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THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY1 

SURVEY OF CAREER PATTERNS IN LOGISTICS 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

  

Every year, the Supply Chain Management Research Group at the Ohio State University conducts a survey 

to profile the career patterns of senior logistics/supply chain executives and to understand how 

organizations incorporate the functions of logistics. Data from the survey is also used to better understand 

current and future trends in logistics. The survey is sent to senior U.S. logistics and supply chain executives 

who are current members of the Council of Logistics Management.  

 

This year’s survey had five parts. Parts of the survey were dedicated to both corporate organizational and 

operational profiles, and respondent demographics.  To gauge the importance of emerging trends and 

future directions, part of the survey included some selected benchmarks for key system performance 

measures.  The survey solicited these key performance measures for both past, current and future time 

periods.  A special section on inventory cost and management practices was included in the 2003 Career 

Patterns Survey. 

  

This year's survey of Career Patterns in Logistics addresses the following questions: 

 

                                                 
1 We would like to acknowledge the assistance of Lindsey Andrukat on this research. 
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• What are the primary corporate organizational and operational profiles? 

• What are the demographics of the logistics/supply chain executives?  

• How does the chief logistics and supply chain executive of the firm view the future? 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Our results were based on the responses to a detailed four-page survey. As noted earlier, the target 

respondents of the survey were senior logistics/ supply chain executives who are members of the Council of 

Logistics Management. Surveys were mailed on an unsolicited basis in July of 2003, and of the 647 

surveys that were mailed, 64 usable surveys were returned by the cut-off date, resulting in a response rate 

of 9.95%. A total of 55 responses were received by mail and an additional 9 responses were received 

electronically from an email follow up two weeks after the original mailing.  We sincerely thank the 

respondents for their meticulous care in completing each survey.  The number of respondents to each 

question is noted (n = ) at the bottom of each figure.  In 2003,an incentive was used in an attempt to 

increase response.  The respondents were entered into a drawing for three gift certificates of $300, $200, 

and $100.  User provided pin numbers were used in the drawing to preserve anonymity.  

 

The returned survey forms were processed under total anonymity to protect sensitive information such as 

salary data. Although the total sample size might be statistically significant, results segregated into smaller 

groups, such as industry category, may be biased due to insufficient population size.  Also, because the 

identity of the respondents is unknown and because they are all members of CLM, this was not a random 

sample population. Therefore, conclusions based on the survey data may only loosely represent trends for 

entire populations, and comparisons between this year’s survey results and those of previous years may not 
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be valid.   

 

The survey is structured to explore general patterns and trends in the logistics discipline.  It is not designed 

to produce a high level of precision in the output.  The data in the report are self-reported and the variables 

are respondent defined. 

 

On the positive side the sample is carefully selected from a targeted universe that is matched to the general 

objective of the survey.  The respondents are the ranking logistics/ supply chain executives of leading firms 

and their current practices, demographics and perceptions of the future should provide valuable 

benchmarks.  

 

FINDINGS 

 

Survey respondents were asked to classify their businesses in one of eighteen industry categories including 

an “other” category.  The categories that had the greatest response rate were Food Products, 

Retail/Wholesale, Chemicals/Plastics, Automotive and Computer/Electronics. Figure 1 depicts the 

distribution of respondents by industry category.   
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Figure 1
Distribution of Respondents by Industry Group
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 64) 1

 

 

 

This year’s response was dominated by manufacturing firms (76%).  Almost one fourth of the respondents 

(24%) reported that they were merchandising firms (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2
Composition of the Sample
(Manufacturing vs. Merchandising)

Merchandising
24%

Manufacturing
76%

2Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 62)

 

              

In the 1997 survey, 95% of the respondents were male and 5% were female.  The 2003 response showed 

a male response of 91% and a female response of 9% (Figure 3). 



 

 - 6 -  

Male
91%

Female
9%

Figure 3
Composition of Sample

(By Gender)

3Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 64)

 

Annual sales or revenue were used to measure the size of the firms in which the respondents worked. 

Respondents provided sales estimates for both their specific division and the entire corporation.  Figure 4 

shows firm size based on annual sales for the whole corporation and for the respondent's division. The 

survey participants worked in corporations with median revenue of $925 million. The bottom twenty-five 

percent of the sample firms reported revenues below $400 million and the top twenty-five percent of the 

firms had revenues of $3.9 billion. For the past three years of the survey the median numbers have 

declined.  This smaller size of firm (in terms of sales revenue) could have some impact on the pattern 

identified in the remainder of the survey. 
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Figure 4
Size of the Respondent’s Firm: 

Annual Sales or Revenue
(Dollars in Millions)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns 4

 

AN ORGANIZATIONAL PROFILE 

  

Firms generally incorporate logistics into the overall corporate structure in one of four ways: as part of each 

corporate division, as a separate logistics division, as a centralized logistics staff, or as a combination of 

divisional and centralized activities. Figure 5 depicts how respondents incorporated logistics into their firms. 

Ten percent of the respondents have separate logistics divisions, 10% report logistics activities as part of a 

division and 48% report logistics functions that are centrally organized. The combined organizational format 

(i.e. staff/ line) was used by 31% of the respondents. Over the last several years, the combined 

organizational form has been the most widely used, the centralized approach to logistics organization has 

grown in importance and the number of firms reporting logistics as part of each corporate division or as a 

separate logistics division have decreased. 
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Figure 5
Organizational Structure 

Common Patterns

Other
3%

Separate 
division

8%

Centralized
48%

Each division
10%

Combination
31%

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =71)
Note: multiple responses permitted

5

 

From 1997, the composition of the respondents classified according to job title has changed significantly 

from prior years. In the 1997 Survey, 38% were managers, 30% were directors and the remaining 32% 

held vice president positions within their firms.  This year, 24% were managers, 48% were directors, and 

28% were vice-presidents.  
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Figure 6
Composition of the Sample

(By Respondent’s Job Title)

Manager
24%

Vice-President
28%

Director
48%

6Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 64)

 

The composition of the respondents when classified according to department has also changed from 

previous years.  In 1997, fewer respondents worked in logistics and more worked in distribution. In the 

1999 Survey, 52.3% of the respondents worked in logistics, 14.6% in distribution, and 12.1% in supply 

chain management. The number of respondents working in supply chain management increased, from 9% 

to 25% between 1999 and 2003.  Figure 7 depicts the proportion of respondents from each department.  

Those respondents reporting logistics as their primary department totaled 34% of the sample.  The next 

most important was supply chain (25%) followed by distribution (11%) and corporate services (12%). 
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Figure 7
Respondents’ Departments

(Percent of Respondents)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 64) 7

 

To gauge the maturity of the logistics organization, we asked when the firms had first appointed a senior 

level executive to distribution or logistics. We defined a "senior" position as one with a formal job title such 

as vice-president or general manager. Figure 8 shows the percent of respondents according to the year of 

appointment.  The figure clearly suggests that the appointment of “senior logistics executives” was a 

decision made during the decade of the 1990’s.  Almost two out of three of the respondents reporting a 

positive decision on the appointment of a senior executive in logistics/supply chain have made the 

appointment since 1995. 
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Figure 8
Year of First Appointment

(Senior Logistics Executive)

7% 7%

14%

27%

8%

37%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Before '85 1986-90 1991-95 1996-2000 2001-2002 Not yet

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 62) 8

 

AN OPERATIONAL PROFILE 

  

To measure the scope of logistics functions, each respondent was asked to identify the activities for which 

they are responsible, to estimate the degree of authority, and the time spent on each activity. The survey 

listed twelve common logistics activities and respondents could also write in additional replies. This pattern 

(Figure 9) has been fairly stable over the past five years.  The exception to this otherwise stable picture has 

been a steady increase in international and order processing/ entry in the decade of the 1990’s.  In 

general, there was a broadening of functional responsibility from transportation to warehousing during 

the 1990’s that continues through the 2003 survey findings.   
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Figure 9
Logistics Responsibilities

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns
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9

 

The “degree of authority” of the respondents over each logistics activities is shown in Figure 10.   

Figure 10
Logistics Responsibilities

(Degree of Authority)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns 10
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The time spent on each activity is shown in Figure 11. The most time (50%) was devoted to general 

management, warehousing, and traffic management. 

Figure 11
Logistics Responsibilities

(Allocation of Time)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns 11

 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

  

In this year’s survey, the largest age segment for logistics executives were 43 to 52, which made up 46% of 

all respondents.  Figure 12 shows the distribution of logistics executives by age group. 
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Figure 12
Profile of Survey Respondents 

Age of Logistics Executives
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =64) 12

Mean Age: 47.5 years

 

 

Figure 13 shows the age distribution by job title. The median age of managers, directors and vice 

presidents was 43, 48 and 53 years of age, respectively.  

Figure 13
Profile of Survey Respondents 

Age of Logistics Executives

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n = 64) 13
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As illustrated in Figure 14, 95% of all respondents held baccalaureate degrees, 45% held master's degrees, 



 

 - 15 -  

5% hold associates degrees, and 17% held professional certification from organizations such as APICS.  

The educational background of the respondents provides further evidence of the growing professional 

nature of logistics.    

Figure 14
Educational Background

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns   (n = 64) 14

95%

45%

17%

5%Associates

Certification

Graduate degree
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The proportion of respondents with graduate degrees changed dramatically over the past decades, as 

shown in Figure 15.  The reduction in the percentage of advanced degrees/ certification found in both 

Figure 14 and 15 is probably due to the number of smaller firms as noted in the earlier comment.  
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Figure 15
Trends in Advanced Degrees/ Certifications

(1980 - 2003)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns 15

* Certification % not available for 1980/85

 

 

As in previous years, the educational background of respondents with baccalaureate degrees was 

determined and most held degrees in business. Of all respondents, 40% majored in business, 11% in 

engineering, 13% in logistics, 12% in marketing and 23% in other fields. A pie chart is shown in Figure 16. 

 Note the large increase in Marketing majors (4% in 1999 to 12% in 2003) and logistics majors (11% in 

1999 to 13% in 2003).  The data suggests that there are a new generation of degreed logistics graduates 

who are making their way into the logistics executive levels of their firms.  
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Figure 16
Educational Background

(Undergraduate Major)
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5%

Other
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All others
23%

Business
40%
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11%Logistics
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Marketing
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns   (n = 64) 16

 

In the 2002 Survey, the median time that both managers and vice-presidents have worked in logistics was 

approximately twenty years, while directors worked a median of twenty-one years.  Time with current firm 

is about seven years and time in current position is four years.  Figure 17 illustrates the median logistics 

executive's experience by job title.  
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Figure 17
Logistics Executive 

Experience by Job Title
(Average Years)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =64) 17

 

Staying abreast of current trends and technology is important, and the survey asked executives to estimate 

the number of days per year spent in learning and communicating.  Figure 18 suggests that Managers and 

Directors and Vice Presidents spend 2/3 of a day per month in training.  The VP spends less time on the 

PC than either the Manager or Director.  All of the Logistics and Supply Chain Executives average over 58 

emails per day.  In reviewing PC usage, e-mail usage, and Internet access, it appears that the average 

logistics executive is well connected electronically to the workplace. 
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Figure 18
How Does the Logistics Executive Work & Learn?

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =64)  
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% Internet Access (Home) 100% 97%                   100%

% Internet Access traveling (Laptop)            80%                        87%    88%

% Internet Access traveling (PDA) 17%                        31%                     36%

% Use PDA 20% 65%                     67%

# E-Mails per Day 60 55                        60

MGR DIR VP

18

 

 

Executive compensation data, which includes salary and bonuses, is shown in Figure 19. 

 

The mean salary for managers, directors and vice presidents is $124,000, $150,000 and $200,000 

respectively.  Compared with salaries in 2002 the median salary for managers and directors increased but 

the vice presidents median salary decreased from $231,000 to $200,000.  This may be due to reduced 

bonuses for senior executives in 2003.   
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Figure 19
Executive Compensation

(Annual Salary plus Bonus)
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Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns 19

Mean:
VP: $230,712
DIR: $140,996
MGR: $97,397

 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS & TRENDS 

 

When asked if the respondents could return to school for a period of ninety days to study a curriculum of 

their choosing (figure 20), the responses were as follows: Supply Chain Integration (27%); Information 

technology/Integration (22%); International Logistics (17%); Finance Impact and Global Logistics 

10%.  It is also interesting that e-commerce (16% in 2000) fell off the chart in 2001 and did not reemerge 

in 2002 or 2003.  For the first time in the history of the survey, Finance/Financial Management did not 

appear in the top three choices for this question.   
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Figure 20
Curriculum Topics Selected by Respondents 

For 90 Days Period of Study

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =58) 20
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An open-ended question was used to collect opinions for both Figures 20 and 21.  Respondents were 

asked to identify the factors that would most influence the growth and development of the corporate 

logistics function during the next decade.  The responses to these questions were coded and classified and 

the results are shown in Figure 21.  The most influential factors in the 2001 survey were information 

technology, SCM integration, customer value, e-business, and international.  In 2002, the factors 

noted shifted to Financial Performance, SCM Integration, Global Business and Information 

Technology in order of importance.  In 2003, the change factors again shifted to a new set of priorities.  

The 2003 factors in order of priority were: Information Integration/Technology, Supply Chain Integration, 

Customer Service/Value, CPFR, and Logistics Functional Integration.  This volatility in the priority of 

primary casual factors is probably due to the volatility of the business climate over the past three years. 
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Figure 21
Factors that will Affect the 

Growth and Development of Logistics
(Over the Next Decade)

Source: 2003 OSU Career Patterns  (n =64) 21
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THE ROLE OF INVENTORY 

 

The authors choose to focus on Inventory cost and management practices as a special feature in the 2003 

Career Patterns Survey.  The reason for this choice is that inventory touches almost every part of the 

decision making process of the senior logistics/supply chain executive.  The strategic management of 

inventory becomes even more important during periods of economic volatility.  The inventory section of this 

report attempts to highlight some of the key issues in the inventory management process.  It is not an in 

depth analysis of inventory processes but rather a high level comment on important inventory issues. 

 

The basic question put to the firm was: “Do you have an inventory carrying cost?”  If you do not value 

inventory then experience suggest you will have too much inventory.  The survey suggests that 

approximately two-thirds of the respondents have an inventory carrying cost and one-third do not. (Figure 
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22)   

 

Yes

64%

No

36%

Figure 22
Do You Have An Established Inventory Carrying Cost In Your Firm?

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=61)

 

 

The thirty five respondents who reported an inventory carrying cost were asked to respond to a series of 

questions that probed for more detail on inventory cost and related information.  Eighty three percent of the 

respondents reported using a pretax inventory carrying cost and seventeen percent reported using an after 

tax inventory carrying cost (Figure 23).  The mean pre tax carrying cost applied to inventory was eighteen 

percent.  For those respondents who used an after tax number the mean cost of carrying inventory was 

reported as fourteen percent (Figure 24). 
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Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=35)

Figure 23
Do You Have An Established Inventory Carrying Cost In Your Firm?

Pre Tax V. After Tax

83%

17%

Pre Tax
After Tax

14%

18%

After Tax

Pre Tax

Figure 24
Inventory Carrying Cost 

Pre Tax V. After Tax
(Median)

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=35)

 

Almost all of the respondents that use an inventory carrying cost apply it to finished goods inventory (91%). 

 Approximately 7 out of 10 respondents apply an inventory costing number to raw materials.  A total of 6 

out of 10 respondents indicated that they apply an inventory costing number to work in progress inventory 

(Table 25).  When the respondents were asked if there was a unified management if there was a unified of 

all inventory segment , two thirds responded “yes” and one third responded “no” (Figure 26). 

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=35)

Figure 25
Inventory Carrying Cost Is Applied To: 

All Industries
(multiple responses permitted)
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71%
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Work In Progress
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Finished Goods
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Figure 26
Is There Unified Management at off Inventory Segments 

(RM,WIP, FG)?

34%

66%

Yes
No

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=32)  

The question of how executives use inventory carrying cost to make strategic decisions is at the heart of the 

inventory carrying cost issue.  In Figure 28, responses to this question are presented. 
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40%

80%
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Overall Corporate
Strategy

Customer Service

Inventory Strategy

Inventory Investment

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=35)

Figure 27
Inventory Carrying Cost Is Used To Make Strategic Decisions On:

* Multiple responses permitted

 

In Figure 28, the total respondent base (n=64) were asked to identify the three most important strategies 

that their firm uses to reduce the level of inventory in their entire supply chain (Figure 28).  The two most 

important responses to this question were “Forecasting” (20%) and “Improving Inventory Turns” (19%).  
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Other responses ranged from fourteen percent for “Replenishment/(demand driven)/QR” and “Lean 

Manufacturing-Process Reengineering” to twelve percent for “Reduce SKU’s.” 

Figure 28
What are the three most important strategies that your firm uses

to reduce the level of inventory investment in the entire SC?
(All Industries)

12%Reduce SKU’s

PercentItem 

21%Other

14%Lean mfg.-process reengineering

14%Replenishment/(demand 
driven)/QR

19%Improve Inv. Turns

20%Forecasting

Source: OSU 2003 Career Patterns (n=64)

 

There is an established literature that deals with the question of inventory carrying cost.  However, a 

significant part of the literature is tutorial in nature and advises the reader in the appropriate ways of 

determining an inventory carrying cost for their firm.  There are also a number of articles that warn the 

reader about the necessity to have a realistic inventory carrying cost.  The literature of actual practice in 

inventory costing and the application of these costs to operational or strategic decision making is rather 

sparse.  At a time when most logistics/supply chain executives are becoming increasingly concerned with 

not only their own inventory but the inventory of their supply chain partners it seemed appropriate to 

explore this topic.  Obviously, more detailed research in needed to provide detail with larger samples of 

specific industry, global and domestic inventory networks and strategic supply chain behavior.  We offer 

this explanatory effort as a set of fuzzy but important first steps along the path to more effective inventory 

management.   
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CONCLUDING NOTE 

 

The past three years have been difficult economic times for all business executives including the 

logistics/supply chain executives.  A rocky economic climate combined with global uncertainty and choppy 

chain security regulation has added a substantial level of risk to decision making during 2003.  Just-in 

time/QR, containerized freight, and other common business practices are conflicting with the need for 

security especially in cross border situations.  Flying to New York for a morning quick meeting becomes a 

more difficult decision if it entails two crowded airports and a high level of security.  Basic patterns of 

business communication are disrupted and the search for technology solutions goes on.  It is clear that the 

executive functioning in the year 2003 is “wired” to the internet and to his/her PDA laptop.  The more 

junior executives have learned how to function without a secretary and to answer their own email and even 

their own phone.  A growing number of executives are charged with managing a supply chain or reporting 

to a supply chain executive.  Suddenly, the job shifts from exclusively managing the flow of freight to also 

managing the flow of relationship. 

 

The focus of logistics/supply chain management has continued on the integration of the supply chain and the 

development and integration of the supply chain and the development and integration of technology.  

Concerns with financial management have fallen off the chart (Figure 21).  This is the first time in the past 

three decades that financial skills have not made the top three in educational needs.  It is difficult to 

understand what this decline in the importance of financial management skills means.  If could be that 

managers have developed these financial skills or that they have hired individuals with these skills.  It may 

also mean with the volatility of the business climate more productive strategies have bumped financial skills 
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off the charts. 

 

There continue to be themes that run through the 2003 Career Patterns results that suggest that challenges 

in the future will be different than challenges in the past.  The skills and experience to deal with there 

challenges will change; cross-functional change will become important along with changes in channel 

relationships.  The global uncertainty will continue at least into the near term future.  All of this change will 

likely lead to a more difficult operational, tactical, strategic planning process for the business enterprise and 

the logistics/supply chain executive.      

 

 


