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Introduction 

De facto, we are in business to do business with our trading partners. As such,  
we have to communicate and transact with our trading partners—customers and 
suppliers. Joining the ranks of those who use electronic commerce (EDI) with 
your trading partners may feel like a task or expense, but it is a sign that you are 
now considered a serious player by your partners. Compliant EDI is more than 
just table stakes to get in the game. It is a key enabler to growth. 

In this report, we will explore the technology 
considerations for growing businesses. At each stage  
of growth, companies have to deal with higher levels  
of complexity: adding new services, new products, and 
new customers. Technology investments need to 
support that growth without causing disruptions.   

We will discuss some attributes that an EDI solution 
must have and decisions you will need to make to 
support growth, yet at the same time maintain a  
modest cost structure for the technology. 

And finally, we will explore a most important issue—considering the solution 
provider as a business partner. What does it take for the B2B integration provider 
to be there for their customer? Technology and the firm that provides it should be 
considered key enablers to your growth—not just plumbing. 

Small Businesses Benefit from 
Business-to-Business Communications 

Managing a business is filled with hundreds of decisions—from operations, 
facilities, and equipment purchases to selecting suppliers, pricing, employee 
management and of course technology. These are decisions that can make or 
break a business. Many decisions are thrust upon us as a cost of doing business, 
but they also may be the key to unlocking a whole 
world of sales opportunities.  

Your business partners may love your product, but 
they expect you to be easy to do business with. 
And that means implementing critical technologies 
that allow seamless communication across your 
value chain—B2B integration—automating critical 
business processes and adhering to compliance 
standards and regulations.  

Return on your Information Investment:  

A fundamental question any business 
owner should be asking is what 
happens over time as my business 
changes? How will this technology 
continue to support me? How will I 
continue to gain a return on my 

information investment?  
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EDI—Get in the Game 

Getting in the commerce game does require some upfront investment. But even 
here, companies can expect a fairly rapid return on their investment in EDI/B2B1 
integration. 

Getting started with EDI can be challenging, like learning a new language. But this 
language is the language of trade. And it is an essential operational capability for 
enterprises in almost every industry. It supports ordering, scheduling, supply 
chain and logistics, electronic proof of delivery, and payment. And we want to do 
all that as frictionlessly as we can. Nothing should get in the way of these 
processes. So standards-based data communication—EDI and bar-coding, for 
example—is essential to meeting customers’ performance objectives. 

Figure 1 is an example 
that shows the rewards 
retailers grant their 
compliant/high 
performance suppliers. 
Preferred Vendor/Supplier 
is probably the highest 
award that might be 
granted in any industry. 
While there are certainly 
more dimensions to 
becoming a preferred 
supplier than just B2B 
integration, it is a core 
requirement. Once you are 
integrated with your 
customer, it provides one  
more incentive for customers to not switch to someone else. Our research shows 
that customers do prefer compliant suppliers and they do reward them with 
increased business.  

Return-on-information-investment is very important for any size business where 
each project is weighed against other investments for impact and benefit before 
an investment decision is made. So beyond the critical ‘rewards’ that are between 
customers and suppliers, what other benefits are companies—in all industries—
experiencing from B2B/EDI programs? 

1
When we use the term EDI, we mean electronic communications—including AS2, EDI and its variant 

standards, XML, and other standards-based communications. 

Figure 1: Rewards for Performance and Compliance
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 Speed and always on—frictionless commerce. Orders can come at any time.
Automated processes ensure 24/7 responsiveness.

 Customer satisfaction—improved on-time metrics across business processes,
from information processing, logistics, and appointments, to on-time deliveries
and on-time payments, to name a few.

 Improved productivity through more accurate information—EDI and its
complimentary Auto-ID and bar-coding automation eliminate errors which can
be costly and time consuming to correct.

 Document automation—small businesses, in particular, have accuracy issues
when they have hundreds of purchase orders, bills of lading, invoices, and
delivery confirmations. When manually entered into accounting or ordering
systems, it increases the likelihood of errors.

 Reduction in fines, charge-backs—late deliveries, shortages, and transaction
errors are often causes for fines, deductions, and charge-backs by customers.

 Security—with today’s concerns about securing supply chains against
diversion and counterfeiting, many firms require a digital trail. In fact,
epedigree and traceability mandate the use of ASN + item and/or carton-level
serial number tagging—not just RFID.

 Reducing information cycle times—automating transactions frees up time to
successfully manage the work load. Business can grow with virtually the same
head count. Days can be cut from the process, increasing responsiveness to
commerce.

 Cash Management—electronic transactions can provide faster invoicing and
payment. Many companies are implementing Electronic Proof of Delivery
which allows immediate invoicing.

Cash management is of extreme importance, particularly in the credit crunch of 
today’s business climate. Anything a business can do to improve integration with 
customers to make them more efficient, reduce errors and speed up the business 
process will flow though to the bottom line! 

Laying the Foundation for Growth and Scale 

Success and growth bring more challenges. And 
technology can be the critical contributor to 
successfully scaling the business. It enables more 
orders, more shipments, and more products to be 
shipped at ever higher rates of speed. The quantity  
and complexity of data—transactions, reports and 
queries, analysis, and planning—spike. And  
everyone needs visiblity to operations in order to  
be sucessful at their function.  
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In Figure 2 on next page, we show several growth scenarios and how businesses’ 
challenges and concerns change over time. Our research revealed several key 
concerns among growing businesses: 

1. How to scale and add more capabilities
without the risk of over-hiring

2. How to meet the increasingly diverse
requirements and mandates of a growing
customer base

3. How to avoid disruption when adding to or
changing procedures and systems

4. How to do more, yet maintain focus on ‘who
we are’

5. How to add more channels, and still maintain
visibility

6. Employee management and training: ensuring
that employees also grow with the business

So if you have these concerns, you are not alone!     

Many companies go beyond compliance and seek 
ways to integrate, automate, and optimize as their 
trading networks get more complex. The trading 
network is not a one-way street dominated by 
customer dictates, but a collaborative foundation. 
Instead of focusing just on the transactions, we 
should take a more considered, i.e. strategic, 
approach to EDI that goes beyond mere 
compliance.  
It should integrate 
the trading network 
so that everyone 
can share 
information to gain 
market insight and 
knowledge in order 
to better  
respond to the 
dynamics of the  
marketplace.   

What is Scalability? 

 Volume Scalability—ability to handle large
volumes and many transactions

 Partner Scalability—ability to bring on
board new trading partners accurately,
quickly and affordably

 Complexity Scalability—ability to deal with
complex, unique-per-trading-partner
business rules and customization, and
many different types of protocols and
messages

 Service Scalability—ability to offer more
services to meet the needs of the market

 Productivity—increase in employee
performance

 Cost Metrics—optimize Cost of Sales,
Cost-to-Service

 Working Capital Management—increase
business velocity and information cycles
resulting in greater inventory turns, and
reduced Days-Sales-Outstanding (DSOs),
freeing up cash

 ROI/ROA/ROIC—investments that net
great results!

 Growth—increasing presence in the
market with accompanying sales growth
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Figure 2:  Evolution of Concerns and Focus as a Business Grows 

Visibility is critical, as well, in creating a responsive value chain. As you grow, it is 
important to remember that you won’t be doing this alone: your reliance on 
partners and service providers grows steeply. The more you share with them the 
better able they are to support your needs. 

Scaling with the Technology 

We have been talking about businesses’ concerns about increased pressure and 
complexity as changes such as growth, globalization, changing regulations and 
compliance requirements, and changing processes occur, using technology as an 
enabler for change. Depending on your product category (consumer, food, life 
science, automotive or industrial) and its source, your firm will have to deal with a 
different array of licensing, registration, and trading-partner compliance 
administration. So getting the data synchronized and automated helps ensure 
performance, compliance, and productivity. Hence, technology is not just about 
automation, but the ability to create insights. Therefore most companies’ 
technology portfolio grows over time.  
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At each stage, along with the acquisition of more applications such as ERP and 
supply chain, more integration becomes required. Especially in supply chain—
which is de facto inter-enterprise—the need for B2B integration and visibility is 
essential. The more systems, the more interaction points. 

So (continuing with Figure 2) what are some of the decisions or options that firms 
have as they go through these phases of change? We can see the choice that 
firms can make as they grow and engage with EDI.  

Emerging companies—or early-stage users of any 
technology often want to ease in, since there is often a 
lack of knowledge of the technology and capability to 
support it. These companies may have to comply with a 
new customer, so speed-to-market and cost are critical. 
One method that companies leverage to contain costs is 
the use of cloud technology. It’s one of the easiest 
approaches, since the company does not have to 
purchase or install more hardware or software, nor deal 
with the staffing associated with supporting the 
technology.2  

Growth phase—does not apply just to the company’s 
growth. History has shown that once people start using a 
technology, they find more uses for it. So if volume and 
complexity increase, naturally the amount of attention 
units and investments required increases. The question most often asked at this  
point is do I take this function in-house and create my own EDI/commerce team? 

Options to configure your EDI solution include taking your translator in-house 
while keeping the mapping and communication with your service provider in the 
cloud. This keeps your investment in personnel low by letting the service provider 
manage all the compliance and mapping changes associated with the trading 
partners, as well as ensure your communications. The translator is generally more 
strictly linked to your own ERP, so this might be a logical activity to manage on 
premise. Cloud communication keeps your costs managed during periods of 
variability or growth in volume.3 

2  Companies often have no IT employees, or the few they have are stretched extremely thin. Fortunately, 
smaller firms actually have many options for B2B integration today. For more on the economic benefits of Cloud 
you can read here. 
3 Of course you do need to take responsibility for compliance for the B2B/commerce function, so allocating 
personnel to this role is advisable.   

http://www.clresearch.com/research/detail.cfm?guid=B2D8AB70-3048-79ED-9970-4F1640E41ABE
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Agility phase—B2B/EDI is not a ‘once and done’ decision. EDI users face 
challenges with the unique needs of each and every customer—each map; each 
nuance of data usage; and the schedules and transactions that require 
knowledge, agility and creativity. Ultimately, there are millions of kilobytes of data 
to manage. Often at this size, companies invest in commerce personnel who 
understand their day-to-day business issues and can provide rapid partner  
on-boarding and implement innovative changes.  

In addition, companies often see the benefits that 
their customers or logistics providers obtain from 
their own compliance programs, and are motivated 
to create a network or portal to streamline 
communications within their own supplier network. 
Compliance standards provide huge benefits in 
terms of data mining and business performance, but 
again, users are confronted with key decisions 
about managing their technology.  

The implementation choices include fully cloud, fully on premise, or a hybrid 
approach. Larger enterprises tend to have in-house EDI/commerce teams that 
work closely with their compliance managers. As companies grow, they may not 
go for a fully on premise approach, but rather opt for some kind of hybrid. In this 
case, they may host the system on premise, but rely on a service provider to 
regularly update the compliance data, since with high customer counts it can be 
tedious to keep this information up to date. Others will opt for fully on premise and 
have their own team manage those changes. 

So your installation and configuration may evolve over time. This evolution means 
that the solution provider has to keep in step with—in fact stay ahead of—your 
needs. As companies grow and embrace different technology options, they should 
think about leveraging what they have already created instead of abandoning it 

and starting over with the new 
provider. By resisting the temptation 
to rip and replace, they can avoid 
costly disruptions and the risk of 
interrupting commerce transactions. 

So the question must arise, can the 
solution provider actually manage 
changes such as from cloud to on 
premise or a hybrid option on your 
behalf?  

On-Demand Options for Starting Out  

Young companies, or those who are 
contemplated change, often are 
reluctant to make long-term 
commitments. On-demand options exist 
in the market so that customers can 
access technology and services without 
complex contracts and long-term volume 
and payment commitments.  
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Selecting the Technology/Service Provider

Firms should consider selecting a technology 
provider that has a broad set of technology 
resources to handle a wide range of needs. 
Some technology capabilities to consider are 
listed in Figure 3 (next page). Issues such as 
continuity and reliability must be ensured. 
Though some simplistic options may be 
appealing, the pressure on the seams can be 
felt quickly.  

Besides technology, firms should look at the 
provider as a partner who offers high-touch  
services. No matter how automated a technology is, tech support, education and 
advice will always be required. Some service elements that companies should 
expect, especially to support growth, are discussed in Figure 4 (next page). 

One option that is gaining popularity is managed service, in which the service 
provider assumes all aspects of their EDI program. Leveraging the service 
provider’s expertise is a frequently used method to scale one’s business. Even 
large firms, especially suppliers and brand companies that have large customer 
bases, may ‘outsource’ their EDI function to an EDI service provider, so they don’t 
have to keep up with the huge load of many transactions and the ever-changing 
compliance mandates. Firms in automotive, electronics, the healthcare industry, 
consumer products and logistics often use this approach. It allows those 
companies to allocate their scarce resources to other programs.  

Technology Scaling  What it Means 

Multi‐Protocol 
 EDI, ASX, HTTP/HTTPS that work across systems, clouds, VANS and the

internet

Business Continuity 
 Fault Tolerance

 Parallel/Redundant Networks

Performance  
 Transactions per minute

 Non‐repudiation—transaction successfully sent and received

Security 
 Meets current standards for data management

 Ensures transaction security using methods such as encryption

 Ensures that transactions are sent and received though secure gateways

Delivery Options 
 Cloud‐based as well as on‐premise software options. Hybrid options, so

that the process can be distributed and executed in the best mode for each
step of the operation (such as translation on premise, but transmission
through the cloud).

Figure 3: EDI Scaling—What Is It?  
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Service Providers: 
What to Look for 

 How They Help the Business Scale  

Industry Expertise 
 Maintain up‐to‐date regulations, compliance and standards for the

industry

 Guidance in understanding various compliance programs, and how
best to respond to them

 Provide customer‐friendly ways to deliver knowledge such as with
blogs, newsletters, and web ‘how‐to’ sessions

 Presence at industry events and conferences so that customers can
continue to meet face‐to‐face and build/maintain industry
relationships

Connections 
 Vast library of pre‐existing connections to trading partners

 Methods for rapidly on‐boarding new trading partners

Maps 
 Stay up‐to‐date on your partners’ maps.  A map is the output format

required by a particular organization. Large organizations publish
their maps so that trading partners can translate their format to the
recipient’s format.

Translation 
 Ability to integrate and translate between EDI and any other format.

Formats include but are not limited to: XML, EDI X12, EDIFACT,
HIPAA, NSF

 Ability to translate your file or document to an EDI format

 Ability to integrate to systems that include, but are not limited to:
ERPs, Supply Chain, Ecommerce/Sales systems, Purchasing, Accounts
Payable Automation, Connected Care Platforms in Healthcare, HR
and Payroll, Logistics, Traceability and Visibility Platforms

Management and  
Monitoring Services 

 Some customers don’t have the resources to build and manage their
EDI transactions. So a managed service can take basic business
information (flat files, spreadsheets, etc.) and provide the translation
through transmission services. These services are provided in the
cloud so that users do not have to buy software or hardware.

 The solution should provide monitoring and alerting capability to
keep users informed about transaction status

Customer Service 
 Maintain service level agreements

 Provide training

 Provide implementation services

 Provide testing services

 Various agreement options from on demand monthly, per
transaction, or connection fee, to long‐term service agreements

Figure 4: Service Providers’ Capabilities: How They Help Their Customers Scale 

Whether on premise, cloud, or a hybrid, users need ongoing service due to the 

dynamic nature of commerce. So your technology provider should be thought of 

as a business resource, not just a wall socket. Large companies often assume 

that only the biggest providers are right for them. However, the EDI market has 

changed significantly in the last few years, with many providers focusing on newer 

‘fresher code,’ parallel processing, and new pricing and contract methods. These 

new methods of pricing the technology allow the business to scale without facing 

astronomically escalating costs.  
Page 9  © ChainLink Research 2012, All Rights Reserved 
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Conclusions—Partners for Growth 

When companies are young, they put systems in place that will have profound 
consequences for their growth. It is very common to pick a system almost solely 
to solve an immediate need and not think enough about selecting systems that 
scale while avoiding disruption, and actually enable growth. Though predicting the 
future has always been an iffy profession, there are some scenarios that can be 
reliably forecasted for the future. A bit of thinking and planning up front can avoid 
issues later. 

Though the expedient options may be most appealing, they may not allow you to 
handle your customers’ requirements, leading to costly or complex workarounds 
that become too expensive to support.  

There are many good systems out there. Some may be low cost and of course, 
those companies are eager for your business. But the fundamental questions that 
all business owners should ask, beyond the list of functionality, is: What happens 
over time as my business changes and grows? How will this  
technology continue to support me? How will I continue to gain a return on the 
technology investment I have made? The technology investment and the 
company who provides it should be seen as providing a process  
of continuity and sustaining value, not just plumbing.  

And inherent in the value they should provide is the role 
of advisor/partner. In other words, they should be a real 
player in your quest for value. Thus, the questions to  
ask are: Does this firm have the support infrastructure 
and expertise to be a partner? Can they advise us, as 
we grow, as to what our best options are to improve our 
performance in our industry? The firm that can perform 
this role, and not just provide the technology, can 
become the partner for growth. 



© ChainLink Research 2012, All Rights Reserved 

This Page Intentionally Blank



719 Washington St., Suite 144 

Newton, MA 02458 

617-762-4040

www.ChainLinkResearch.com  


