
If you cannot make a  
clear connection to  
a topic in the exam  
content manual, you  
may need to approach  
the question from a  
different angle. 

Mindful and Aware
One company’s (Puget) Sound sustainability 
initiatives

The Pacific Northwest is a beautiful place. The combination of forests, 
snow-capped mountains, and water provides year-round opportunities for 
people to enjoy the outside—as long as a little misty rain doesn’t stop you.  
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To comment on this article, send  
a message to feedback@apics.org.

Ask 
APICS

By Jonathan Thatcher, CSCP

Send APICS your operations or supply chain 
management questions to askapics@apics.org.

Getting to the Bottom 
of It
To conquer certification exams, think like  
a detective

Reader C.S. writes, “I have taken the Strategic Management of Resources 
(SMR) exam twice without passing, although I have gotten close to the 
passing score. My main problem is many questions seem to have two or 
more right answers. How do I determine the correct one?”

First, it’s important to note that SMR 
stands apart from the other Certified in 
Production and Inventory Management 
(CPIM) exams as it is a synthesis exam, 
demanding the ability to integrate 
all concepts in CPIM. Mastery-level 
certification exams require knowing not 
only what is right, but what is wrong 
and why. This is especially critical 
in the SMR exam, because strategic 
analysis takes a big-picture perspective. 
It examines what is present, what is 
hidden or missing, and the role of cause 
and effect in decision making—specifi-
cally with regards to facilities, the sup-
ply chain, information technology, and 
organizational design. 

Once you complete the SMR course-
work and have read the associated 
sources and references, it may seem 
there is nothing more to learn. But put 
on your detective’s hat and perform the 
following steps to see what you might 
have missed.

Master the terms and definitions. 
This means more than simple memori-
zation. Know the distinctions between 
definitions, why those distinctions exist, 
and the situations that require those 
distinctions. A good way to tell if you’ve 
reached this level is by explaining the 
terms and definitions to a novice.  
Can you convey the nuances in simple  
language and explain why they exist?

Put learning into practice. Support 
your study with hands-on activities. 

For SMR, this means case studies, 
simulations, and game theory. The MIT 
Forum for Supply Chain Innovation 
offers a free, online “Beer Game” to  
help with supply chain game theory. 

Replay the challenges that you  
or your organization faced. Draw  

on your professional experience to 
make connections to the material.  
What strategies were in effect at the 
time? Did they work well? Did execu-
tion of strategy occur as planned?  
What would you change and why?  
Also, play the role of consultant, treat-
ing your challenges as the customer. 
Can you solve all the problems with  
the ability of a skilled consultant?

Find and read strategy manage-
ment articles—in particular, those that 
bring up weaknesses or flaws in com-
mon business practice. Find areas to 

incorporate your study knowledge. Is  
the article missing content that SMR  
demands? Where is the article right 
or wrong? See http://blogs.hbr.org/
hmu/2009/03/four-fatal-flaws-of- 
strategic.html for a good example of  
an article to begin your exploration.

Strategic thought can be likened to 
creating a story of processes, decisions, 
outcomes, and cause and effect. If  
strategy seeks a specific outcome, and  
that outcome occurs, what will the  
environment look like then? You also  
must question the basis of your assump-
tions. If you cannot make a clear connec-
tion to a topic in the exam content  
manual, you may need to approach  
the question from a different angle.

Sharpen your exception logic
If you were writing mastery-level  
exam questions and answers, how  
would you write the incorrect choices?  
Use methods such as the following: 
•	 “That would be correct, except for …” 
•	 “It’s almost right, but the problem is …” 
•	 “This doesn’t work as intended because …” 
•	 “This looks complete, but it’s missing …”
•	 “It’s on its way to being correct, but …”

During the exam, stay within the scope 
of each question and answer choice.  
Avoid forcing unsupported external  
presumptions into the question. Use  
exception logic to identify the property  
in the single best answer. For example, 
maybe the right answer is more consis- 
tent in its best practices approach. Or it 
may require dependencies that rule out 
less-than-best practices. 

The SMR exam rewards actual experi-
ence and hands-on practice that simulates 
experience. The exam demands the ability 
to attentively grasp each question in its 
entire scope and apply exception logic to 
each answer choice. Only the right answer 
will survive the power of superior logic. 

Jonathan Thatcher, CSCP, is director of  
research for the APICS professional 
development division. He may be contacted  
at askapics@apics.org.

Building 
Blocks

By John P. Collins, CFPIM, CSCP, and Eric P. Jack, PhD, CFPIM, CSCP

The diverse wildlife on Puget Sound 
is amazing. Where else can you see 
signs that caution you of otter crossings 
and be alerted via text messages of daily  
orca sightings? The area also is rich with 
a history related to Native Americans, 
many of whom still fish these waters. 
Salmon are considered by many as a 
treasure that must be nurtured and pro-
tected—before eventually being eaten. 

Awareness of past excess guides an 
enforcement of environmental codes 
that is one of the strictest in the country. 
There are approximately 3.5 million 
people living here, many of whom are 
highly environmentally aware and insist 
that work done in the area is performed 
responsibly in order to protect the land, 
the air, and the water. As such, busi-
nesses in the Pacific Northwest must be 
environmentally accountable.

One manufacturer, on Whidbey  
Island north of Seattle, has particularly 
sensitive sustainability issues. Because of 
its proximity to the water, the likelihood 
of pollutants escaping from the work 
site is high. The island where it is located 
is home to a divergent population that 
includes retirees, artists, and working 
families–and many of them care strongly 
about protecting the environment. 

In response, this manufacturer chose a 
balanced approach in order to achieve its 
business goals while considering environ-
mental impact. For example, company 
leaders there strive to be 
•	 good neighbors, aware of the noises 

and smells that come from an active 
industrial work site

•	 good islanders, working to protect the 
water that surrounds their facilities

•	 good employers, providing employees 
with a safe workplace and competi-
tive pay

•	 good stewards of investors’ money, 
aiming to generate an acceptable 
return by operating cost effectively 
and profitably.
This evenhanded strategy is most 

evident in the manufacturer’s efforts 
to protect the sound from pollutants, 
particularly copper. Copper is fairly 
prevalent, collecting on city streets  
from rain and cars. In fact, the copper 
content just from runoff of those streets 
is 10-to-12 parts per billion. 

The problem is, copper in water is 
harmful to some fish, especially baby 
salmon. Thus, the business must take 
into consideration its several acres, 
which accumulate a lot of rain water, 
plus considerable work done on and 
with metal. There is clear opportunity 
for copper to get mixed into the rainwa-
ter, and this obviously is undesirable.

The Washington State Department  
of Ecology says that no more than 
5.8 parts per billion of copper can be 
discharged to the sound. This mandate 
is half the amount that is in normal 
runoff and one of the most restrictive 
copper limits imposed anywhere in the 
United States. Through a combination 
of filtration processes and best prac-
tices management, this manufacturer 
regularly discharges its runoff to the 
sound with copper content of 3.0 parts 
per billion or less.

Achieving that goal wasn’t easy;  
nor was it inexpensive. The operations 
people had to look at each of their 
manufacturing processes carefully and 
fine-tune them with extreme precision. 
Interestingly, this rexamination is simi-
lar to what many companies experience 
as they work to become lean. 

Businesses face many challenges—
especially in economic downturns 
like the one we are experiencing now. 
The pressure to reduce costs, be more 

competitive, and protect our fragile 
environment can be consuming. As 
operational professionals, it is up to  
us to figure out how to balance all of 
these demands. Does your business take 
a balanced approach to sustainability?

John P. Collins, CFPIM, CSCP, is chief 

executive officer for Nichols Brothers  

Boat Builders. He may be contacted at 

johnc@nicholsboats.com.

Eric P. Jack, PhD, CFPIM, CSCP, is  

associate dean at the University of 

Alabama–Birmingham. He may be 

contacted at ejack@uab.edu.
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