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Case Study: The Takashimaya Stockout at Estee
Lauder

By Keith B. Carter from his book actionable intelligence a guide to making decisions with big
data fast!

Synopsis

It's early in the first quarter, a critical sales period for Estee Lauder with Valentine's Day
approaching and Mother's Day on the horizon. Takashimaya Singapore, a premier retail
partner, places an urgent, high-volume request to increase their order for "Rebellious Rose,"
a globally popular shade from the Pure Color Lipstick line. What should be a straightforward
sales win quickly exposes the operational friction within Estee Lauder's global supply chain.
This case study examines how siloed data and a lack of real-time visibility led to a significant
missed opportunity, demonstrating the critical need for an integrated, actionable intelligence
system to manage high-stakes seasonal demand.

The Lipstick That Couldn't Ship: Estee Lauder's Billion-Dollar Blind Spot

Amelia Chen, Estee Lauder’s Head of Sales in Singapore, saw the subject line flash in her
inbox and smiled. "URGENT REQUEST: Takashimaya Order - 'Rebellious Rose'." This was
it. The call you wait for. It was early February 2025, the critical sales window between
Valentine's Day and Mother's Day, and her premier account, Takashimaya, wanted more of
their hottest product.

Mr. Sato, the department store's discerning head of beauty, was direct. Customer demand
for "Rebellious Rose" (SKU: LSTK-RD-420) was unprecedented. He needed to increase his
upcoming order by 30%, an additional 360 units. For Amelia, this was more than a sale; it
was a testament to a strong partnership and a perfect start to the quarter.

“Of course,” she thought. “Let me just confirm we can get you the stock.” She swiveled in her
chair, confident this would take no more than fifteen minutes. That confidence would soon
evaporate.

Her first check of the local inventory system was puzzling. It showed some stock, but she
had no visibility into inbound shipments or the availability at other regional distribution
centers (DCs). It was a black box. "No problem," she muttered, firing off a quick email to the
APAC logistics hub in Hong Kong. "Team, need a quick 'yes' on an extra 360 units of LSTK-
RD-420 for Takashimaya. Please confirm ASAP."
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The reply, four hours later, was not the simple confirmation she expected. It read: "Amelia,
Singapore DC stock is low. We don't have a global view. You'll need to check with the global
supply chain team in Belgium for production status." A new email address was cc'd.

And so it began. Amelia’s simple request spiraled into a cross-continental email chain. As
Singapore’s business day was ending, Belgium was just coming online. The next morning, a
response from the Belgian plant manager was waiting for her. It was polite but unhelpful,
containing only a production schedule showing that the lipstick line was running at peak
capacity to build inventory for the global Mother's Day promotions. There was no room for an
unscheduled run. The email suggested she check with the US DC for any spare finished
goods.

By now, nearly 24 hours had passed. Mr. Sato had already sent a polite follow-up. Feeling
the pressure, Amelia looped in the New York team. The response from the US was another
blow: the stock they held was under a routine quality hold and couldn't be released. Another
dead end.

After 48 hours of frantic communication, Amelia finally had the fragmented pieces of her
puzzle.

e Singapore DC: Held only 400 units, not enough to even cover Takashimaya's
original order of 1,200, let alone the increase.

e In-Transit Shipment: A key shipment with 1,500 units was on the water, but it
wouldn't arrive until February 10th, the same day the delivery was due. It was too
close for comfort.

e Belgium Plant: Had 800 units on hand but was the sole manufacturer and had no
capacity to make more until early March. Raiding that stock would jeopardize the
larger, strategic European Mother's Day launch.

e USA DC: Held 2,000 units, but they were untouchable due to the quality hold.

She stared at her screen, the scattered data points painting a grim picture. What should
have been a clear view of the global supply chain was a fog of disconnected information. Her
quick "yes" had become a torturous "l don't know."

Just then, her phone rang. It was Mr. Sato.

"Amelia, | hope you have good news for me," he said, his voice laced with an expectant
patience that was somehow more unnerving than impatience. "I have Dior and Chanel
asking for more prominent placement for their spring lines. I've held the prime space for
'Rebellious Rose,' but | need a firm commitment today."

Amelia gripped the phone. The dream sale had become a critical test of her relationship with
her most important client. A flat "no" could mean losing not just this sale, a loss of $18,000 in
immediate revenue, but also prime shelf space and future orders, potentially worth millions.
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A vague "maybe" would sound weak and noncommittal. Promising a partial shipment felt like
a consolation prize. Each option felt like a failure. She had the data, but she had no good
answer. The system hadn't just failed to give her a quick solution; it had put her in an
impossible position.

What should Amelia Chen tell Mr. Sato?

The Challenge

The urgent request from Takashimaya was for a 30% increase in their order of SKU: LSTK-
RD-420 ("Rebellious Rose"). This lipstick, manufactured in Belgium, is a top seller. The
Singapore Sales team, focused on maximizing revenue and maintaining a strong
relationship with their key account, needed an immediate "yes" or "no." However, they hit
immediate roadblocks:

e Fragmented Visibility: Sales had no direct view into the production status at the
Belgium plant or the finished goods inventory across different regional distribution
centers (DCs).

e  Complex Supply Chain: The lipstick's components come from various European
suppliers, while other key products, like the popular "Double Wear" foundation, are
manufactured in the US, creating a multi-layered global logistics network.

e Reactive Communication: The process for confirming the order reverted to a slow
and cumbersome email chain between the Singapore office, the APAC hub in Hong
Kong, and the global supply chain hubs in Belgium (for lipsticks) and New York.

Data Appendix: The Missing View

This data represents the critical information that Estee Lauder's teams needed but could not
access quickly on February 3, 2025, the day of Takashimaya's request.

Table 1: Real-time Global Inventory Dashboard

This table reveals that while there is stock globally, the inventory available to the APAC
region is dangerously low. Redirecting stock from other regions would be slow and costly,
and a key shipment is still in transit.
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Table 2: Dynamic Production Schedule & Capacity Planning

This view shows that the Belgium plant, the sole producer of the lipstick, is already running
at peak capacity to build stock for the upcoming Mother's Day promotions, leaving no
immediate room for an unscheduled production run.

Table 3: Customer Order Status & Forecast

This table underscores the high stakes. Takashimaya is a top-tier client with a history of
excellent fulfillment, making a failure to deliver on their request particularly damaging to the
relationship.

Version A: At the Moment of the Request (Feb 3, 2025)
Derivative of Buyer Tables

Version B: The Aftermath (Feb 5, 2025)

Instructions for Case Study Analysis: The Estee Lauder Opportunity
Engine

Objective: To analyze the operational failures in the Takashimaya case study and propose
a technology-driven solution that not only improves efficiency but also directly drives revenue
growth.

Follow these four steps to deconstruct the problem and build your proposal.

Step 1: Deconstruct the Case Narrative

Your first task is to thoroughly understand the business problem beyond the surface-level
details. Don't just read the story; dissect it to pinpoint the exact sources of failure.
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Identify the Key Actors and Motivations: Who are the key teams (Singapore
Sales, APAC Hub, Global Supply Chain)? What is each team's primary goal and
perspective?

Map the Communication and Process Flow: Trace the journey of Takashimaya's
request. Where did the process break down? Identify the specific delays, handoffs,
and communication gaps in the email chain.

Define the Core Failure: In one sentence, articulate the root cause of the lost sale.
Was it a data problem, a process problem, a communication problem, or a
combination of all three?

Step 2: Synthesize the Data Story

The managers in the case study saw fragmented data. Your advantage is having all three
tables in front of you. Your goal is to synthesize them into a single, cohesive story that
explains why the request was impossible to fulfill through their existing process.

Using the data provided for February 3, 2025, answer the following questions:

1.

Inventory Analysis (Table 1): Can the order for 360 additional units of LSTK-RD-
420 be fulfilled from the Singapore DC? If not, what is the total immediate shortfall for
Takashimaya's complete order (original + additional)?

Logistics Analysis (Table 1): What are the potential alternative sources of
inventory? Why are the stocks in the Belgium Plant, USA DC, and the in-transit
shipment not immediate solutions?

Production Analysis (Table 2): Why can't the Belgium plant simply produce more
lipstick to meet the demand? What is the earliest date a new production run could
even begin?

Customer Value Analysis (Table 3): Based on the data, how would you rank the
importance of the "TKA001" order? Why would losing this specific sale be more
damaging than losing an order from a different customer?

Step 3: Design an Automated Analysis Solution

Now, design a modern, automated system to replace the slow, manual email process.
Consider two technological approaches:

A) The RPA "Data Collector" Approach:
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o Robotic Process Automation (RPA) excels at automating repetitive, rules-
based tasks. Describe how an RPA "bot" could have been used in this
scenario.

o Your Task: Detail the steps the RPA bot would perform. For example:

1. Trigger: The bot activates when a sales manager flags an order as
"Urgent/High-Volume" in the system.

2. Action 1: The bot logs into the Global Inventory System to pull data for
the specified SKU (LSTK-RD-420) from all relevant DCs.

3. Action 2: The bot accesses the Production Planning software for the
Belgium plant to check the schedule and available capacity for Lipstick
Line 1.

4. Action 3: The bot aggregates this data into a pre-formatted report or
dashboard.

o What is the primary benefit of this RPA-only approach? What is its main
limitation?

e B) The Al "Decision Support" Approach:

o Artificial Intelligence (Al) goes beyond data collection to provide analysis,
simulation, and recommendations.

o Your Task: Describe how an Al model would use the data collected by the
RPA bot (or via direct API connections).

1. Analysis: How would the Al interpret the data to identify the key
constraints (inventory shortfall, no production capacity, quality holds)?

2. Simulation: What scenarios could the Al simulate? (e.g., "Calculate
the cost and delivery time of air-freighting 360 units from the Belgium
Plant vs. the potential revenue.")

3. Recommendation: What kind of output would the Al provide to the
sales manager? Instead of just raw data, the Al would offer actionable
options.

Step 4: Propose the Al-Enhanced "Opportunity Engine™

Combine your insights into a formal proposal for an "Al-Enhanced Opportunity Engine." This
system's goal is to turn urgent customer requests from a potential crisis into a confirmed sale
within minutes.

1. The Proposed Workflow: Describe how the Singapore Sales Manager's experience
would change with your proposed system.
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e (Example). The manager receives Takashimaya's request. She enters the SKU
(LSTK-RD-420) and quantity (360) into a portal and clicks "Analyze Feasibility."
Within 60 seconds, the Al engine returns a complete decision memo.

2. The Al-Generated Decision Memo: Create a sample of the memo the Al would generate
for this specific request. It should include:

Section Al-Generated Finding

Request Takashimaya (High Priority Client) requests +360 units of LSTK-RD-420

Summary for delivery by Feb 10.

Constraint Inventory: Singapore DC has a shortfall of 1,160 units for the full order.

Analysis USA stock is on quality hold. Logistics: In-transit stock arrives Feb 10,
which is the deadline. Production: No available capacity on Lipstick Line
1 until Mar 5.

Recommended Option 1 (Optimal): Partial Fulfillment
Actions
- Ship 400 units from Singapore DC immediately.
- Fulfill remaining 1,160 units on Feb 10 from in-transit shipment.
- Confidence Score: 95%
- Projected Revenue: $XX, XXX
Option 2: Expedited Fulfillment
- Air-freight 360 units from Belgium Plant stock.
- Estimated Cost: $4,500 SGD

- Impact: Reduces product margin by 15%.

- Confidence Score: 99%
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3. Quantifiable Business Benefits: Conclude your proposal by detailing the benefits,
focusing on both revenue and productivity.

e Revenue Benefits:

o

Direct Revenue Secured: Calculate the immediate revenue saved by not
losing the 360-unit sale. (Assume an average selling price of $50 SGD per
lipstick).

Customer Lifetime Value (CLV): Explain how saving the relationship with a
key partner like Takashimaya protects significant future revenue streams and
prevents them from allocating prime shelf space to competitors like Dior or
Chanel.

e Productivity & Operational Benefits:

o

o

Decision Velocity: Reduce decision time from 48+ hours to under 2 minutes.
Increased Sales Capacity: Free up sales and supply chain teams from
chasing data to focus on higher-value activities like client relations and
strategic planning.

Margin Optimization: By simulating costs (like expedited shipping), the
system enables smarter, more profitable decisions instead of just "yes/no"
answers.

Rubric for Evaluation (20 Points Total)

Step 1 — Deconstruct the Case Narrative (4 pts)

e 1 pt: Lists actors only.

e 2-3 pts: Maps claim process, identifies breakdowns.

e 4 pts: Clear, concise root cause statement linking systems, process, and
customer frustration.

Step 2 — Synthesize the Data Story (6 pts)
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1-2 pts: Uses one table in isolation.
3-4 pts: References multiple tables, shows partial links.
5 pts: Builds integrated chain from ops — costs — etc.

6 pts: Exceptional synthesis, quantifies links, highlights Enterprise results.

Step 3 — Design Automated Solution (5 pts)

considerations.

1-2 pts: Mentions automation vaguely.

3 pts: Provides concrete RPA or Al examples.
4 pts: Differentiates RPA vs. Al roles clearly.
5 pts: Proposes realistic automation + Al design with compliance

Step 4 — Propose the “Claims Command Center” (5 pts)

e 1-2 pts: Suggests generic dashboard.

e 3 pts: Provides workflow or AI memo.

e 4 pts: Links solution to measurable benefits (NPS, revenue, etc).

e 5 pts: Full vision: Well thought through

Step Criteria 1 Point 2-3 Points 4-5 Points Score
Step 1: Actors, flow, root Actors only | Flow mapped, Clear root cause linking /4
Narrative(max 4) cause some breakdowns systems, process, and
clients
Step 2: Data Integration of data | One data References multiple | Full integrated chain: /6
Story(max 06) sources only | data sources delays — costs — ...
Step 3: Solution(max | RPA vs Al design Vague Concrete steps, Clear distinction, realistic /5
5) mention partial distinction design
Step 4: Proposal(max | Workflow, Al Generic Workflow or memo | Full proposal: workflow /5
5) memo, ROI dashboard with benefits + memo + quantified
idea ROI
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Case FAQ

The Economics of Prestige Beauty

e High Margins, High Stakes

A single lipstick like "Rebellious Rose" could have a gross margin of 70-80%. This clarifies
why selling more units is critical, but also why costly actions like air-freighting are carefully
considered.

e The War for Shelf Space

Premier retailers like Takashimaya have limited physical space. Brands fight fiercely for
prominent placement (e.g., front-of-store displays, eye-level shelving). A stockout on a
popular item gives a retailer a reason to allocate that prime space to a competitor like Dior or
Chanel. Failing to fulfill an order isn't just a lost sale; it's a strategic risk that can impact sales
for months to come.

The Reality of the Global Supply Chain

e Lead Times and Logistics
o Sea Freight (Belgium to Singapore): 4-6 weeks. This is cost-effective for
planned stock replenishment but useless for an urgent request. This adds
color to why the "in-transit" shipment is only available on a specific date.
o Air Freight (Belgium to Singapore): 2—4 days. This is the expensive, fast
option.
¢ Defining the Roles of Different Facilities
o Belgium Plant: The sole manufacturing site for this lipstick line. It produces
in large batches based on global forecasts, not on-demand orders.
o Regional Distribution Centers (DCs): Like the one in the USA, these hold
bulk inventory for a specific geographic market.
o Local DCs (Singapore): Holds smaller inventory quantities ready for
immediate dispatch to local retailers.

The Underlying Technology Landscape

e The "Fragmented Systems" Reality
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The Belgium plant runs on SAP for production planning, while the regional DCs use a
separate Oracle Warehouse Management System (WMS). The sales team in Singapore
uses Salesforce. This technical fragmentation is a primary cause of the lack of visibility.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: Why is a single lipstick order for 360 additional units such a critical issue?

This request is a symptom of a larger problem: the failure to respond quickly to a high-
priority client. In the prestige beauty market, responsiveness and reliability are key to
maintaining strong retail partnerships. Losing this sale could damage the relationship with
Takashimaya, jeopardizing millions in future revenue and prime shelf space.

Q2: The case mentions the USA DC stock is on "Quality Hold." What does that mean and
why can't they use it?

A "Quality Hold" is a standard operational procedure where inventory is physically in the
warehouse but cannot be shipped or sold. This can be for various reasons, like routine batch
testing or packaging checks. For the Singapore sales team, this stock is effectively
unavailable for their urgent request.

Q3: This seems like a simple problem. Couldn't the sales manager just call the plant
manager in Belgium?

This is the "reactive communication" process that failed them. While a call could be made,
the plant manager would likely only see their production schedule. They would not have real-
time visibility into available inventory in other DCs, the status of in-transit shipments, or the
strategic value of the Takashimaya account. The problem requires synthesizing data from
multiple sources, which is why a simple phone call or email chain is slow and often leads to
an incomplete answer.

Q4: The proposed Al Decision Memo suggests air-freighting the stock for $4,500 SGD.
Where does a number like that come from?

A sophisticated Al system would be integrated with real-time logistics data from carriers like
DHL or FedEx. The Al would calculate the cost based on the product's weight and
dimensions, the origin and destination, and the required delivery speed. This demonstrates
how Al moves beyond just showing internal data to integrating external data for more
accurate decision-making.
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Q5: Why can't the Belgium plant just produce more lipstick? It’s already running at peak
capacity for Mother's Day.

Modern manufacturing lines are complex. Initiating an unscheduled production run involves
more than just flipping a switch. It requires:

e Sourcing Raw Materials: The specific components for "Rebellious Rose" may not
be on hand for an extra run.

o Machine Calibration: Lipstick Line 1 may need to be stopped and recalibrated,
potentially disrupting the existing schedule.

e Labor Scheduling: Specialized staff may already be fully scheduled.

These factors mean that an emergency run couldn't start until much later.
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