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International Marine Purchasing Association (IMPA) held its exhibition and conference at Kensington, 11-12 September 2002. The Digital Ship’s Jayde Card sat in on two workshops about electronic purchasing  

BODY

This year the theme was “Rising to challenges in marine purchasing strategy”, and the conference offered a new format with the addition of a series of interactive workshops. The workshop I attended on day one was entitled “Analysing and overcoming obstacles to e-commerce”. 

The aim of this workshop was to objectively explore the problems of e-commerce on both sides of the market –the buyers and sellers. 

The room was divided into two groups, each including buyers and suppliers so that both sides were represented. For the purposes of the exercise, one group became the buyers and the other the suppliers. I sat in on the buyers’ room led by Mark Holford, vice president marketing, ShipServ. 
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Benefits and obstacles 

The first issue discussed was the benefits of e-commerce to buyers. Participants were requested to note down two perceived benefits of e-commerce. These were then collated and grouped. 

Benefits identified included: faster flow of information; clarity of information ; efficient cost/ cost effectiveness; avoidance of duplicate work; accuracy; time efficiency/ faster speed of work; lower transaction cost; less mistakes; common format; more choice of suppliers and ease of use. 

The same process was used to identify perceived obstacles to e-commerce. These included: existing procedures, including the use of fax; payment terms of the providers of e-commerce services/systems; issues concerning distance/ time differences; less personal contact; less flexibility; security issues; requires strong will on both sides- buyers and suppliers; necessity of frequent software updates; high cost of investment in hardware and software; possibility of a monopoly and lack of reliability.

Participants then chose the five obstacles and benefits they thought were most important. 

The top five benefits were, in this order, faster flow of information; cost savings; avoidance of duplicate work; less mistakes/errors and availability of common language standards.

The top five obstacles were costly investment; lack of standard format; lack of a reliable system; change management difficulties and need for commitment on both sides, i.e. buyers and suppliers. 

The results initially appeared somewhat contradictory, e.g. the availability of common language was listed as a benefit while at the same time the lack of a standard format was identified as an obstacle. The discussion that followed helped to clarify the points raised and such contradictions and, in turn, determine the actual problems and devise possible solutions.
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Cost of investment

Issues concerning cost usually centred on the cost of building interfaces to existing systems. Delegates felt that it can be difficult to build a case that proves savings exist and that the initial outlay is worthwhile.

The obvious solution is to build a business case showing that the benefits out way the cost, if this is possible. It was suggested that tiered levels of integration may be a solution, whereby e-commerce can be gradually introduced, lessening the initial outlay. If the e-commerce solutions work for the company, a greater investment can be made. This solution may have the additional benefit of aiding the change management problems identified in the other themes, by allowing for a gradual training process. 

It was also suggested that if buyers involve their suppliers during the process a smoother integration will usually result.
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Standards

It was generally agreed that there were too many e-commerce solutions offered, resulting in confusion. This raised the question of exactly, “What is e-commerce?”

There appeared to be a need for a more common approach to what we understand as e-commerce, particularly a standard language and format. Many delegates seemed sceptical that complete integration of all systems on a ship was possible. There was a clear need for a better definition of the processes involved in implementing e-commerce systems.
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Reliability of systems

Delegates had found that people generally need a tangible system - a hard copy - and tend not to trust emails. One delegate suggested that even if email is used, it is often followed up with a fax and a phone call, just to confirm the email was delivered. In this way, email can prove more costly than other methods. 

Issues concerning security were peculiarly missing from the top five obstacles, despite being prevalent in the initial workshop dialogue. Later discussion revealed that these issues were related to many of the key issues, particularly when it comes to reliability of the systems, and were of much concern. 

Similarly, solutions devised for this top five point, revealed the significance of security issues; a guarantee of the security of data transfer and confirmation of the receipt of messages.
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People issues

The final two points, change management and inclination, were essentially ‘people issues’, which delegates agreed were extremely consequential when discussing barriers to e-commerce adoption. 

A lack of trust in technology and fear of the unknown was believed to be the root of many change management difficulties. Such human issues were believed to be the hardest to deal with and the most problematic. 

One solution to these people issues is education and training. It was agreed that user confidence in the system was an important goal, achieved through extensive training. 

At the same time, users also need confidence in the training programs and need to believe these are worthwhile. 

One suggestion for increasing confidence in the training programs was real-end users sharing their experiences of using the systems and in this way, leading by example.

It was also agreed that training should occur across different areas, with the aim to bring all staff up to the same level of training and skill. This was believed to create a better environment for easy and complete integration of e-commerce systems. 

Mistrust of new technologies was evident at all levels of the business, and in this way training should not just be focused at lower level staff but also at the upper echelons of the company. 

In addition, it was felt that both buyers and sellers need to be committed to e-commerce and its implementation for smooth integration and easy establishment of new procedures, and in this way the decision makers of a company need to understand e-commerce, its benefits and implementation process.
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Suppliers’ report

The suppliers, that is the workshop participants in the other group, reported back on their discussion.

The suppliers’ benefits related to more efficient processes; data quality - being able to deliver the correct goods; customer service - faster service, correct goods, more time to focus on more value added services and, cash flow - faster services bills paid faster (although I heard some buyers whisper "she's dreaming" when this fourth benefit was announced).

Obstacles listed by the suppliers were quite similar to that of the buyers and included solutions –too many different solutions resulting in confusion and solutions that aren't good enough, and cost – a reluctance to adopt e-commerce solutions because of cost and risk. 

Like the buyers group, the suppliers saw people issues as a significant obstacle to e-procurement. Notable issues concerned a decline in personal contact, believed to result from e-commerce systems and problems concerning internal IT staff sometimes stubbornly wielding opinions on how things should be done. 

Change management was also listed as a more general obstacle. In addition, the suppliers felt that the existing infrastructure is not ready for e-business, and this represent a significant obstacle. 
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Supplier’s solutions

The suppliers listed the solutions they had devised to overcome obstacles. Firstly, get off the fence. Join forces with other suppliers, get moving, get out there and take an active role. 

Secondly, make sure there is a viable short term solution for the supplier. There needs to be better solutions for suppliers to get started. Thirdly, engage customers. Build stronger and tighter relationships with customers and lastly, create an optimal standard.
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Influencing skills

DECK

The second interactive workshop was hosted by John Shearn, former sales and marketing director at e-procurement company Setfair

BODY

The premise of the workshop was that the shipping world has barely started to feel the impact of e-commerce. It aimed to explore and project changes in business processes and buying behaviour, so as to prepare the buyer for a changing role. 

Despite its somewhat dubious past, e-commerce is maturing, said Mr Shearn, beyond brochure-ware and pretty billboards in cyberspace to business to business exchanges. 

He rejected the notion that the growing use of e-commerce systems will result in fewer opportunities for traditional purchasing skills to be used, and instead claimed that purchasing skills are still critical, they just have to be used in different ways with different solutions.

Mr Shearn grouped the changing business environment into three themes; business process change; supply chain change and corporate policy change.

In groups, workshop delegates noted various change scenarios that have resulted or may result from the introduction of e-commerce to the buyer’s world. Appropriate responses to the changes were also devised and both changes and responses prioritised by a point system to determine the most significant changes and popular responses. 

After the points were tabulated, Shearn concluded that no matter what type of change, the responses suggest that buyers are having to become smarter at what they do. 
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Business process change

Two clear issues arose during discussion of this theme. Firstly, e-procurement was the top business process change, strongly indicating that workshop participants believed that e-commerce is on its way. 

Secondly, the increased strategic importance of purchasing and subsequent responsibility of purchasers was a key change. Sourcing and data input changes were also nominated as significant changes by delegates.

Responses to the aforementioned business process changes included developing deal making skills; changes in the management of purchasing processes; monitoring and fixing processes, that is, that which led to the faults rather than simply remedying the transaction, and improvement of purchasers’ skills in depth and range. 
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Supply chain changes

Delegates believed that e-commerce would increase the likelihood of win-win relationships in the supply chain, with the response being to share objectives, risks and goals with suppliers. 

A reduced number of suppliers and the need for a contracting approach were also important changes. Delegates believed that e-procurement would result in a more developed set of standards in the supply chain, and an increase in the use of electronic payment would also result. 

In response, it was felt that buyers need to take a more proactive approach by way of leading e-commerce integration, rather than responding to needs of suppliers. Carefully monitoring the processes and having the right tools to do so, was another important response to the projected changes.
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Corporate policy changes

Changes in corporate culture, knowledge and training were seen as significant results of e-procurement. It was also felt that e-procurement would result in a shared data environment and aggregated purchasing, and the development of more strategic partnerships and alliances.

Workshop delegates believed that greater monitoring and benchmarking were necessary responses for these changes. Similarly, it was felt that greater control would be needed, including greater security, and that changes in organisational structure would also be required.
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Conclusion 

It was believed that many effects of e-commerce have yet to have their full impact, yet there was a general recognition that the role of the buyer is already becoming more strategic and more skilled, as the more routine work is taken off the shoulders by e-procurement. The workshop concluded that a buyer’s role is going to become more challenging and influential, if buyers respond correctly to the changes.

