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solutions

The current state of eBusiness brings to mind
the old Chinese blessing – or curse – depending
on your point of view, “May you live in inter-
esting times.” But some organizations are finding
that the “interesting times” offered by a slowing
economy actually offer opportunity: the chance
to develop additional business from companies
seeking value-based advantage. 

Consider Transora, the consumer packaged

goods (CPG) industry eMarketplace. Conceived
in March, 2000, at a New York City restaurant
meeting of two dozen CPG leaders, Transora is
already up and running, delivering a host of
services designed to bring new efficiencies to in-
vestors and customers. Its CEO, Judith Sprieser,
is the vibrant former Sara Lee executive, a born
juggler of the manufacturing, financial, and
CPG concerns that drive the participants in the
Transora eMarketplace. 

“CPG manufacturers are fairly close-knit,
and they understand the challenges that the others
are facing,” Sprieser says. “They quickly recog-
nized a common need set, understanding that
tackling the next level of inefficiencies was too
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Under the guidance

of CEO Judith

Sprieser, Transora

has become a

vibrant global

exchange, 

sponsored by 57 of

the world’s largest 

consumer packaged

goods companies.

by Cheryl D. Krivda
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difficult and expensive to do alone.
So they pooled their money and
created Transora to help them to
exploit the next level of efficiencies
and information flow.”

Working from diagrams scrib-
bled on napkins, the earliest
Transora participants created a

model designed to facilitate cross-
industry integration, communica-
tion, and cooperation. Created on
an open, scalable technology plat-
form that includes Ariba solutions,
the envisioned eMarketplace would
serve as a universal hub connecting
manufacturers, retailers, and dis-
tributors, as well as other eMarkets
in the $1.3 trillion CPG industry.
An exploratory committee, com-
prised of 80-plus leading CPG com-
panies, discussed a range of services
to be launched in three tiers. 

One year later, while some
industry eMarketplaces have yet 
to process a single transaction,
Chicago-based Transora is serving
large players, such as investors
Procter & Gamble, H.J. Heinz,
Kraft Foods, and Campbell Soup,

as well as smaller suppliers, manu-
facturers, and retailers in North
America and Europe. Fifty-seven
investors from around the world
pledged $250 million in funding
to support the development of the
B2B marketplace. Since then,
eProcurement, data catalog, and

collaborative planning, forecast-
ing, and replenishment (CPFR)
services have launched, and logis-
tics optimization services came
online March 1.

Challenges ahead

But the road to success is not
ensured. Two of Transora’s primary
European investors teamed with
another technology vendor to form
a competitive CPG eMarketplace
in Europe. The eBusiness industry
is buzzing with analysts questioning
the value of public marketplaces.
And a few CPG industry watchers
wonder if participating in an
eMarketplace will compromise par-
ticipants’ profitability?

Judy Sprieser understands these
issues and stands ready to help her

CPG compatriots work through
them.

CPG pain points

CPG companies are ripe for the
efficiencies offered by collaborative
electronic markets. The relation-
ships between manufacturers and
suppliers and manufacturers and
retailers include many opportuni-
ties for friction, and standard 
business practices contribute to
inefficiencies. 

For example, fragmented,
inconsistent purchasing practices
drive manufacturers’ procurement
costs to nearly $900 billion annually.
Promotions are scheduled without
knowing whether a manufacturer
can deliver, and are often cancelled
without concern for a manufacturer’s
profit margins or a distributor’s
transportation schedule. With little
visibility into retailers’ needs, man-
ufacturers are known to keep huge
volumes of safety stock on hand.
Current estimates suggest that
more than $1 trillion worth of
“just-in-case” inventory sits in
warehouses, thanks to insufficient
forecasting technology. 

In the logistics arena, manual
distribution scheduling is costly
and inefficient. More than half of
all trucks in the U.S. travel empty
or only partially filled. (In Europe,
air quality regulations fine truck
drivers traveling with less than a
half-full load.)

And across the CPG industry,
poor information quality makes a
paper-intensive, manual process
one in which rework is common
and mistakes are costly. 

Pies to profits 

For Sprieser, the challenges driv-
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ing the CPG industry are opportu-
nities. A 20-year CPG veteran (see
Sprieser’s Remarkable Rise for a
quick tour of the last few years),
Sprieser has experienced firsthand
the frustrations inherent in an
industry lacking the technology to
wring out inefficiencies and boost
bottom-line value. “I’ve lived with
the problems, the inefficiencies, the
need to access the right kind of
information on a timely basis for so
many years,” she explains. “Now
being able to work on the other
side, delivering solutions to this
industry, is very exciting.”

With her bachelor’s degree and
MBA from Northwestern, Sprieser
advanced through multiple divi-
sions of Sara Lee Corporation, and
quickly rose to CEO of the compa-
ny’s bakery business. Early last year,
she was chosen to head Sara Lee
Foods and Sara Lee Foodservice,
which have combined revenues of
$8 billion. Throughout her tenure,
Sprieser spearheaded the compa-

ny’s eBusiness initiatives and led
numerous organization-wide ini-
tiatives designed to centralize sup-
port services and procurement
activities. Considered a mover in
Chicago business circles, Sprieser
sits on the mayor’s blue ribbon
committee on attracting more
business to her city, but still
answers all her own e-mail.

When the Transora board was
considering what it needed in a
CEO, the discussion centered on
two possibilities: someone who
understood the CPG industry or
someone who understood the tech-

nology that would support the
eMarketplace. In Sprieser, they got
both. 

“Judy is very plugged in to the
industry, and she’s obviously been
successful at attracting a huge 
number of companies into the
exchange. Transora has the largest
participation of any eMarket I have
seen,” says Tom Berquist, managing
director for investment research

at Goldman Sachs & Co., who 
follows application software com-
panies in B2B. “She’s also been
pretty visible. She’s attended a lot of
industry meetings and trade shows
and talks quite a lot about what
they’ve been doing. Which means
that Transora seems to be one of the
top two or three exchanges men-
tioned when people talk about
exchanges.”

Known as a customer-facing
CEO, Sprieser has a reputation for
bringing together parties across the
CPG industry. “Our board searched
their souls on who they wanted to
run this,” she confirms. “They
understood that the connection
with the industry, the ability to
relate to challenges personally,
would be very important, not only
from a customer-facing standpoint,
but for setting priorities internally.
Obviously, I think they were right.”

The Transora solution

So far, nearly 60 pilot imple-
mentations of Transora solutions –
half in North America and half in
Europe – have demonstrated the
value of the eMarketplace. Procter
& Gamble’s recent participation in
a printed materials reverse auction
pilot in Europe netted savings of
$12.5 million on indirect purchases.
H.J. Heinz saved nearly 10 percent
on its procurement of indirect sup-
plies through Transora’s supplier
catalog.

Berquist says that Transora’s
value lies in its ability to serve as a
centralized utility to the CPG
industry. “Many activities – such as
logistics and procurement – are
inefficient for each company to
handle itself,” he says. “The theory
is that if you can provide a utility

Sprieser’s Remarkable Rise
1993-94 President, Sara Lee Bakery 

(she was previously the division’s CFO)

1994-99 CFO, $20 million parent company 
Sara Lee Corporation

1998 Executive Vice President and Corporate Director

1999 Chief eBusiness Officer, 
responsible for Sara Lee’s eBusiness strategy

2000 CEO, Sara Lee Foods and Foodservice, 
representing $8 billion in revenues

July, 2000 Named CEO Transora
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that enables everyone to do the
same things they’re already doing
today at a far cheaper cost, that
there’s value created. The compa-
nies that participate will pay for
that reduction in cost.”

Most public exchanges, includ-
ing Transora, drive early revenues
by charging participants small
transaction costs. These charges
fund ongoing development of more
sophisticated functionality, such as
collaborative planning and design,
which promises to generate even
more substantial savings for those
who participate in the eMarket.

Recently, some analysts have
questioned the value of large,
industry-sponsored eMarketplaces,
saying that the transaction costs
hurt most the participants who can
least afford them. Many of these
industry watchers are suggesting
that companies invest in no-fee pri-
vate marketplaces instead. 

“Private exchanges can serve a
very valuable function, particularly
for companies that have not com-
pletely integrated their internal
information flow with ERP sys-
tems,” Sprieser counters. “They can
set up a private exchange to link
their various disparate business
units across the Internet cost-effec-
tively.

“But whether or not you have a
private exchange, you still need
multiple kinds of connectivity, and
you need to capture data across the
industry. So to say that private is
the way to go and public is out, I
think is missing the key point.
There’s a reason for both,” she says.

Transora’s investors believe that
the savings derived from enhanced
efficiencies far outweigh any costs
of participating in a public CPG

marketplace. Transora even offers a
“value calculator” on its website,
where member companies or
prospects can enter data related to
their business, and determine the
potential value that could be
derived from executing transactions
on the eMarketplace. 

One key to changing the opin-
ions of potential participants was a
shift in the original vision for
eMarketplaces, Berquist adds.
Initially, public exchanges planned
to have all the data visible to all 
participants, a feature that inspired
fears of corporate espionage and
competitive disadvantage. Now
eMarkets “connect everybody
through shared standards and
shared transaction formats, but the
business that’s done through the
exchange is conducted in a private
fashion,” Berquist explains. “This
means people don’t have to worry
about others tracking what they’re
doing. They can still have propri-
etary relationships with their ven-
dors, but they don’t have to force
their vendors to adopt different
connectivity strategies with every
single potential buyer.”

Transora succeeds, Sprieser says,
by keeping its customer needs in

mind. “The basis of success is strat-
egy and execution. I think that
Transora’s original strategy – a
vision of more efficient and effec-
tive supply chain connectivity,
rolled out in phases that let people
get some short-term benefits and
gains while they’re on the way to

gearing up to this next level of
doing business – has been a great
rollout approach for us,” she says.

European presence 

In addition to increasingly
sophisticated collaborative solu-
tions, Transora hopes to grow by
serving more European CPG com-
panies. Transora staff recently
moved into permanent European
headquarters in Amsterdam. A
European advisory board com-
prised of six eBusiness officers from
companies such as Heineken,
Cadbury Schweppes, and Unilever
meets there monthly. Sprieser and
other high-ranking Transora execu-
tives regularly attend European
industry events and participate
in advisory panels. A dozen cus-
tomer care representatives speak
local languages to help callers.
“Industry associates” – employees
from investor companies – work in

“To say that private is the 

way to go and public is out, I think
is missing the key point.

There’s a reason for both.” 
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Chicago and Amsterdam designing
and implementing services, for
periods ranging from three months
to three years. 

Still, Danone Group and Nestle
S.A. recently partnered with another
technology vendor to form a

European CPG eMarket on that
vendor’s technology platform. Is
Transora not European enough? 

Berquist of Goldman Sachs dis-
putes this, saying that European
companies have had less time to
grasp B2B concepts than North
American businesses. “North
Americans have been working with
this stuff for the last two years.
They’re more prepped toward what
Transora is trying to do.”

Further, the expectations for
global domination may be unrea-
sonable, he adds. “I think this
notion that you have to be global
immediately is a little silly. I think
you need to attack a market that
you can win, do well in that market,
and then you can start to move out-
side of your core market,” Berquist
says. “If Europe isn’t successful for
Transora over the next year, but it’s
successful in North America, I don’t

think it ultimately hurts their
opportunity [going forward] to be
successful in Europe.”  

Technology behind Transora

To support its marketplace
activities, Transora selects only

open, best-of-breed technology.
Ariba Marketplace, Ariba Sourcing
and Ariba Dynamic Trade solutions
are helping Transora bring to life
procurement, connectivity, strategic
sourcing, and trade applications. 

Ariba was selected because of its
superior performance, but also
because most Transora member
companies had direct, positive
experience or familiarity with
Ariba. “We believe that Ariba has
had the most success in deploying
technology for B2B procurement,
which is the first wave of savings
that we targeted in our strategy,”
says Sprieser. “So it’s been a very
natural place for us to start.

“Ariba technology performs,”she
adds. “In today’s world, where
everyone wants to believe in the
greater performance of technology,
there have been a lot of disappoint-
ments. I’m quite satisfied with how

Ariba has performed for us and for
our member companies.”

“Ariba’s strength in the CPG and
retail markets enables us to under-
stand the technology requirements
of Transora and its member com-
panies,” explains Bob Solomon,
director of Ariba CPG/Retail
eCommerce solutions. “The Ariba
and Transora teams are already dis-
cussing new ways to work together
to exploit our mutual and comple-
mentary strengths.”

The importance of focus

With so many opportunities
available in the changing CPG
industry, Transora’s biggest chal-
lenge may be to achieve each goal
in turn. “Over the last year we’ve
learned the importance of focus,”
says Sprieser. “There are so many
different directions we can go
because of our fortunate place in
the value chain, that we could have
drowned in exploiting too many
opportunities at once.”

Berquist of Goldman Sachs adds
a few other caveats. Negative press
about the value of public exchanges
could diminish industry confidence
in their value. “I’d like to see Judy
issue more public, visible com-
ments about how the Transora solu-
tion can reduce costs dramatically
for the industry, a more forceful
advocation of why it makes sense to
join,” he says.

Transora must be careful to
address the broad horizontal
requirements of all its members,
rather than submitting to the pres-
sure of accommodating larger play-
ers only. Says Berquist: “Transora
must create the lowest common
denominator solution that can
appeal to everyone so that the

“We believe that Ariba has had 

the most success in deploying 

technology for B2B procurement, 

which is the first wave of savings 

that we targeted in our strategy.” 
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adoption rate is as high as possible. I’d
rather see people adopt one simple
function that everyone understands
quickly, and then give them more
functionality later.”

With new services to add and addi-
tional members to pursue, Transora
and its CEO are busy indeed. “Right
now, we’re all about executing the
strategy,” she says. “But we have the
near-end opportunities that have to be
executed flawlessly. Behind that, we
have services that are in R&D mode
for launch later this year and early next
year. We also have other geographies
we want to expand into.

“We’ve only really begun chipping
away at the surface of opportunities
with suppliers in our industry,”
Sprieser says. “I think that there are

opportunities on many different sides.
And we have companies outside CPG
that have expressed interest in partici-
pating in some of our service offerings
because they don’t have a comparable
exchange in their own industry.”

The only question, she acknowl-
edges, is how far out to look? “Back
when I was baking pies, ‘long term’
meant looking out three years. In this
industry and at this time, ‘long term’
is 18 months. Just the fast pace of
change in the Internet world is excit-
ing. People say that at some point I’ll
have to go back to manufacturing,
but I’m not sure. I’ve put my gearshift
into fifth gear – I’m not sure it can go
back to fourth!”

With Sprieser in command,
Berquist is convinced that Transora is

on the right track. “If B2B is going to
be successful, public exchanges like
Transora will have to play a role,” he
says. “Every company in every indus-
try cannot go out and link up with
every other company. For this to
work, you need to have some kind of
pooling process in an industry.
Transora has identified a good set of
processes that can be pooled and use-
ful to everyone. If Transora doesn’t
succeed, it’s unlikely that B2B will
work in the CPG industry.”

Cheryl D. Krivda is a freelance 
technical journalist specializing in 
IT topics, and a regular contributor 
to Ariba magazine. Contact her at 
ckrivda@cmkcom.com. 
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