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Designing Order Management Automation 
to Di�erentiate the Customer Experience

Experience Matters, Not Just Efficiency and E�ectiveness
Today, companies look for any technology-based leverage to serve customers cost-
e�ectively while maintaining quality of execution. Automation ticks both these boxes.

In the customer-to-cash process, automation is still in an emerging state, with some 
organizations further along than others. Our 2018 benchmarks show that top-quartile 
finance organizations process 71% of the orders they receive using automation. That is 
up from 64% in 2017, and nearly three times more than typical organizations (designated 
as the peer group in our empirical methodology) (Fig. 1) . Automation is a significant 
factor in top-quartile finance organizations’ vastly lower process cost per order (Fig. 2) .
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Executive Summary
While order-entry automation can drive significant cost and efficiency benefits, finance organizations increasingly 
see it also as a way to enhance customer satisfaction. For example, Graybar, a large distributor of electrical, 
communications and data networking products, leveraged an order-entry automation solution to generate the 
equivalent of 23 FTE hours that its service representatives can now spend with important accounts. Fairmont Supply, 
a distributor of industrial MRO supplies, rethought its e-commerce options in ways that have improved customer 
satisfaction and increased use of the channel to order products.
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Automation is not just about reducing cost or even improving effectiveness, however. 
Digital transformation places great emphasis on delivering superior customer experience 
as a differentiating competitive factor. Order-entry automation can improve customer 
experience by increasing speed and accuracy, and offer new channels for customers to 
order products, such as customized portals and online catalogs. Here again, top-quartile 
finance organizations in our database stand out, fulfilling orders 4.5 times faster than 
peers (Fig. 3). Automation lets their internal resources “touch” orders less frequently 
(Fig. 4), saving time and potentially reducing the number of errors.

Automation has even greater potential to improve customer experience by eliminating 
manual tasks and letting staff spend more time on value-added activities, such as 
building relationships with strategic customers. This is the case for the two companies 
profiled in this report, Graybar and Fairmont Supply.

Expanding Opportunities
Order-entry automation takes many forms, including electronic data interchange (EDI), 
e-commerce sites, mobile entry, online catalogs and punch-out sites (a method for a 
corporate purchasing agent to buy from a supplier’s website from within the buyer’s own 
procurement application or hosted e-procurement system). The common denominator 
is that these approaches facilitate transfer of customer-order data to the ERP system 
without the supplier having to re-key the information. Finance organizations in our 
database report pursuing multiple channels concurrently.

Despite these established capabilities, many companies still receive a large percentage 
of orders via email, fax or phone because buyers, who are required to create purchase 
orders in their procurement systems, prefer to enter the order only once. In cases where 
buyers do not have access to EDI or machine-to-machine capabilities, it’s easiest to create 
a purchase order in the procurement system and then send it to the supplier by email or 
fax. These orders must be entered manually into the supplier’s system. However, new 
technology is bringing this process into the 21st century. Digital solutions can receive 
certain types of structured emailed or faxed purchase orders, read and digitize their data 
fields, and enter the orders directly into the ERP without human intervention. These 
solutions offer significant performance improvement potential without forcing customers 
to change their approach to sending purchase orders.

The case studies that follow examine how two companies – both focused on elevating 
customer service and experience to differentiate themselves in competitive markets – 
have added email order automation to their multi-channel order-automation strategies.

Case Study #1: Graybar
Graybar is a leading North American distributor of electrical, communications and data 
networking products and a provider of supply chain management and logistics services. 
It primarily serves customers in the construction and CIG (commercial, institutional and 
government) markets, as well as the industrial and utility markets. With $6.6 billion in 
revenue (2017), Graybar employs nearly 8,500 people at its network of 290 locations 
across the U.S., Canada and Puerto Rico.

The company is committed to expanding its digital capabilities. Specifically, it has 
targeted electronic order automation as a key area for improving efficiency, reducing 
costs and enhancing the customer experience. Graybar processes approximately 
300,000 orders per month. As many as 2,000 people in various sales and customer 
service roles have at least some daily responsibility for entering orders into the 
company’s SAP system. 
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“About five years ago, we performed a time study and found that, on average, it took 
someone 15 minutes to receive a call or open an email and then key in the order,” 
according to Graybar’s Director of National Operations, Rose McDaniel. “If we could 
automate this activity, our representatives would gain 15 additional minutes per order to 
spend on more valuable customer service activities.” Not only has automating the order-
entry process helped Graybar reduce costs, it has differentiated its customer service in 
a competitive market. The company has pursued various avenues for automating order 
entry. For example, it encourages the use of electronic data interchange (EDI) where 
possible. It receives a significant number of orders through its e-commerce site, as well 
as punch-out sites and hosted catalogs, mobile order functionality and an electronic 
reordering program. “We want to give our customers the opportunity to choose the best 
digital channel for their particular needs,” said McDaniel. 

Automating email orders
Several years ago, Graybar began to explore ways to automate its growing volume of 
orders received by email. The company established a proof of concept using Conexiom 
Sales Order Automation and invited field operations to use the solution with select 
accounts. Once Conexiom creates a custom data map based on an account’s PO format, 
the solution collects all tagged emails with an attached PDF purchase order, reads the 
documents, translates the data to an EDI feed, and automatically loads the information 
into Graybar’s SAP system. However, noted McDaniel, “While we found this solution 
worked well, we only converted a small number of accounts because many of our 
customer service teams were reluctant to have email orders forwarded and processed 
without their intervention.”

In mid-2017, Graybar took a different approach. For three months, it used Conexiom 
Order Analytics to examine incoming emails. Through this exercise, it identified 500 
accounts that would best meet the criteria for document automation (high volume, 
repetitive, similar structure), as well as the customer service representatives (CSRs) who 
handled those accounts. Graybar designated a 30-day “block” period for each account 
as it moved to the automated solution, which allowed CSRs to review how orders were 
entered into SAP to alleviate any concerns about accuracy. After the transition period, 
emailed orders were forwarded directly for processing. Graybar has maintained some 
flexibility to allow CSRs to review email orders in certain circumstances, such as new 
business relationships.

Following the three-month trial, Graybar converted almost all the identified accounts to 
automated order entry. “Because we were thorough in our implementation process, 
we were confident that the solution would work,” said McDaniel. “That allowed us to 
mandate the use of the automated approach and transition accounts more successfully.”

Graybar dedicated a full-time resource to support the required mapping and testing, 
as well as change management, which McDaniel described as a substantial effort. “To 
facilitate digital transformation,we had a big push to get the solution up and running. As 
we did that, we began to uncover and address various change management issues. For 
example, our CSRs’ productivity metrics had been based on the number of line items 
they keyed. With automation, that must change, so we are developing new productivity 
reports based on the type of orders that CSRs handle,” she noted.

To date, Graybar has automated about 68% of the targeted orders and increased the 
volume of automated orders by 200% in Q1 2018, compared to Q1 of 2017. Graybar 
calculated that it has freed the equivalent of 23 FTE hours to focus on enhanced 
customer service activities. 
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According to McDaniel, automation has also improved service speed and accuracy. 
“Orders are loaded in our SAP system within 10 minutes of receiving the email, and then 
the customer receives an immediate acknowledgement,” she said. “This also eliminates 
delays in processing when someone is out of the office and not checking email, as well 
as errors that can occur when the person handling an order doesn’t have the same level 
of customer insight as the account’s regular representative.”

Graybar continues to convert more accounts. “We are pleased that our field teams are 
seeing the advantages of automation and that they are now taking the lead on identifying 
which customer accounts to convert,” McDaniel explained. “At Graybar, we’re focused 
on using technology in innovative ways to help people achieve more. This project is an 
important step in our journey of digital transformation.”

Case Study #2: Fairmont Supply
Materials management specialist Fairmont Supply is one of the largest full-line 
distributors of industrial maintenance, repair and operation supplies in the United States. 
Its subsidiary, Piping & Equipment, is a national leader in distributing industrial pipes, 
valves, fittings and related equipment. Fairmont has more than 20 distribution centers 
and onsite store management locations throughout the country, selling products from 
more than 500 manufacturers.

Fairmont processes more than 100,000 orders annually. Currently, about 60% are manual, 
creating a sizable opportunity for improvement with automation. The rest are largely 
EDI orders submitted directly to the ERP by the company’s biggest customers. With 
most orders still handled by people, Fairmont is aiming to reduce the degree of manual 
intervention required. 

“Order entry can be time-consuming, particularly when there are many line items or 
many small orders,” said Matthew Babko, vice president of information technology and 
e-commerce. “We want to find ways for our sales team to spend less time on manual 
activities and more time working with our largest and most important customers. The 
automation capabilities are already out there, and we are using several solutions that 
are well-tailored to our different customer segments. One of the steps we took was 
implementing the Conexiom Sales Order Automation solution to lift some of the burden 
of manual order-entry by automating orders received via fax and email,” he continued. 
“About a year after that, we added Conexiom’s Amazon Order Processing solution for 
automating entry of orders for other items, including excess and obsolete inventory, sold 
through Amazon.” 

To operationalize the e-mail capture, Fairmont first identifies customers that are a good 
fit, such as those submitting POs that do not require a sales representative to cross-
reference documents to determine the correct items. Babko’s team then provides 
Conexiom with the necessary documentation (typically, a completed PO) to generate a 
customer map in the system. Whenever the customer subsequently emails a PO, the 
sales representative needs only to forward the email to a Conexiom mailbox. The system 
recognizes the document based on the customer map and creates the order in Fairmont’s 
ERP within seconds, using an application programming interface (API). 

“This is a behind-the-scenes transition that significantly decreases manual effort and 
the time required to get orders into our ERP, while being completely seamless for our 
customers,” Babko explained. “Although we don’t have a specific goal for the percentage 
of orders entered this way, we do regularly look for customers that fit this model and add 
them to the solution when it makes sense.” For orders placed through Amazon, a smaller 
portion of Fairmont’s business, the Conexiom system receives data feeds directly from 
Amazon, formats them and then enters them into Fairmont’s ERP via an API. 
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A new website
In addition to looking for customers that are candidates for order entry through EDI or the 
automation solution, Fairmont is increasing emphasis on generating orders through its 
website. The company initially introduced an e-commerce site in January 2017. However, 
the company is preparing to launch an entirely new online storefront based on feedback 
from customers and its sales team. Orders placed via the website will be entered directly 
into Fairmont’s ERP. A corresponding mobile app will equip sales reps with the same 
capabilities when working in the field with customers.

While Fairmont allows customers to order in the manner they prefer, Babko said the 
company is aiming to eventually shift smaller customers to self-service ordering through 
its website. He plans to transition 1% of revenue to the website in the first 12 months 
following the relaunch. “This channel is good for us because it’s more efficient, but it’s 
also good for our customers. In surveys, customers have told us they don’t know the 
full breadth of our product line. Now, they can go online and see everything we offer and 
place orders at their convenience, 24/7.”

Babko expects the revitalized e-commerce site to increase efficiency by eliminating 
further manual activity, but also to boost sales. “We devote significant analytical effort to 
understanding our customer segments and their buying patterns,” he said. “This, in turn, 
enables us to market more effectively by directing the right content to the right people in 
a way that engages them with our website and makes them more aware of our offerings, 
which leads to higher revenue.”

Conclusion and Recommendations
Digital transformation is pushing the customer to the center of finance’s service delivery 
model. Automating order entry and management represents a prime opportunity for 
enhancing customer experience, while at the same time improving process efficiency 
and effectiveness. Below are several steps companies can take to advance customer-
centricity through order-entry automation:

• Pursue a range of order-entry strategies (such as EDI, online catalog, mobile, 
customer portal, e-commerce, punch-out sites, email/fax order automation) to improve 
performance while continuing to serve customers through their channel of choice.

• Mine available data to better understand customer ordering behavior and patterns, 
and use the insights gained to direct specific customer segments toward the most 
appropriate channel.

• “Market” the organization’s enhanced speed and responsiveness, for example by 
generating and sending an immediate order acknowledgement to the customer as 
soon as an order is recorded in the ERP.

• Update performance metrics to include experience measures such as usability, Net 
Promoter Score, and preferred channel utilization. 

These approaches can help move an organization closer to the top quartile as it makes 
gains in efficiency, effectiveness and experience. Just as important, they can play a key 
part in driving digital transformation of the customer-to-cash process.

Related Hackett Group Research
Becoming a Top-Performing Customer-to-Cash Organization, February 2018

Order Management: How Three Companies Use Digital Tools to Automate the Process, 
January 2018 

Case study takeaways

• Measure order-entry activity to 
quantify the value of automation.

• Plan thoroughly ahead of 
implementation. 

• Establish a 30-day transition period 
for each account.

• Dedicate a resource to the work of 
change management.

• Analyze buying patterns and 
customer segments.

• Redesign e-commerce platforms 
based on customer and sales-team 
feedback.

• Adopt multiple automation solutions 
for different segments. 
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