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Designing Anti-Fragile
Supply Models in a
Geopolitically Uncertain
World

The Next Frontier

If we are serious about future
growth and success, Western
business models built on
short-termism, risk transfer,
and low-trust contracting
must change. They are
proving fragile in a world of
geopolitical shocks. To
survive, supply systems must
become adaptive and
collaborative. This demands
cultural change, a shift to
meaningful transparency,
and adoption of new
commercial models. Anti-
fragility isn’t a tactic; it’s a
transformation. 

In a world increasingly shaped by geopolitical shocks, simply
talking about resilience is not enough. Instead of tinkering at
the edges, we need approaches that do more than protect and
recover - we need to challenge our assumptions over the form
and structure of our trading relationships. The concept of
‘anti-fragility’, popularised by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, has
entered boardroom thinking, but applying it to today’s
commercial systems requires a deeper reckoning with how we
source, contract, and collaborate.
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A foundational question which has been
posed by WorldCC for many years is
whether the term and concepts of a ‘supply
chain’ still serves us. It suggests linearity,
control, and manageability, suited to a
world of predictable inputs and tightly
managed outputs. In practice, it also means
devolved responsibility and limited
transparency. This is ill-suited to today’s
global economy which is more accurately
characterised by complex networks and
shifting interdependencies. As the research
from WorldCC has shown, our commercial
interests demand models that are fluid,
interconnected, and adaptive in the face of
systemic risk.

In this environment, anti-fragility will not
be achieved through stockpiles, switching
rights or multi-sourcing. It requires
relational adaptability, the ability to see and
respond to change in real time, not through
rigid contracts or unilateral governance, but
through shared insight, mutual
accountability, and flexible execution.
WorldCC’s studies highlight the limits of
current contracting models, which impose
rigidity, constrain adaptability, and
typically fail to support shared learning.
Our contracts embed a mindset of suspicion
and control, which is the antithesis of anti-
fragile design.

This is where technology, especially AI,
offers both hope and challenge. On one
hand, AI has the potential to enable truly
adaptive networks. It can synthesise data
across functions, flag emerging risks, and
propose decisions faster than traditional
oversight models allow. For example, 

predictive analytics can offer early warnings  
about supplier instability, geopolitical
threats, or logistics disruptions. Intelligent
contract lifecycle management (CLM) tools
can spot deviations from agreed terms and
surface hidden patterns in performance.
These technologies could help shift
procurement from hindsight to foresight,
which is a critical capability for anti-
fragility.

But the promise of AI is wholly dependent
on something in short supply:
transparency. Without access to real data,
such as supplier cost structures, customer
demand patterns, product development
pipelines, and strategic intent, AI becomes
little more than an optimisation tool for the
status quo. Anti-fragility requires shared
situational awareness and that means
Western companies in particular must
confront a cultural resistance to openness,
especially when it comes to financial
performance, pricing models, and long-
term planning.

Without transparency, risk remains opaque
and behavioural norms remain defensive.
Suppliers withhold, customers mistrust,
and everyone builds contingency buffers
rather than adaptive mechanisms. In this
environment, anti-fragility is impossible
because the system is blinded and unable to
see emerging threats or opportunities in
time to act.

Another fundamental obstacle is the
structure of Western capital markets. The
pressure of quarterly reporting, shareholder
expectations, and bonus-driven KPIs has
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created a deep bias toward short-term
decision-making. Long-term capability-
building, investment in trust, and adaptive
partnerships often fall victim to immediate
cost-cutting imperatives. As WorldCC’s
Voice of the Supplier studies reveal, these
pressures drive behaviours that erode
loyalty, diminish innovation, and
undermine performance. They do not equip
us for the volatility that is all around us. 

Can this change? Some Western companies
are experimenting with new metrics —
including Total Value of Relationship
(TVR), ESG-linked performance indicators,
and joint OKRs with key suppliers. Others
are exploring collaborative platforms that
support secure data sharing, co-investment
models, and even revenue-sharing
agreements tied to shared outcomes. These
steps are promising, but they remain
exceptions and rely on visionary leadership
willing to challenge traditional norms.

In contrast, elements of Chinese and
broader Eastern business philosophy may

be more naturally aligned with anti-
fragility. Long-term relationships,
interdependence, and strategic continuity
are more deeply embedded in these
cultures. This isn’t to say Western
companies must adopt Eastern models
wholesale, but it does suggest that
aggressive competition, rigid contracts, and
low-trust environments are ill-suited to
today’s reality.

Ultimately, anti-fragility is not just a
technical aspiration. It’s a cultural
transformation which asks organisations to
invest in relationship capital, to contract for
uncertainty, and to govern for adaptability.
It demands openness not only to data, but
to new ways of thinking about risk, about
power, and about success. The old models
won’t survive the next wave of disruption. If
we want to design systems that get stronger
under stress, we must abandon the illusion
of control and embrace the discipline of
collaboration. Darwin tells us, the future
doesn’t belong to the most efficient, it
belongs to the most adaptable.

Through podcasts and articles, The
Leading Edge offers in-depth insights
into the key challenges, innovations,
and evolving dynamics of the contract
and commerce landscape.

Designing Anti-Fragile Supply Models in a
Geopolitically Uncertain World

Want to dive deeper? Tune in to the
podcast episode here:
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