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connections

As eMarketplaces
proliferate, suppliers

need to get connected
– fast. Fortunately, several 

eBusiness vendors offer 
integration tools that  

are lighting the way.

It’s not that Curtis Fletcher

really wanted to partici-

pate in an eMarketplace.

After all, the director of

eCommerce marketing for

office-supply company Cor-

porate Express had already

seen his firm boost online

sales to $2 million a day, all

from its own website. Why

would he want to invest

considerable time and re-

sources in developing yet

another online channel?

The answer is that he

had to. It’s the same answer

facing suppliers in indus-

tries from office supplies to

hydraulics to maintenance,

repair and operations (MRO).

As customers demand access

to online procurement solu-

tions and as eMarketplaces

proliferate, suppliers have

no choice but to respond.

“For us, marketplaces aren’t

so much about growing the

business as they are about

responding to customer

demand,” says Fletcher.

Responding to that 

demand presents suppliers

with two distinct challenges:

How do you get your com-

pany’s operations – from

online catalogs on the front

end to ERP systems on the

back end – fully integrated

with eMarketplaces? And

how do you achieve that by Eric Schoeniger

Suppliers 
SEE THE

– INTEGRATORS   SHOW THEM THE WAY

LIGHT
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quickly, before the competition gets

the upper hand?

“The fact is suppliers will have to

participate in marketplaces,” says Carl

Lenz, a research director covering 

eBusiness for the Stamford, Conn.-

based Gartner Group. “You need to

start thinking today about what your

strategy will be tomorrow.” And for

good reason: Gartner predicts that

B2B eCommerce will generate $7.3

trillion in transactions by 2004, with

nearly 40 percent of that activity 

taking place on eMarketplaces.

eMarketplace ecosystem
The good news is that eMarket-

places are more than just a necessary

evil for suppliers, say experts. “There

are a lot of reasons suppliers should

want to participate in marketplaces,”

says Lenz. “For starters, there’s the

ability to create a new sales channel.

But eventually there’s the opportunity

to do collaborative demand planning,

synchronized production planning

and even joint product development.”

And as a growing number of in-

dustries launch a dizzying array of

eMarketplaces – from MetalSite.com

to Petrocosm to FarmLine.com –

eBusiness vendors are responding

with the technologies and services to

help electronically integrate buyers

and sellers with online exchanges.

“We really see three parties in the

overall eMarketplace ecosystem: the

buyers, the market makers and the

suppliers,” says Achim Voermanek,

Ariba’s manager of Business Dev-

elopment/Alliances for Supplier

Enablement. “Each one of them

needs the tools to participate in

truly collaborative business-to-busi-

ness eCommerce.”

Ariba addresses the needs of buyers,

market makers and suppliers through

the Ariba B2B Commerce Platform

suite of products and services. These

solutions cover the

complete B2B online

communication end-

to-end, from content

to ordering, from

logistics to payment.

But as Voermanek

points out, “There are

hundreds of thousands

of suppliers, all with

very diverse technology

needs. It’s difficult for a single vendor

to develop a solution that will meet 

all their requirements.” As a result,

Ariba has formed key partnerships

with eBusiness vendors that specifically

target suppliers’ needs, providing 

the tools that enable them to inte-

grate with and take advantage of

eMarketplaces.

eBusiness integration
That’s good news for Corporate

Express, a leading B2B provider of
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The key challenge in creating a 
catalog is to get the content in order 

and consolidate information.
– Charles Owen, Director of Strategic Alliances, 

Vignette Corporation

“
”

This past April, the companies supporting the
development and use of cXML (Commerce

XML) released version 1.1 of the standard,
introducing several new features, but also
making major enhancements to the original
release. 

First introduced in February, 1999, by Ariba,
and backed by 40 other companies, cXML
uses a set of standardized XML structures
designed specifically for B2B commerce for
the secure digital exchange of content and
transaction information over the Internet. 

According to Doug Bunting, Ariba’s cXML
standards manager, cXML 1.1 expands on a
number of features in the original release, the
most important of which improves the way it
works internationally. There are also numerous
smaller enhancements: a new profile transac-
tion has been added, as well as a document
delivery information transaction, which en-
ables a server to confirm that a piece of 
information has entered its system. 

The next version will include several new
transactions covering fulfillment information,
such as advanced ship notice and confirma-
tions. (At press time, the new version was
about to be released.) 

“The technical development of cXML is
going in the direction of increased coverage
of B2B interactions,” says Bunting. “We had
focused primarily on the catalog and ordering
portions of buyer/supplier relationships. Now
we’re extending that to include fulfillment.” 

The next steps in development will cover
invoicing, payment, and sourcing transactions,
as well as some catalog features. After that, 
“I think the extensions will be more about

breadth, covering the unusual or less common
types of ordering and payment transactions,”
notes Bunting.  

A work in progress
But observers point out that the entire

cXML initiative is destined to forever be a
work in progress because of the infinite variety
of business processes used just to execute
transactions. 

“It’s going to evolve as the B2B landscape
continues to evolve,” says Skip Folds, manager
of supplier marketing at Ariba. “New dimen-
sions will emerge that don't exist today, but
may exist in 12 months.” 

This evolution should also include the incor-
poration of other standards and protocols into
cXML as they come into being. 

Ariba is working with approximately 40
technology companies to integrate cXML into
their products. Thus, as suppliers upgrade or
purchase new products from participating
companies, they will get out-of-the-box inte-
gration to the Ariba B2B Commerce Platform.
These companies include such stalwarts as
IBM and Microsoft, as well as webMethods,
Interworld, Profile Systems, and Onlink
Technologies. 

“There are many suppliers that are using
cXML, like Dell, Software House Interna-
tional, and Barnesandnoble.com,” says Folds.
“They’re actually incorporating it into their
eCommerce infrastructure, and they’re pro-
viding input into the development process
because they’re actually implementing cXML
from the supplier perspective.” 

– Meir Cohen, Washington News Bureau

cXMLcXML: The Next Generation
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office supplies. The $4 billion company

boasts a sophisticated distribution

infrastructure, next-day delivery and

an online sales channel called E-Way.

Yet despite the supplier’s various

services and channels, customers are

still demanding that it participate in

eMarketplaces.

“We’re getting 20 new requests a

week,” says Fletcher. “We’re already

active in about a dozen eMarketplaces,

and we are working on well over 100.

If a customer comes to you and says,

‘I’m doing $10 million of business

with you, and I’m building an

eMarketplace,’ you have no choice but

to participate.”

How is Corporate Express integrat-

ing with all those eMarketplaces? By

using webMethods B2B, an eBusiness

solution from webMethods. The 

product set electronically links sellers

to buyers and marketmakers via plat-

forms such as the Ariba Commerce

Services Network, making supplier-

hosted catalog information available

to buyers, and delivering transaction

documents to sellers. It also ensures

that transaction data coming from an

eMarketplace or a buyer is routed to

the supplier’s back-end ERP systems

and databases, and that the appropriate

responses are routed back to the other

party.

“WebMethods B2B helps us in 

several ways,” Fletcher explains. “It

handles standard web-based protocols,

so we don’t have to create virtual 

networks or worry about network

infrastructure. Plus, the development

environment is easy to understand, so

there wasn’t a long learning curve.”

But the primary benefit, according

to Fletcher, is the ability to quickly

respond to the proliferation of

eMarketplaces – and the various data

formats they require. “Today we may

be working with cXML on the Ariba

[Commerce Services] Network.

Tomorrow we may be working with

another eMarketplace, the next day

with EDI, and the next day in yet

another format. If we had to build all

of that into our back-end systems, it

would require an enormous amount

of time and resources in development,

testing, rollout and so on.”

“From the supplier’s point of view,

this is about more than just

eMarketplaces,” says Charles Allen,

vice president of product marketing

and co-founder of webMethods. “It’s

about B2B integration. Every compa-

ny, regardless of the vertical market

they serve, will end up doing heteroge-

neous B2B messaging. Virtually every

company is a supplier at one time and

a buyer at another time. And they all

need to be connected.”

In part, webMethods achieves that

connection by adhering to cXML, a

standard created by Ariba and backed

by dozens of other eBusiness vendors.

cXML specifies the appearance of

business documents such as catalogs,

quotations, purchase orders and

advance shipping notices. It’s based on

Extensible Markup Language (XML), a

standard for defining and sharing data

from different sources over the Web.

“We have thousands and thousands

of customers,” says Fletcher. “Until

recently, those customers had only

three options for dealing with us: by

phone, by fax, or over our eCommerce

website. Now they have a huge 

number of ways to submit orders

through a variety of eMarketplaces.

We can either try to stay on top of all

those marketplaces, or partner with a

software vendor like webMethods and

let them take care of it.”

The catalog conundrum
Another company using web-

Methods B2B to manage online 

transactions is W.W. Grainger Inc., a

$4.5 billion provider of MRO supplies.

But before a supplier gets to the trans-

action stage, it needs to get its online

catalog in order. And for that,

Grainger turns to Vignette Corporation

(formerly OnDisplay, Ramon, Calif.).

Its CenterStage suite of products helps

suppliers aggregate, assimilate, consol-

idate and normalize content for their
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Suppliers participate in eMarketplaces by creat-
ing online catalogs that buyers can use to

locate and order the products they need. But with
hundreds of eMarketplaces in operation and more
arriving every day – each potentially using differ-
ent technologies and formats – making your cata-
log available to even a small portion of them can
be a challenge. Add to that the need to provide
product-availability information as well as pricing
specific to each customer, and the task becomes
virtually impossible.

A convenient solution for suppliers is a tech-
nique called cXML Punchout.With cXML Punchout,
a single version of a catalog resides on a suppli-
er’s systems and is linked to any number of
eMarketplaces. When buyers click on one product
listed in a local catalog at the buy side or on an
eMarketplace, they are taken to the supplier-host-

ed catalog, even though it appears to them that
they are still in their local buy-side environment or
on the eMarketplace.

Once users are accessing a supplier catalog, they
can reach the full range of product information
provided by the supplier. Their back-end systems
present the users with pricing specific to their
account,based on the username and password that
is automatically provided, as well as availability
information. When buyers are ready to submit an
order, the information from the sell-side shopping
cart is pulled back into their procurement software,
allowing them to follow internal business rules
such as routing for purchase approval. Once the
rules are met, the order is submitted internally in
the buying organization, and the appropriate infor-
mation flows via the Ariba Commerce Services
Network back to the supplier side. –ES

Punchout: The Catalog One-Two

[Suppliers] want one set of 
services for all their different

channels, with dynamic pricing 
and dynamic catalog content.

– Steve Rabin, 
Chief Technology Officer, Interworld

“

”
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online catalogs. CenterStage also 

integrates with the supplier’s back-end

systems, and enables the online 

catalog to plug into the native format

on the eMarketplace or the buyer’s

intranet.

“Our catalog features some 200,000

items,” says Richard Reese, vice presi-

dent of corporate architecture for

Grainger. “All those products have to

be aggregated, all the product descrip-

tions have to be normalized, all the

items have graphics associated with

them. Without Vignette, it would be

extremely resource-intensive to manage

that.”

“The key challenge in creating a

catalog is to get the content in order

and consolidate information,” says

Charles Owen, director of strategic

alliances for Vignette. “For example,

suppliers are working with their own

suppliers, and they have to gather 

content from them and integrate it

with their own content. Some of that

content may be in multiple formats,

coming from ERP systems, the web,

text files, and so on.”

Once content is normalized, it also

has to be integrated with back-end

systems – another benefit provided by

Vignette. “Because our catalogs are

integrated with our fulfillment systems,

we can provide things like customer-

specific pricing, contract pricing and

real-time availability,” says Reese. “So

buyers can actually see whether an

item is available when they look at the

catalog.”

The network advantage
A growing number of suppliers

with existing sell-side storefront 

software want to have the opportunity

to interact with customers on the

Ariba Commerce Services Network,

which offers them the connectivity to

buyers – market makers with a range of

services for interoperability, content,

transactions, logistics

and payment. Suppliers

can now access these

services through Supply-

Link for Ariba, a new

offering from Interworld.

SupplyLink for Ariba is 

a B2B eCommerce envi-

ronment for online sales

and order processing,

with integration into

the Ariba Commerce

Services Network.

One company that plans to take

advantage of SupplyLink for Ariba is

IKON Office Solutions, Malvern, Pa., a

$5.5 billion provider of office equip-

ment and services. IKON is currently

using Interworld’s Commerce Ex-

change, a set of programs for product

merchandizing, order management

and customer self-service. “We chose

Interworld because they offer a 

Virtually every company is a 
supplier at one time and a buyer 

at another time. And they all 
need to be connected.

– Charles Allen, 
Vice President Product Marketing, webMethods

“

”
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complete eBusiness solution,” explains

Josh Sterling, manager of web solu-

tions for IKON. “So we don’t have to

go to multiple vendors.”

Such a complete solution is high on

the list of many suppliers, says Steve

Rabin, chief technology officer for

Interworld. “As suppliers enter into

relationships with online market-

places, they don’t want to have to

replicate services,” he says. “They want

one set of services for all their different

channels, with dynamic pricing and

dynamic catalog content” to help them

adapt to a range of eMarketplaces.

Something for everyone
While suppliers of all kinds need to

adapt to eMarketplaces, small to mid-

sized firms face particular challenges.

These suppliers may lack the financial

resources and technology expertise of

their larger counterparts, and worry

about being left behind in the digital

revolution.

To meet their needs, The EC

Company offers products and services

specifically designed and priced for

smaller suppliers. “Small suppliers

haven’t had the tools they need to

trade electronically with buyers and

marketplaces,” says John Scott, vice

president of strategy and business

development for The EC Company.

The EC Company provides many

of the same back-end integration

capabilities as webMethods, but their

target is smaller suppliers. In fact,

webMethods and The EC Company

are partnering to bring their solutions

to a broader range of customers. Of

particular benefit is a service that

allows EC Company’s clients to elec-

tronically send invoices, purchase

orders and other documents to trading

partners. Monthly subscription fees

start as low as $45.

One small supplier that’s moving

toward B2B eCommerce is Decor-

ations for Generations, Turlock, Calif.,

a provider of holiday and decorative

items. The firm doesn’t even have a

website, “although we’re working on

Ariba Partners
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Broomfield, Colo. 80021-3416
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NASDAQ:  CEXP

InterWorld Corporation
www.interworld.com
395 Hudson Street, 6th Fl.
New York, N.Y. 10014-3669
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Small suppliers haven’t had 
the tools they need to trade 

electronically with buyers 
and marketplaces.

–John Scott, 
Vice President, Strategy and Business 

Development, The EC Company

“

”

one,” says Rhonda Boucher, CFO of

the 25-person enterprise. Yet the 

company’s corporate clients require

that Decorations for Generations

conduct business with them elec-

tronically. So it’s working with The

EC Company to connect with major

retailers such as The Home Depot.

“It’s essential that we do this in

order to compete with the larger

players,” says Boucher. “eBusiness

has become a key part of our long-

term strategy.”

Look before leaping
With eBusiness solutions avail-

able for companies of every size, it

would seem that suppliers have

nothing to worry about as they eval-

uate their eMarketplace strategies.

But experts are quick to point out

that working with eMarketplaces

can be anything but simple. And it

will likely get worse before it gets

better.

“This trend hasn’t peaked yet,

and more eMarketplaces are com-

ing,” believes Fletcher of Corporate

Express. “Over the next few years the

fringe players will drop out. But

today you may have to talk to 100

eMarketplaces, with many different

kinds of integration.”

The key to dealing with those

integration challenges lies in select-

ing experienced eBusiness partners.

“When you talk to vendors, find out

whether they have done this before,”

advises Allen of webMethods. “Also

find out about the breadth of their

integration capabilities and their

speed of implementation.”

Those in the trenches agree that

speed is of the essence. “You simply

cannot procrastinate,” says Grainger’s

Reese. “You must understand that

the web is here to stay, and it’s a

major force in the supply chain.

Figure out a strategy and embrace 

it wholeheartedly, or you’ll be too 

late. Once the connections get built

between buyers and sellers, it will be

more difficult to dislodge the estab-

lished players.”

Eric Schoeniger is a free-lance writer

specializing in business and tech-

nology, based in Lower Gwynedd,

Pa. Contact him at ericschoeniger@

aol.com.
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