business review

Burton Snowboards

Creating an e-commerce solution on the Microsoft® Windows® DNA platform enabled this leading snowboard maker to deploy security-enhanced dealer and vendor Web sites that integrate with its SAP system to provide instant access to accurate information 24 hours a day, seven days a week. This has helped to simplify internal production management and reduce customer service call volumes, enabling Burton to improve customer satisfaction without increasing the size of its Call Center.

“Sales have doubled since we implemented Bid Manager, built 100 percent from the ground up with Microsoft products and technologies.”

Ray Huber

Title 

Cutler Hammer
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he history of Burton Snowboards is one of constant innovation and commitment 


to building the sport. The trappings have changed—from a garage in Londonderry, Vermont, to its modern facilities in Burlington—but the commitment to high-quality service hasn’t. Today Burton sells its snowboards and gear exclusively through a network of about 3,000 dealers all over the world. With its history of innovation, it’s no surprise that Burton would be the first in the industry to set up a Web-based eCommerce solution to provide its dealers with 24-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week (24/7) access to the real-time manufacturing, delivery, and account data they need to serve their customers efficiently. 


“We have nearly 100 vendors located all over the world,” explains Laurent Potdevin, Vice President of Operations for Burton. “We have a manufacturing cycle that to some degree overlaps our shipping cycle, so we constantly need information about manufacturing and delivery schedules to make sure that we can provide information to our dealers.” 


In the past, vendors maintained production schedules at the factory in various formats. Burton staff would call to get that information, put it in their own format, and then distribute it to customer service and product management groups. That was a laborious process, and by the time the information was distributed it often was out of date. 


Meanwhile, to handle dealer questions, Burton has regional call centers located all over the world. However, as the company grew, so did the need for information outside of those call center hours. During the peak season, the volume of calls was so high that dealers often had to wait on hold to get the information they needed. 


To solve those problems, Burton wanted to implement a Web-based solution that would enable its dealers to view real-time information from its SAP system. The goal was to provide dealers with live information, including vendor manufacturing and shipping schedules—at any time, day or night. 


An Affordable, Comprehensive Solution


Before deciding on a solution, Burton developed a list of requirements for the Web site. First, the platform chosen had to require a minimum of administration and support and be relatively easy to develop on. Also, because the site was to be hosted externally, the platform had to support secure communi�cations from SAP to the Web as well as multiple languages. 


Burton presented the list of requirements to AppNet, a Microsoft Certified Solution Provider Partner, which recommended that the company build its Web site on the Windows DNA platform. 


“Windows DNA gave us the ability to use the technology that both Burton and AppNet are familiar with, and it’s the right price, the right size, and offers the flexibility to do what we needed to do in a very short period of time,” says Julie Patterson, AppNet Director of Business Development.


Burton followed AppNet’s recommendation, which included the Windows NT® Server 4.0 operating system and Microsoft Internet Information Server (IIS), Microsoft Transaction Server (MTS), Microsoft SQL Server™ 7.0, and Microsoft Exchange Server. MTS works with SAP’s Internet Transaction Server (ITS) and DCOM Connector to link Web site users to SAP data. In addition, Burton was going to outsource much of the development and Web hosting and knew there was a large pool of consultants familiar with Windows DNA technology. Some of Burton’s in-house developers were also familiar with the platform. Finally, the Windows DNA platform provided a very affordable solution in terms of hardware and software acquisition, development costs, and ongoing maintenance. 


“The Intel platform is a lower-cost alternative than most of the UNIX platforms,” says Scott Koerner, Computer Operations Manager at Burton. “In this particular case, it certainly would have required a lot more development if we hadn’t used the Windows DNA platform because SAP supplied us with some of the hooks all ready for a Windows NT-based development environment.”


Connecting Dealers Directly to Account and Order Information


Burton’s solution enables vendors to update their production and delivery schedules online to ensure that the most up-to-date information is always available. This saves the time of collecting the information over the phone and reformatting and distributing it, only to start the cycle all over again. 


“We have integrated that production and delivery information with all the routing times for vessels coming from Asia and for planes coming from Europe,” Potdevin notes. 


That information is automatically loaded into the customer service database in the SAP system, which then can be accessed by dealers through a secure Web site. 


The vendor and dealer sites are each linked to a separate SQL Server database that stores master user information, making it faster to authenticate users as they log in. The dealer database also includes product availability information, which is uploaded nightly from SAP so that dealers can check on the availability of products before placing an order. 


“The Windows DNA platform made it easy for us to tie the solution into the SQL Server database, allowing us to minimize the number of interactions with the SAP system and increase performance of the system as a whole,” Patterson notes.


The initial effort took about six months. The vendor site was launched in June 1999, and the dealer site was launched in August 1999. Potdevin estimates that by the end of the first six months, about 30 to 35 percent of its U.S. dealers were using the site. The site is available in five languages, but adoption by international dealers has been a little slower because the Internet is not as widely used in those areas. 


A Test Run 


Developed using the Microsoft Visual Basic® and Visual J++® development systems, the Web site consists primarily of Active Server Page technology on the server and Java script on the client side. AppNet and Burton first built a scaled-down version of the architecture consisting of a single server running Windows NT Server 4.0 with Internet Information Server 4.0 and Microsoft SQL Server 7.0. Then they built the DCOM server, which is an HP NetServer LC3 with a single Pentium III 550 processor and 256 MB of RAM. 


Because the Web site is hosted externally by AppNet, the biggest challenge was to integrate it with the DCOM server and then to the SAP system and establish secure communications from SAP to the Web site.


“MTS and SSL encryption in IIS were the keys to making DCOM communication work,” says Koerner. 


They also created SQL Server databases for each of the sites, which download customer account information nightly from SAP. “Storing that information at the front end is a little faster, so we don’t have to run transactions in SAP just to authenticate someone to log in,” Koerner explains. 


Throughout the development process the project team, and later a group of Burton dealers, tested individual pieces of the solution. The project team configured multiple dial-up connection speeds from 28.8 to a T1 line and multiple browser environments at both AppNet and Burton to test each new development phase.


“One of the things that made this project so successful was that Burton had people who were clearly dedicated to its success by thoroughly testing every part of it,” Patterson notes. 


The biggest problem found during testing was slow performance in accessing product availability information, which the solution was loading directly to the client from SAP. 


“Being a seasonal company, we start running out of products at the end of the season,” Koerner says. “So it’s important for dealers to be able to see the availability in different product categories.” 


To address the performance problem, Burton decided to upload the availability tabulation processing to the Web site and present it to the user through SQL Server. “Putting the product availability data on SQL Server improved performance considerably,” Koerner notes. “The response time went from minutes, to less than 10 seconds.”


SAP Internet Transaction Server (ITS) provides a gateway for pushing data from the SAP system out to the Web server running Microsoft Site Server Commerce Edition. DCOM (Distributed Component Object Model) is used to pull data into SAP from Site Server Commerce Edition. When a dealer places an order, MTS passes it to the DCOM Connector, and the DCOM Connector invokes the appropriate business API (BAPI) calls to SAP. 


“The ITS made reporting very easy. A lot of the development had already been done in SAP, so existing reports in SAP could easily be converted to Web pages,” Koerner notes. “It reduced the amount of development we had to do.” 


Secure Access to Live SAP Data 


Dealers access the Burton dealer site through any popular Web browser, version 4.x or greater, to gain account information such as statements, warranty reports, and customer profiles. They can also access live data on product availability and can place reorders. 


“Any time a dealer places an order, the system automatically updates the availability database on the Web site for that item,” Koerner explains.


Dealers submit orders through their Web browser, and MTS passes the order to SAP through DCOM. SAP sends back an order confirmation and updates both the SAP and SQL Server availability databases. As a result, dealers can place an order and then see that order on their lists almost immediately. 


Increased Customer Satisfaction Without Increasing Overhead


Potdevin sees customer satisfaction as the biggest advantage of providing Burton’s dealers with real-time access to relevant SAP information. “I see the biggest benefit on the nonquantifiable side,” Potdevin explains. “Dealers can now dial up any time to get their financial information, place an order, and look up warranty information. The feedback we’ve been getting indicates that it’s becoming a big hit with our dealers. It’s definitely saved us some money by reducing the call volumes in the call center by about 20 percent and will save us more in the future by enabling us not to have to grow our call center.” 


Additional savings are expected to result from eliminating the need for Burton production managers to call the vendors to update manufacturing and shipping schedules, and eliminating the labor of having to reformat that information for distribution. 


Upside Potential for Backhill


Although Burton sells its Burton and Red products strictly through a dealer network, it sells its Backhill children’s clothing line directly to consumers. Originally these sales were solely through a catalog, but the company decided to add an eCommerce component to that side of the business at the same time it implemented the business-to-business sites. The Backhill site is also based on Microsoft Site Server Commerce Edition, and the Burton staff was impressed by the ease with which that system enabled them to integrate credit card processing. 


“Site Server has the hooks for integrating credit card processing already built in,” notes Koerner. “We haven’t done any personalization or any auctioning, but we know that next season or the season after that we can easily add those features.”


Scalability played an important role in selecting Site Server Commerce Edition. “We haven’t gotten to the point where we’ve needed to scale it up, but we know that we have that option if suddenly it’s snowing in Florida and everybody wants to buy snowboard clothing for their kids,” Koerner continues. “If the Backhill online sales explode at some point, we have a platform that can handle it.” 





Solution Overview





Company Profile


Located outside Burlington, Vermont, Burton Snowboards leads the industry in innovation and commitment to growing the sport of snowboarding. Founded in 1977, Burton today has more than 500 employees and sells Burton, Red, and Backhill products all over the world through a network of dealers. 


Situation


Burton has between 80 and 100 vendors and more than 3,000 dealers. To get delivery and order status information as well as account details, Burton’s dealers had to contact the company’s call center. Handling all these calls required 24/7 coverage as well as extra customer service representatives during peak periods to reduce the time that dealers had to wait on hold. 


Business Solution


To provide dealers with 24/7 access to real-time information on manufacturing and delivery schedules, order status, and other account information, Burton implemented a secure eCommerce solution based on the Windows® DNA platform that integrates with the company’s SAP R/3 system. A vendor component provides details on manufacturing and shipping schedules updated directly by the vendors. Dealers can access this information, as well as other relevant account and order information, from the Web. 


Benefits


By implementing its business-to-business eCommerce solution on the Windows DNA platform, Burton Snowboards is able to provide better customer service and more accurate, up-to-date information to dealers 24 hours a day while actually reducing call center volume by 20 percent. It has also reduced the time required to manage production and delivery schedules and saved hardware and software acquisition and administration costs.








For more information 


About Microsoft


Call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Resource Centre at (800) 563-9048. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. 


For more information about Microsoft-based eCommerce solutions, visit the Microsoft eCommerce industry home page on the World Wide Web, at: http://www.microsoft.com/industry/commerce/


About AppNet


1 Broadway, 9th Floor


Cambridge, MA 02142


Tel: (617) 528-9797


Fax: (617) 547-0380


E-mail address: joe.moriarty@appnet.com


Web site: http://www.appnet.com/


AppNet is a premier provider of end-to-end e�business solutions, from interactive marketing to back-end integration. The firm offers a unique mix of Internet strategy, marketing, and technology services. It is the fourth largest interactive marketing agency according to Ad Age and works with Fortune 1000 and dot.com companies.


For more information on Burton Snowboards go to:


http://www.burton.com/


Microsoft Software Used


Microsoft Exchange Server


Microsoft Internet Information Server


Microsoft SQL Server 7.0


Microsoft Transaction Server


Microsoft Site Server Commerce Edition


Microsoft Windows NT Server 4.0


Other Products Used


SAP R/3


SAP Internet Transaction Server


SAP DCOM Connector





Dealers can place an order and then see that order on their order list almost immediately.





“Putting the product availability data on SQL Server improved performance considerably. The response time went from minutes, to less than 10 seconds.”


Scott Koerner


Computer Operations Manager 


Burton Snowboards





“In this particular case, it certainly would have required a lot more development if we hadn’t used the Windows DNA platform because SAP supplied us with some of the hooks all ready for a Windows NT–based development environment.”


Scott Koerner 


Computer Operations Manager 


Burton Snowboards

















Database Information�
�
�
Dealer Database�
Vendor database�
�
Version Used: �
Microsoft SQL Server 7.0�
�
Size of Database: �
500 MB�
500 MB�
�
Total Concurrent Users:�
50�
12�
�
Total Users: �
3,000�
100�
�
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For More Information about how Microsoft Solutions can help benefit your organization, please contact the Oztera Technology Group @ 925-820-2008.
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Product availability information is uploaded nightly from SAP to the SQL Server database so that dealers can check on the availability of products before placing an order.  





“I see the biggest benefit on the nonquantifiable side. Dealers can now dial up any time to get their financial information, place an order, and look up warranty information.”


Laurent Potdevin


Vice President of Operations 


Burton Snowboards
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