
one of the most frequent questions we get is
“What’s next?” Obviously, no company
wants to find itself marching down a busi-
ness path without understanding the trends
– especially technology trends – that will
impact its industry and strategic positioning.
No company wants to discover that its com-
petitors have staked out better positions
through stronger technology strategies. 

Of course, predicting the future is an
inexact science. But one way to help see the
future more clearly is to examine the past.
By looking at where we’ve been, we can start
to see what direction we’re heading, and
develop a new B2B roadmap to the future.

An evolution

The most significant predecessors to
today’s digital market technologies are the
systems that evolved from the Enterprise
Resource Planning (ERP) and Material
Requirements Planning (MRP) systems that
began to be a force in the 1980s. These sys-
tems are intended to produce one view of an
enterprise. By integrating various discrete
financial and operations activities within a
firm, companies are able to make better

decisions and run more efficiently. At a high
level, ERP systems are tightly integrated
transaction management systems that unite
general ledger, purchasing, accounts receiv-
able, inventory, and other related functions.
Companies like J.D. Edwards, PeopleSoft,
and SAP have built much of their fortunes
by producing these complex systems.

Two functions of ERP gave rise to the
next wave of B2B eCommerce: order entry
and purchasing. While the earliest eCom-
merce websites and EDI systems were not
always integrated with ERP systems, most
later became integrated in order to extend
the functionality and reach of ERP systems.  

Sell-side/digital storefronts

Sell-side eCommerce applications allow
companies to take orders over the web
through digital storefronts, directly integrat-
ing with ERP order entry systems. They also
have allowed other new types of applications
to arise – including self-service, personaliza-
tion and targeting – creating new ways to
manage the customer experience. Packages
like Blue Martini Commerce, i2 TradeMatrix
Sell Solution, Siebel Interactive Selling Suite,
and Vignette V/5 E-business Application
Platform, all have some form of heritage in
ERP order entry systems, but provide new
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commerce, community and content man-
agement technologies far outside the realm
of ERP.

Buy-side/eProcurement

Just as sell-side eCommerce systems
interact with customers on one side of a value
chain, buy-side eCommerce systems interact
with suppliers on the other. A package like
Ariba Buyer allows employees within a com-
pany to buy from suppliers in a self-service
fashion, which is the same way that sell-side
eCommerce systems sell to customers.

However, rather than having a history in
order entry, buy-side systems owe their 
heritage to purchasing. These eProcurement
systems introduce new commerce and con-
tent management technologies beyond ERP,
allowing approved vendor catalogs, tailored
approval rules based on unique business
practices, and new methods for direct order
transmission to vendors using Internet tech-
nologies like XML.

Both buy- and sell-side systems can in

some ways be thought of as easy-to-use front
ends to ERP systems. Just as an automated
teller machine (ATM) is an easy-to-use front
end that ultimately produces a transaction
within a bank’s systems, buy- and sell-side
eCommerce systems provide simple front
ends that present complex ERP functionality
to a company’s employees or customers.
Both also are focused on transaction execu-
tion, facilitating a purchase or sale, typically
one order at a time. Therefore, these have
been used primarily for purchasing indirect
materials, not the raw materials used in the
manufacturing process. Indirect materials,
such as office supplies and goods used in
maintenance, repair, and operations (MRO),
are usually small purchases made by various
departments within a company. Acting like
an ATM, buy- and sell-side systems make
these indirect material transactions easier
and more efficient.

But what about direct goods purchasing
for the raw materials to be used in the 
manufacturing process, like steel for a car
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manufacturer? In general, these purchases
are very large, time-phased, and highly
planned centralized purchases made by a
purchasing professional. Material Resource
Planning (MRP) systems forecast when and
how much raw material to purchase to meet
expected demand. These systems have

grown to also include Distribution Resource
Planning (DRP) to forecast when to move
materials through the supply chain from 
factories, warehouses, and distribution cen-
ters to meet expected demand. While MRP
systems are often described in connection
with ERP, they represent a different type of
system focused on planning and forecasting,
rather than on transaction execution.

To help understand the difference
between ERP and MRP, let’s use the auto-
mobile as an analogy for a company. Where
the company is an automobile, an ERP sys-

tem represents the supporting components
that are required to operate it, such as wheels
and the suspension. ERP systems also allow
for decision making based on a past record
of transactions, just as the rear-view mirrors
in an automobile can show where you’ve
been. MRP systems, however, don’t operate

the car directly, but are
the headlights that show
you where you’re going,
with less certainty the
further out you look.

Supply chain 

management

Just as ERP systems
have been extended,
MRP systems also have
given rise to an entirely
new type of application:
Advanced Planning 
and Scheduling (APS) 
systems, also known as
Supply Chain Manage-
ment (SCM). 

APS systems offer
entirely new capabilities
over MRP, managing
not only supply fore-
casts, but also demand
forecasts, and integrating
them into a single plan.
MRP systems typically
have one forecasting

horizon, but APS systems frequently allow
multiple, integrated planning horizons,
from years to hours. As CPU power has risen
and memory has gotten less expensive, APS
systems also have pioneered dynamic, near
real-time forecasting, a significant improve-
ment over the overnight forecast creation
more typical of MRP. They also provided
new, more complex constraint-based plan-
ning algorithms, allowing far more accurate
and realistic plans. APS packages like i2
TradeMatrix Plan Solution with Demand
Planner, Factory Planner, and Supply Chain
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Planner, have provided companies with
capabilities far beyond MRP.

Digital markets build 

on eCommerce and APS

ERP and MRP systems focus on integrat-
ing activities within a firm’s value chain.
Buy-/sell-side eCommerce and APS systems
extend this value chain to suppliers and 
customers, eventually leading to a focus on
the larger value system: integration with sup-
pliers, channels, and customers. This new
focus has fueled the wave of digital markets,
giving rise to trading exchanges, procure-
ment portals, and collaborative hubs. These
digital markets can be seen directly as the
natural evolution of the previous generation
of transaction execution and planning/fore-
casting systems.

With a focus on commerce, trading ex-
changes and procurement portals unite the
capabilities of buy- and sell-side eCommerce
systems through market-making mechanisms.
These mechanisms – auctions, RFQ/negoti-
ation systems, catalog aggregation, bid/ask
exchanges – allow facilitation of both buying
and selling transactions with suppliers and

customers at the same time. Some com-
panies, such as SiteStuff for commercial real
estate operations, have built their entire
business strategy on becoming a new inter-
mediary market maker in a particular area to
capitalize on creating efficiencies in frag-
mented industries. 

In other cases, large, established compa-
nies have sponsored industry marketplaces
like Omnexus, which acts almost as a trade
association for the injection molded plastics
industry. New software packages like Agile
Buyer, Ariba Dynamic Trade and Ariba
Marketplace, support this market-making
activity, and are a natural evolution, uniting
buy- and sell-side eCommerce systems.

On the other side, with a focus on col-
laboration across value system partners, new
applications have been created that allow
planning and forecasting between companies.
These collaboration hubs are often targeted
at providing decision support to multiple
firms in a value system. Examples include 
e-gatematrix for supply chain collaboration
and visibility for the airport gate service
industry, and MyAgile.com for collaborative
product development and change control
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for complex manufacturing industries. The
technologies that allow these collaboration
hubs, such as Agile Anywhere, Ariba
Sourcing, i2 TradeMatrix Collaboration
Planner, MatrixOne eMatrix Collaboration
Platform, and Rapt Buy, have their roots in
APS systems.

Even though Inforte refers to these types
of solutions collectively as digital markets,
there is no standard terminology for these
commerce and collaboration systems. Terms
like eMarketplaces and net markets exist to
describe these technologies and eBusinesses.
Even though Wall Street has acknowledged
the differences between digital markets that
focus on commerce versus those that focus
on collaboration, different terms are fre-
quently used in different ways.

For example, Goldman Sachs & Co. uses
e·markets to describe collaborative planning
websites that coordinate inventory and 
fulfillment, while Morgan Stanley Dean
Witter (MSDW) uses e-markets to describe
commerce websites. This type of confusion
around taxonomy is common when refer-
ring to early-adopter technologies.

Integrated digital markets

In its B2B Internet Report: Collaborative
Commerce (April, 2000), MSDW writes 
that “the evolution of systems to support
eCommerce has largely been independent 
of technology to support collaborations.
They’ve taken different paths but are ending
up at a common destination.”

That common destination is logical. It’s
the uniting of commerce and collaboration,
and the merging of transaction execution
with planning and forecasting. The report
further says, “There is enormous potential to
streamline inter-company processes, elimi-
nate redundancies and manual procedures,
coordinate logistics, and intelligently plan
for changing market conditions.”

Although these integrated digital markets,
or e-hubs as MSDW calls them, are still in
their infancy, technology vendors are now

starting to provide the solutions to enable
them. For example, i2 TradeMatrix Ful-
fillment Solution is enabling collaborative
available-to-promise (ATP) information for
commerce transactions, taking into account
logistics and supply chain constraints, to pro-
vide true shipping dates, not just inventory
snapshots and hopeful guesses like “usually
ships in 24 hours.” Also, new services like
Ariba Commerce Services Network and i2
TradeMatrix Network are providing value-
added business process coordination, like
financial settlement, logistics, dispute resolu-
tion, and servicing, to their customers and
suppliers. For both transactions and collabo-
rations to be truly effective, these new solu-
tions require tight integration across value
systems.

Value system hubs, the end goal?

So, let’s return to our original question,
“What’s next?” As we move to digital value
systems, many companies are seeing the need
for multi-enterprise (and multi-value chain)
coordination and collaboration across value
systems. These value system hubs will seek to
move an entire industry to a coordinated,
common business platform for multi-enter-
prise value system planning and transaction
execution across various business processes.
Although there are no true examples of how
this is being done today, you can see this
vision in just about every B2B startup dot-
com or dot-corp business plan.

Years ago, when vertical integration was
still a buzz phrase, the thinking was that
companies needed to own their entire supply
chain in order to reduce inefficiencies
between firms and increase margins. This
operational efficiency strategy meant that a
company like General Motors (GM) needed
to own the lawnmowers that mowed the
GM lawns, where the GM sheep grazed, to
be sheared for the GM wool that made the
GM car seat covers in the GM automobiles
they sold to GM dealers.

Today, most management thinking is to
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strategically target a position within
an industry, because it’s difficult for
one company to be good and efficient
at everything. However, this hasn’t
eliminated the need to coordinate
activities and planning for an industry
value system, and that’s exactly what
value system hubs will be addressing.

Your B2B roadmap

In this evolution of B2B technolo-
gies, there is no “correct” place for all
companies across all initiatives.
Different industries and companies
adopt technologies at a different pace,
depending on the benefits they can
reap. However, competitors may be
moving to adopt newer, more advanced
technologies to fulfill their goal of
becoming the value system hub for an

industry. Worse, there may be new
startups that have the luxury to start
from the beginning with the latest
technologies, leapfrogging you in the
B2B evolution.

By mapping your own company’s
strategic business-to-business initia-
tives on the B2B evolution chart, and
examining what benefits your company
can expect as its digital value systems
continue to evolve, you can start to
build your own B2B roadmap. In this
process, you should not only look
outside to examine what others in
your industry are doing and what
benefits they see as a result, but also
look inside to examine how B2B activ-
ities could help you create sustainable
competitive advantage.

Without a good B2B roadmap,

many companies have learned the
expensive lessons of deploying multi-
ple, non-integrated platforms without
having an overall strategy. The real
strength is having a roadmap that
integrates B2B initiatives with your
firm’s overall strategy, especially if the
alternative is a series of random and
disparate initiatives.

Once you’ve built your B2B
roadmap, you can start on your quest
for the right people and partners to
help you on your journey. 

Darius Vaskelis is vice president,
Digital Markets, at Chicago-based
strategic technology consultancy Inforte
Corporation. Inforte is a premier
CASI (Certified Ariba Systems
Integrator) Partner.
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