
Written by Dominik Lösch and Robin Graf 

 

Level of awareness based on crypto 

The theory of blockchains and the basic con-

cept was developed in the 90’s.1 The trend 

in our days mainly comes up because of the 

crypto hype. Currencies like Bitcoin and Eth-

erum are based on this theory. In this case 

smart contracts are indispensable. They en-

able automatic processes along the block-

chain. In the first step some conditions of 

two or more parties must be set. If they are 

fulfilled, a defined goal takes place. Through 

this there is a way to finish an agreement 

without doing something at the end. These 

steps are presented in a form of blocks in 

the blockchain. It’s divided into creation, de-

ployment, execution and completion. For 

these methods program languages are 

needed. So, they must be programmed on 

virtual machines or docker containers. 

 
1 Cf. Zheng et al. (2021), p. 4-11. 

 

Limitation and improvement 

To guarantee a smooth process an opera-

tional maintenance is helpful to counteract 

difficulties. The complexity of smart con-

tracts requires quality assurance. It tries to 

keep the quality level which is hard because 

of the restricted scope for action. Through 

the fact that bugs exist in this connection, it 

is possible at any time that mistakes can still 

occur. Methods in machine learning can be 

programmed to find and solve these prob-

lems in an automatic way. In addition, smart 

contracts are not possible in the same way 

for every blockchain model.2 The transac-

tions in the supply chain finance processes 

are still mostly paper based.3 Smart con-

tracts enable a faster and digitized way. Be-

cause of the manual actions there are more 

sources for an error. The method transfers 

an independence of invoices through a 

2 Cf. Panda et al. (2021), p. 6 f. 
3 Cf. Schütte et al. (2017), p. 19. 

Are smart contracts and blockchains the    

future in SCM? 

Figure 1: The life cycle of smart contracts 

Source: Own illustration based on Zheng et al. (2021), p. 7. 



 
 

 

simpler and safer way. In our opinion there 

is a huge potential in smart contracts. Not 

optimized and slow processes based on pa-

per shouldn’t be the state of the art. Though 

the big advantage must be used in practice. 

The introduction of blockchains can be lav-

ish, but worth it in the end. 

Required blockchain readiness for suc-

cess 

In order to implement a blockchain, the fol-

lowing points should already apply: several 

parties already share data with each other 

and keep it up to date. Within the network, 

the processes build on each other, the 

shared data has to be correct and complete 

for the downstream processes. Further-

more, there are intermediaries within the 

processes that slow them down. As pro-

cesses are time-dependent, all involved par-

ticipants are mutually dependent alongside 

the process chain.4 If these factors are given, 

the use of a blockchain makes sense and 

creates value as intermediaries become ob-

solete through the use of the blockchain, 

leading to a cost reduction by reducing the 

complexity. 

The partnership of Maersk and IBM – the 

blockchain as corporate success 

We believe that the acceptance for “future 

trends” lies in practical success stories. 

Therefore, we want to give a brief overview 

of the partnership of two key players in the 

logistics industry using the profit of smart 

contracts. IBM, being specialized in software 

services, provides the blockchain that is 

 
4 Cf. PwC Solutions GmbH (2020), p. 7. 
5 Cf. N.U. (2020) 

necessary for reliable data exchange and 

cross-border workflow. Whereas Maersk, 

the world’s biggest container shipping com-

pany, is the main profiteer.5 Their main busi-

ness – dealing with shipping containers 

around the globe, is prone to delays due to 

missing data. By using the IBM blockchain 

technology, Maersk is able to gather all par-

ties on a platform, where the information 

flow takes place and the necessary trans-

parency can be established as all involved 

partners contribute to a shared view. The 

criticism you may spot at first glance – the 

violation of details concerning the container 

content itself, are limited by restricting the 

access to the data for certain parties along-

side the blockchain. By gathering the most 

important information’s such as: the in-

volved shipper, the used shipping line of the 

freight forwarder, port and the containers 

estimated arrival date and time.6 It is im-

portant to mention, that the biggest “time 

killer” for a shipping process, the transpor-

tation and custom authorities are also a part 

of the platform. We believe that enabling 

them to gain access to needed data speeds 

up the shipping process drastically – one of 

the main reasons this strategic partnership 

ended up building the TradeLense ecosys-

tem. Over a 12-month trail, the main oppor-

tunities for delay prevention were found in 

the reduction in the total transit time by re-

ducing the need for answering operational 

questions e.g., via mail. The smart contracts 

used in the ecosystem can provide real time 

data, allowing to spot where the container is 

at.7 However, we strongly believe that one 

of the biggest challenges lies in an 

6 Cf. White (2018) 
7 Cf. N.U. (2018) 



 
 

 

ecosystem that satisfies the needs of all par-

ticipants without getting to complex. 

Blockchains and smart contracts for 

everyone? 

Many companies do not have the necessary 

resources to implement blockchain pro-

cesses. This involves a great deal of incorpo-

ration into their own structures. Lack of per-

sonnel and capital reflects the main causes 

for the poor progress of blockchain imple-

mentation. From our point of view, people 

additionally represent the main problem for 

an error-free implementation. In practice, 

even typing errors lead to an incorrect entry 

in the blockchain, which can no longer be 

changed. An unattractive interface is not 

helpful in minimizing these sources of error. 

Blockchains and smart contracts are not uti-

lized at their full potential by now. However, 

we would argue it is a future trend that 

won’t disappear and bring huge benefits to 

companies. 

We hereby allow Carola Schulz to publish 

this article on her HHN webpage. 
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