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s a tool central to front- and
back-office information ex-
change, product configurators
are found at the heart of enter-
prise integration efforts. Ven-
dors of this software technology range
from niche players to major enterprise
resource planning (ERP) providers.
Cincom Systems, Exactium, Fire-
Pond, Primus Knowledge Solu-
tions, and Symix are among

customer relations.

the companies providing
sophisticated product configu-
rators to facilitate enterprise integration.

Manufacturers serving industries as
disparate as automotive and semicon-
ductor are finding powerful new effi-

ciencies through the implementation of

product configurators, particularly in
managing complex processes across
front and back offices. The recent expe-
riences of Morgan Corp. and Air Prod-
ucts serve as testimony to how effective
product configurators can be in stream-
lining customer relations.

Evolving functionality
Product configurators are software

The recent experiences of
Morgan Corp. and Air Products
serve as testimony to how
effective product configurators
can be in streamlining
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the crux

tools that simplify order entry by asking
which options a customer needs and
then applying predefined rules to cor-
rectly configure the end product. The
configurator then populates the attrib-
utes of the newly configured item, tests
for conflicts, and generates the appro-
priate bill of material (BOM), routing,
and pricing based on rules and calcula-
tions. As product configurators have
evolved to include more sales, market-
ing, and financial
functions (e.g., pric-
ing, cost analysis,
order status), the
term “sales configu-
rator” has some-
times been used to
reflect their expand-
ed role. That role is
now being extended
even further as configurators become
linked with ERP, product data manage-
ment (PDM), and other enterprise sys-
tems. In addition, configurators are
important to sell-side e-Business appli-
cations because they can be the under-
pinnings to self-service applications
resident on a Web site and available for
use by potential customers.
“Configuration technology is a very
powerful and highly useful tool that will
prove increasingly valuable for compa-
nies that successfully integrate configu-
rators with existing information sys-
tems,” says Roger Gilbert, senior
product manager at Waltham, Mass.-
based FirePond. “This is particularly so
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for companies manu-
facturing complex
products.”

According to FirePond, companies that
manufacture or offer complex products
can suffer from order error rates of up to
90 percent. This typically results from the
ineffective capture of customer require-
ments, the lack of information linking
field support to manufacturing informa-
tion, and inefficient communication in
the configuration process. Inaccurate
orders result in a cascading series of hard
costs throughout the order fulfillment
process—all of which can be eliminated
by ensuring that orders are accurate as
they enter the manufacturing system.
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“Configurators allow sales repre-
sentatives and customers to create in
minutes product configurations that
are guaranteed to be accurate and
buildable,” Gilbert continues. “Signif-
icant cost savings are achieved by
eliminating all of the resources and
redundant systems required to bridge
the gap between what a salesperson
sells and what manufacturing is capa-
ble of building.”

So-called advanced configurators
(i.e., those incorporating rules
engines) can perform needs analysis,
personalization, and guided selling
across market channels and initi-
atives such as special promotions.

B Product configurator

A product confiurator speeds order
entry by asking which options the
customer needs, then applies
predefined rules to correctly configure
the end product. The configurator then
populates the attributes of the newly
configured item, tests for conflicts,
generates the appropriate bill of
material, routing, and price based on
rules and calculations. As configurators
have grown to include more sales,
marketing, and financial functions,
such as pricing, cost analysis, and order
status, the term “sales” configurator is
being applied to more aptly describe
their extended role.

Over the past few years, maturation
of the product and sales configuration
market has broadened the scope of
traditional front-office applications.
What began as a need to reduce the
amount of manual engineering design
processes and verification of
configuration accuracy regarding
complex products has exploded into a
rich set of functions designed to better
manage customer-supplier relations as
well as streamline the sales cycle.

By adding more marketing and
financial functions for non-technical
users, many simple, stand-alone
product configurators have evolved into
sales-centric solutions. Incorporation of
easy-to-use navigation tools, better
automation, and simple interfaces—as
well as an overall industry push toward
improving customer service—has

given rise to a profusion of newly
coined applications sets, such as
customer asset management, sales
force automation, and customer
interaction systems.

As a result, today’s to-order
manufacturers have tools to determine
much more than whether or not a
configuration can be built. They can
control the entire order-management
process. By solving possible
manufacturing incompatibilities up-
front and providing costing, pricing,
and other sales analysis data,
companies can make better decisions
earlier, which eliminates errors and
speeds time-to-market.

Although many product and sales
configurators share similar basic
functionality, differences can be found
in three areas: types of configuration
logic and how it is used, complexity of
the market served, and methods of
deployment. For instance, when
building from scratch in an engineer-
to-order environment, a system must
use logic to consider abstract resource
requirements and performance needs,
i.e., the configurator cannot rely on
existing product descriptions. In
another case, remote salespeople must
be able to run the configurator from a
laptop on a single-user basis with
integration to a central server for
receiving product updates. Not every
sales configurator will be able to meet
these requirements.
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Configuration serves a link between
front-office systems that simply track
customers and back-office information
systems that fulfill orders. A configu-
rator provides the “brainpower” to
map the customer needs to the myriad
of possible product combinations.

“The advent of the Internet has made
it critical—and also much more feasi-
ble—to have application-to-application
connectivity, even among disparate sys-
tems,” notes Jeff Leach, product manag-
er with Columbus, Ohio-based Symix.
“For customer-facing applications such
as configuration, this connectivity to
other customer-facing applications
(e.g., advanced planning & scheduling
for available-to-promise committments;
customer relationship management) or
to traditional back-end systems like
ERP is even more important.”

“This is an extremely important devel-
opment,” says Sami Jajeh, a company
vice president, with Atlanta-based
Exactium. “Product configurators are
moving from a small part of the selling
process to the key enabling tool for the
entire quote-to-order process.”

The benefits of integration

Simply stated, the essential advan-
tage of integrating product configura-
tors and other enterprise systems is
that it allows uninterrupted delivery of
order information to downstream
applications.

“The configurator is now the princi-
pal enabling technology for mass cus-
tomization, providing the ability to
configure individualized products and
services at the point of sale with elec-
tronic integration to back-office sys-
tems,” says Jim Wilson, product direc-
tor at Cincinnati-based Cincom
Systems.

Among the extended benefits organi-
zations can achieve by integrating con-
figurators with enterprise information
systems are:

® Product rationalization

By understanding better which items
are being configured with which, organ-
izations can decrease inventory and



remove unpopular
items or parts from
inventory.

® Product synchronization

The format/information of the product
can be synchronized across all sys-
tems—from back-end engineering and
manufacturing to front-end sales config-
uration. This provides faster time-to-
market capabilities.

® [mproved market intelligence

By integrating the configurator with
marketing analysis tools, an organiza-
tion can better understand what drives
customer decision making, as well as
what the customer would like to see
from an option standpoint.

® More precise forecasting

By integrating the configurator with
customer relationship management
(CRM) and sales force automation

www.manufacturingsystems.com/supplychain

order review and approval, further
down the line.”

The degree to which configurators are
integrated with back-office systems
will have a direct correlation to their
downstream value, such as removing
additional bottlenecks and streamlining
subsequent processes. For instance, if a
high-level BOM is created by a config-
urator at the point of sale, subsequent
order reviews can be eliminated and
order entry into ERP can be fully auto-
mated.

“Additionally, linking configurators
with back-office systems can generate
benefits when the flow of information
moves in the opposite direction, from
back office to front office,” says
Guadano.

Configurators are dependent on infor-
mation about product options and their

Morgan Corp., the largest truck van body manufacturer in North America, is in the process of rolling
out configurators to the entire distributor network. Morgan recognized early on that working with
distributors to configure, quote, and sell complex trucks would require migration from a manual
process to an automated system. This system would have to be easy for distributors to implement
and learn—and easy for Morgan to implement, maintain, and integrate with its existing systems.

(Photo courtesy Morgan Corp.)

(SFA) applications, an organization can
see in real time the exact configurations
they are quoting and build their forecasts
from this data.

Norman Guadano, a vice president
at Seattle-based Primus Knowledge
Solutions says, “configurators can
effectively eliminate bottlenecks at
the front-end of the supply chain and
lessen subsequent bottlenecks, such as

characteristics, compatibility, pricing,
and availability. Exposing this
information from back-office systems
to the point-of-sale configurator must
be done in a way that minimizes data
redundancy and supports easy mainte-
nance as product lines and options
change over time.

“Product configurators that do not pro-
vide robust maintenance facilities can
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easily collapse under their own weight in
highly dynamic product environments,”
cautions Guadano. “A configurator that
cannot be kept in sync with a changing
product can actually be a detriment to the
business rather than a benefit.”

Configuring better business

Morgantown, Pa.-based Morgan
Corp. is the largest truck van body
manufacturer in North America, with
product lines including dry freight
vans, refrigerated vans, parcel vans,
and platform bodies. Morgan products
are sold through a nationwide network
of distributors, and the company is in
the process of rolling out configura-
tors to the entire distributor network.
Morgan recognized early on that
working with distributors to config-
ure, quote, and sell complex trucks
would require migration from a man-
ual process to an automated system.
This system would have to be easy for
distributors to implement and learn—
and easy for Morgan to implement,
maintain, and integrate with its exist-
ing systems.

To address the requirements of dis-
tributors, Morgan decided that a Web-
based system with thin-client architec-
ture would be required. Such a model
would essentially eliminate distributor
implementation and technical support
requirements while minimizing the
need for computing power—requiring
just a standard browser and Internet
connection.

To satisfy internal requirements, the
system needed to include robust mainte-
nance and management utilities, as well
as built-in facilities for integrating to
external systems and data.

Morgan chose the Primus eSales sys-
tem, which allows them to design and
deploy robust configurators via central-
ized Web servers running Windows NT.
Distributors and regional sales person-
nel access the system by logging into a
secured Web site, where they can create,
revise, and manage quotes for custom-
configured trucks—and also submit
completed orders.

Morgan can centrally maintain all






