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Global Supply Chain Simulation
Harvard Solution

Understanding the Global Supply Chain
Simulation Harvard Solution

In today's interconnected world, supply chains are the backbone of global commerce. Yet
they are increasingly fragile — exposed to disruptions from geopolitical tensions, pandemics,
natural disasters, and shifting consumer demands. To navigate this complexity, business
leaders and students alike turn to experiential learning tools. Among the most renowned is the
Global Supply Chain Simulation Harvard Solution, a sophisticated online simulation
developed by Harvard Business School. This article explores what this simulation entails, why
it matters, and how it equips participants with the skills to design resilient and efficient supply
chains.

What Is the Global Supply Chain Simulation
Harvard Solution?

The Global Supply Chain Simulation (GSCS) by Harvard Business Publishing is an
interactive, scenario-based learning platform. It places participants in the role of a supply
chain manager for a fictional global electronics company. The objective is to design and
manage a multi-echelon supply network that balances cost, service, and risk. Users make
decisions about supplier selection, factory locations, inventory policies, transportation modes,
and capacity expansion across multiple regions — including North America, Europe, and
Asia.

The Harvard solution refers to the model's built-in analytics and decision-support
framework that helps participants understand trade-offs and optimize performance. It goes
beyond simple spreadsheet exercises by simulating real-world volatility — demand
fluctuations, lead time variability, currency exchange risks, and supplier disruptions. The
simulation is used in MBA programs, executive education, and corporate training worldwide.

Key Features of the Simulation

Multi-echelon network design: Participants configure factories, distribution centers,
and retail channels across continents.
Dynamic demand and supply shocks: Random events mimic real-world disruptions,
forcing rapid rebalancing.
Performance metrics dashboard: Real-time feedback on total cost, customer service
level, inventory turns, and risk exposure.
Competitive multiplayer mode: Teams compete against each other, adding a



strategic dimension.
Post-simulation debrief: Instructors can compare outcomes and discuss lessons
learned.

Why the Harvard Simulation Matters for Supply
Chain Education

Traditional supply chain courses often emphasize theoretical models — EOQ, newsvendor, or
linear programming. While essential, these fail to capture the messy reality of global logistics.
The Global Supply Chain Simulation Harvard Solution bridges theory and practice by
immersing learners in a low-risk yet high-stakes environment. Participants quickly realize that
optimizing one metric (e.g., inventory cost) can harm another (e.g., service level). They learn
to make integrated decisions under uncertainty.

Furthermore, the simulation fosters systems thinking. Instead of viewing procurement,
manufacturing, and distribution as silos, participants see how each decision ripples across the
entire network. This holistic perspective is exactly what modern supply chain leaders need —
especially when dealing with complex global networks.

Core Components of the Harvard Supply Chain
Simulation

Network Design and Supplier Selection

The simulation begins with a blank slate. Participants can choose from multiple suppliers in
different countries, each with distinct cost, lead time, and reliability profiles. They decide
which factories produce which products, and where to locate distribution centers. The
Harvard model includes realistic trade-offs: low-cost Asian suppliers may have longer lead
times, while regional suppliers offer speed at a premium.

Inventory Management and Replenishment Policies

Once the network is set, participants set inventory targets, reorder points, and safety stock
levels. The simulation uses stochastic demand patterns — sometimes seasonal, sometimes
erratic. A key lesson is that inventory buffers protect against uncertainty but tie up working
capital. The Global Supply Chain Simulation Harvard Solution provides sensitivity
analysis so users can see how changing a single parameter (e.g., lead time variability) affects
total cost and service.

Transportation and Logistics Decisions

Moving goods across oceans and borders involves choices: air vs. sea freight, less-than-
container loads vs. full container loads, and third-party logistics providers. Each option has
different cost, speed, and carbon footprint implications. Participants must decide how to
allocate shipments between modes to meet customer deadlines without overspending on
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premium transport.

Capacity Planning and Expansion

As demand grows, participants may need to invest in additional factory capacity or open new
distribution centers. The simulation introduces capital expenditure constraints and payback
period calculations. Delaying expansion risks shortages; expanding too early erodes
profitability. This mimics the real-world capital allocation challenges supply chain executives
face.

Benefits of Using the Harvard Simulation
Solution

Experiential learning: Participants retain concepts better by doing rather than1.
passively listening.
Safe failure: Mistakes in the simulation cost virtual money, not real jobs — allowing2.
bold experimentation.
Collaborative problem-solving: Teams must communicate and negotiate to align on3.
strategy.
Data-driven decision making: The simulation output includes detailed analytics,4.
encouraging evidence-based choices.
Scalable for large groups: Multiple teams can run simultaneously, and the instructor5.
can customize parameters.
Industry relevance: Alumni report that simulation insights directly apply to their6.
work in procurement, logistics, and operations.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Simulation

No educational tool is perfect. Some participants find the initial learning curve steep — the
dashboard contains many metrics and controls. Others note that certain real-world
complexities (e.g., customs regulations, labor strikes, supplier quality issues) are simplified.
Additionally, the competitive multiplayer mode can incentivize short-term gaming behavior
rather than sustainable strategies. Nevertheless, the Global Supply Chain Simulation
Harvard Solution remains one of the most effective ways to teach supply chain dynamics at
scale, and instructors can adjust difficulty levels to suit audience experience.

Implementing the Simulation in Your Curriculum
or Organization

For Business Schools

Harvard Business Publishing offers the simulation as part of its online courseware. It typically
runs over 3–6 rounds, each representing a fiscal quarter. Instructors can integrate it into core
operations courses or specialized supply chain electives. Best practices include a pre-
simulation reading on supply chain fundamentals, a mid-simulation peer review session, and a



post-simulation debrief where teams present their strategies and results.

For Corporate Training

Many multinational companies use the simulation to train mid-level managers in supply chain
roles. It helps break down departmental silos — for example, procurement teams see how
sourcing decisions affect logistics costs. Companies often customize the simulation by adding
their own cost structures or product portfolios (with Harvard's permission). The shared
experience builds a common language around supply chain trade-offs.

Real-World Applications and Case Studies

While the simulation is a teaching tool, its principles mirror actual business challenges.
Consider a real example: A consumer electronics firm facing chip shortages might use the
simulation's logic to evaluate dual sourcing vs. building buffer inventory. Another case: A
retailer expanding into Southeast Asia can test different distribution hub locations —
Singapore vs. Vietnam — before committing capital. The Global Supply Chain Simulation
Harvard Solution provides a risk-free sandbox to explore such "what-if" scenarios.

Moreover, the simulation aligns with modern trends like resilient supply chains and
nearshoring. Post-pandemic, many companies are reassessing their over-reliance on single
suppliers. The Harvard simulation lets leaders quantify the cost of resilience — exactly what
boards and CFOs demand before approving strategic shifts.

Tips for Maximizing Learning Outcomes

Form diverse teams: Include people from different functions (finance, marketing,
operations) to enrich perspectives.
Set clear objectives: Decide whether to prioritize cost reduction, service excellence, or
risk minimization before starting.
Keep a decision log: Record why each decision was made; this aids debriefing and
highlights cognitive biases.
Encourage open debate: challenge assumptions about supplier reliability or demand
forecasts.
Use after-action reviews: Compare final results not just with other teams, but with a
theoretical optimal benchmark (if available).

Conclusion

The Global Supply Chain Simulation Harvard Solution is more than an educational
exercise — it is a microcosm of the real-world complexities that supply chain professionals
face daily. By blending quantitative analysis with strategic decision-making under uncertainty,
it prepares learners for the dynamic global environment. Whether you are an MBA student, a
manager transitioning into operations, or an executive seeking to sharpen your strategic lens,
this simulation offers profound insights that transcend the classroom. In an era where supply
chain resilience is a competitive advantage, mastering the trade-offs taught by the Harvard
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simulation is an investment that pays dividends for years to come.


