open at all 
levels.

• More women are now in senior level positions and can spearhead 
efforts as well as serve as mentors and role models.

• With more females in executive positions at manufacturing and retail 
companies, consultants and service providers have a greater incentive 
to reflect that diversity among their own executives.

• Technology has allowed more flexibility in the way people work and 
helps women balance family and career.

• The current generation of future leaders doesn’t have the same male/
female issues so there is likely to be more openness to leaders of both 
genders.

• The pool of talented women is increasing as more women choose non-
traditional college degrees and career paths.
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“Leadership can have many definitions. We can help by sharing a variety 
of examples of what successful supply chain leadership looks like.”

“By improving networking – we 
do more than just encourage 
connections. We facilitate learning 
and growing. We need to continue to 
inspire women to their full potential 
and execute on the responsibility 
to develop other women, ‘jump’ on 
potential when we see it, and create 
an environment that maximizes 
diverse contributions.”

“We could make a remarkable 
difference if we’d lobby 
senior management at our 
companies to include supply 
chain in management rotations 
and promote supply chain 
management within our 
companies as a priority – and 
demonstrate how it can affect 
top line and P&L.”

WORDS OF WISDOM:
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What needs to happen to change the future of women’s 
supply chain leadership?
People throughout the industry need to see the value women bring – with 
their unique abilities and their different perspective. Symposium participants 
expressed the view that this is likely to happen one relationship at a time; how-
ever, as a collective group, women can work together to raise the awareness 
of the field’s most senior, most successful female executives. It is believed that 
greater visibility will have significant impact in at least two important ways: It 
will change stereotypes that work against women and it will provide models of 
leadership that other women can emulate.

The following additional changes were named as being essential to changing the 
paradigm of women’s supply chain leadership:

• Senior women can provide support, encouragement and inspiration to 
each other in ways that no one else can. Women who connect with each 
other should look for opportunities to collaborate in a variety of ways, 
extending to their businesses and beyond.

• Senior women have a responsibility to mentor, sponsor, and coach young-
er women in their careers. Symposium participants expressed commitment 
to making the industry more open to women than it was when they were 
building their careers. There needs to be conversation around an hon-
est assessment of the potential leaders’ goals, attributes, and challenges, 
including work/life balance.

• Collective knowledge from events such as the AWESOME Symposium 
needs to be transferred to those who didn’t attend – including male lead-
ers. 

• Senior women need to convince their companies to sponsor women and 
give them jobs, roles, and projects through which they can expand and 
demonstrate their skills – and then to promote those women as a result of 
their successful performance.

• Women need to be aware of issues in their own organizations and ask the 
relevant questions: Is the structure of the company operating against the 
realities of women? Can changes be made to reduce the conflict between 
work and family responsibilities, while still utilizing the full potential of 
women in important roles? 

• Executives need to continue to educate top management about the contri-
bution of the supply chain to overall business success. Many people who 
lead other areas of a company don’t really understand the practice, and it 
is believed, as the interest in supply chain management grows, leadership 
opportunities will increase, giving women the chance to realize their full 
potential. 
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Ann Drake, at the 2012 CSCMP Global Conference, 
after becoming the first woman to receive the 
Distinguished Service Award, established in 1965.

A MESSAGE FROM ANN DRAKE,
FOUNDER OF AWESOME

The impetus for founding AWESOME is really the result of a convergence 
of experiences…accumulated memories of years and years of being the 
only – or one of the only – woman at supply chain meetings…recent 
awakenings through exposure to networks of successful women in other 
businesses…and the profound hope that my four granddaughters and 
others of their generation will be able to excel and thrive in whatever 
career they choose.

To borrow from that saying, “Build it and they will come,” – we launched 
it (the AWESOME leadership initiative) and they came. From a quickly 
compiled database of nearly 400 senior executives, we gathered more than 
200 outstanding women for one AWESOME day in Chicago in May. We 
promised to share the collected wisdom from that day, and this report is 
the fulfillment of that promise. 

The belief that now is the time to transform the future of women’s supply 
chain leadership arises from a convergence as well – what I like to think 
of as a “vortex of opportunity.” There are several key factors in play: 
The momentum and visibility women’s leadership is gaining on many 
fronts…the fact that our industry is finally beginning to admit we’re 
lagging behind…the changes in our field that make communication and 
collaboration absolutely critical…and the building of a “critical mass” 
of female supply chain leaders who, despite obstacles and odds, have 
managed to make it to the top. We have rigorously explored the power of 
the individual – now it’s time to realize the power of the ALL!

61



Additional Articles on Women’s Leadership

“The Sponsor Effect: Breaking Through the Glass Ceiling”
Harvard Business Review, December 2010

“Closing the Gap”
The Economist, November 26, 2011

“Lego is for Girls”
Bloomberg Businessweek, December 25, 2011

“Even the Leadership Playing Field”
Chief Learning Officer, February 8, 2013

“When I Hire You, I’m Hiring your Mentors/Judgment”
New York Times, March 16, 2013

“Manufacturing Is Not for Women”
Crain’s Chicago Business, April 13, 2013 

“12 Things Successful Women Do Differently”
The Huffington Post, August 26, 2013

“Women Rising: The Unseen Barriers”
Harvard Business Review, September 2013
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