new breed of business man-
agement software addresses
the needs of the distribution
industry. Off-the-shelf soft-
ware solutions marry the
specific needs of distributors—
the nimble organizations that
distribute manufactured goods
to businesses and consumers—
with advances in information
management technology. In
many cases, packaged applica-
tions are freeing distributors of
an unhealthy reliance on what
some call the “Joe Report.”
Distribution order fulfillment
is increasingly complex. For ex-
ample, consider a distributor of
hoses that carries individual fit-
tings. The distributor must carry
raw inventory (e.g., individual
parts) as well as assembled in-
ventory (e.g., standard hose sizings
with fittings). The distributor must
keep track of all the parts in its in-
ventory, but things don’t really get
harried until the customized orders
start rolling in.
For example, if a distributor re-
moves a fitting from an assembled

Marty Weil

Contributing Editor

With Software Solutions’ TakeStock system, Sovereign Chemical
produces numerous monthly reports that provide an analysis of its
sales by attributes such as total company sales, product, or
customer. (Photo courtesy Software Solutions)

hose and replaces it with a part from
another product, distribution software
can track the disassembled part that
is returned to inventory. A produc-
tion ticket with associated labor in-
volved in that order can be produced
automatically. Or consider a com-
puter distributor that purchases indi-
vidual parts for assembly (e.g., base,
SCSI disk controller, modem, moni-
tor, and CD ROM). This distributor
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might purchase PC towers that
include two 4GB disk drives
already assembled. However, a
customer may require two 8GB
disk drives rather than the stan-
dard two 4GB drives. In that
case, distribution software can
automatically issue a produc-
tion ticket to have the two 4GB
drives removed and replaced
with the 8GB drives at a new
cost. The distributor can use
the software to track both cost
and inventory of the newly
customized PC, including la-
bor costs, as well as the two
4GB drives that have gone back
to inventory.

Since more and more prod-
ucts are make-to-order, these
off-the-shelf distribution soft-
ware applications offer dis-
tributors the competitive advantage
they need to deliver the high level of
customer service and quick order ful-
fillment demanded in the marketplace.
Distributors  including Coca-Cola
Bottling Co., Sovereign Chemical Co.,
and Wake Supply Co. are using off-
the-shelf distribution software to
improve productivity, allowing for
more fully informed management
decisions.
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Ga.-based solutions provider for the
distributor market. “Homegrown sys-
tems do not allow all the processes
within a business to tie together so the
company has a broad view of its total
business, including current accounts
payable balances, inventory levels,
open purchase orders, sales-order sta-
tus, and sales histories. Off-the-shelf
applications integrate with best-of-
breed applications to give users the

Multibranch flexibility prevails

most advanced functionality in all
areas that affect the distribution busi-
ness. Nor can most homegrown sys-
tems allow dynamic data interchange
or cutting and pasting between pro-
grams to present information in a for-
mat that makes sense for the business.
Homegrown systems also are more
labor-intensive; an in-house develop-
ment staff often is needed to maintain
the proprietary environment. Off-the-

Distribution solutions applied for better information, growth

To streamline its bearing and power transmission product
distribution business, IBT, Merriam, Kan., implemented Providence,
R.I-based Daly & Wolcott’s Application Plus Software across 49
branch offices and warehousing facilities. IBT needed an
enterprisewide solution to manage customer service, inventory
control, warehouse management, and financial reporting functions,
with flexibility to allow for branch-level purchasing and inventory
accountability. “With more than 90,000 stock items, a catalog of
150,000 parts, and more than 400 users processing 30,000 orders
per month, Application Plus provided us with a robust, feature-rich

software solution,” says Larry Brand, vice president of operations for

IBT.

According to Brand, after installing the software, real-time
communications and department problem-solving improved
tremendously. “In addition to vastly improving productivity across all
branches, Application Plus has enabled us to handle price/purchasing
variances throughout the year, reporting profits and losses more
accurately on an as-needed basis,” says Brand.

West Coast Paper, Seattle, an independent distributor of printing
and industrial paper, also uses Daly & Wolcott’s software to integrate
its customer service, warehouse management, inventory control, and
administrative functions to support its aggressive growth objectives.
According to David McCray, director of finance and MIS,
Application Plus provided the foundation for a 30-percent increase in
operational efficiency, and allowed for 15 percent to 20 percent
annual growth with no increase in support staff. “We handle all our
calls the first time through,” says McCray. “Our customer service
people check inventory, quote a price, identify the date the product
will be available, and the date it will be shipped without having to call
the customer back. The software also has improved our ability to

control inventory. We get more accurate information than before.”
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shelf applications need little mainte-
nance and are upgradable to future
product releases.”

Sovereign takes stock

Quality, service, and cost competi-
tiveness are key elements for success
in the distribution market, according
to Sam DiPaola, owner of Sovereign
Chemical Co., Akron, Ohio, a distribu-
tor of chemicals used in the manufac-
ture of rubber products. “Technology
allows us to make better use of infor-
mation, which helps us increase our
sales and handle greater order volumes
and inventory loads, without adding
staff,” says DiPaola.

Prior to implementing Software So-
lutions’ distribution application suite—
formerly called FACTS, and now called
TakeStock—the company manually
tracked orders, inventory, and sales,
making inventory management more
difficult. The level of sales analysis
was limited because the company could
only produce a few reports.

Managing inventory at Sovereign is
more complex than most businesses
because a high percentage of its prod-
ucts are produced overseas. As a re-
sult, the company must give itself a
3-month lead time when planning in-
ventory levels. It forecasts its inven-
tory projections based on forecasted
sales orders, receipts, and software-cal-
culated maximum and minimum stock-
ing levels. “Without distribution soft-
ware, it would be virtually impossible
to plan inventory levels, considering
the complexity involved in figuring out
our requirements,” says DiPaola.

Sovereign uses TakeStock software
for order entry, inventory management,
accounts receivable, accounts payable
sales analysis, and general ledger ap-
plications. With TakeStock, Sovereign
also produces many monthly reports
that provide an analysis of its sales by
total company sales, product, customer,
and other attributes. DiPaola espe-
cially likes TakeStock’s ability to di-
rectly import data to spreadsheets, let-
ters, and the database in the Microsoft
environment. “TakeStock allows us to



Best in the field

Distribution software has paid par-
ticularly healthy dividends in the area
of field ticket tracking for Coca-Cola
Bottling Co., Glenwood Springs,
Colo., which distributes its core and
allied brands throughout the area’s
major ski resorts, including Aspen and
Vail, according to controller Craig
Schultz. “Let’s face it,” says Schultz.
“Most companies in our business are
constantly struggling to keep track of
which field tickets were left by the
route drivers, where, and when. But
since we’ve been using Digatex’s [Aus-
tin, Texas] Route Accounting software,
there’s no guesswork. If a customer
calls saying they never got a ticket for
a particular order, our people can call
it up on the computer screen to re-
search it.”

Today, all of the bottler’s distribu-
tion data is captured by route sales-
people using hand-held data-collection
terminals from Norand Corp., Cedar
Rapids, Iowa, and then uploaded into
the main system at the end of the day—
a far cry from the “paper, pencil, folder,
and file cabinet” system that preceded
the company’s technological step-up.
All daily sales and accounts receivable
information taken by the hand-helds is
processed at the main office to round
out the database. In August 1994, the
bottler upgraded from an IBM/36 com-
puter system to a Microsoft Windows-
based PC Novell network.

As is the case with many distributors,
the Glenwood Springs facility had been
using a homegrown information man-
agement system. As many distributors
have learned, homegrown solutions are
only as good as the industry experi-
ence, design talent, and programming
skills of the technology staff develop-
ing the software. That’s why many
homegrown distribution management
systems still are paper-based.

The “Joe Report”

“Homegrown software  programs
often fail to meet the minimum stan-
dards of professionalism and aren’t tech-
nologically savvy,” [i.e., they lack Year
2000 certification, system integration,

THIS ARTICLE DISCUSSES...
the capabilities of management
application software aimed
specifically at distributors, which
results from manufacturing
functions being moved to
distribution sites and increasing
integration between product
manufacturing and customer
distribution.

electronic-commerce interfaces, and
scalability] says Herbert Sawyer, a vice
president for Daly & Wolcott, Provi-
dence, R.I., a distribution software
vendor. “With staff costs and turnover
as high as they are, many homegrown
solutions ultimately wind up being
more expensive and less productive as
the business grows and the climate be-
comes more technologically dependent.”

Sawyer continues, “We’ve seen sys-
tems developed by in-house or inde-
pendent programmers who have long

since left the organization, and the cur-
rent staff members using those pro-
grams have no idea how they work.
They have no way of updating the sys-
tems, or of knowing what will happen
if they don’t follow the procedures
originally established by the developer.
One customer told us about what they
called their ‘Joe Report.” They always
ran it but never used it. They didn’t
dare not run it, because they didn’t
know what effect it would have on the
rest of the system. ‘“Why not ask Joe?’
we suggested. ‘We can’t,” they answered.
‘He died five years ago.’”
Theoretically, off-the-shelf software
solutions help distributors run their
businesses more efficiently than home-
grown solutions do by providing more
functionality, integration with best-of-
breed applications, more customizable
capabilities, and ease-of-use. “Home-
grown solutions generally address one
specific issue of the distributor, such
as accounting, order entry, or a catalog
of items,” says Jean Barners, a man-
ager for Software Solutions, a Duluth,
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Servent software from Yardley, Pa.-based Prophet 21 offers integrated modules to allow
distributors to run their businesses with the customer at the core of all operations.
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