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Until now, enterprise systems have not been widely used by
wholesale distributors, who tended to view them as out of reach
and designed solely for FORTUNE 500 companies. But the tech-
nology has evolved to where midsize companies can easily and
cost-effectively implement and manage enterprise systems. In
fact, SAP estimates that a distribution company with US$25 mil-
lion or more in revenue can typically benefit from such systems. 

A number of today’s enterprise systems are designed to meet the
needs of the wholesale industry while providing the flexibility
needed to work well for a specific company. Systems differ, of
course, but in general, distributors should look for qualities such
as the following:

• Comprehensive support for industry processes. Some sys-
tems provide support not only for a broad range of general
business processes but also for industry-specific processes rang-
ing from purchase-order and inventory management to 
supplier-managed inventory and chargeback management.
Because the full range of processes is handled on a single plat-
form, the “siloing” of information and processes that can
impair operational performance is greatly reduced – giving
decision makers a single, unified view of key information across
diverse divisions and branches.

• A modular system that fits with the business. Today’s
enterprise systems are not monolithic applications but rather
suites or “stacks” of applications that can be deployed in a
modular fashion. A company can implement a few applications
to meet its most pressing business needs – perhaps logistics or
finance – and then, as desired, add more applications to
support Internet sales and customer interaction centers, strate-

gic sourcing, and other requirements. In addition, a growing
number of systems are standards-based and support solid inte-
gration with third-party and custom-made systems, which
means distributors can continue to use specialized or home-
grown applications that meet specific needs, easily weaving
those systems into the overall enterprise.

• Simplified, fast implementation. Compared to just a few
years ago, enterprise system implementations are streamlined
and accelerated; it’s possible for a full system to be in place in
just a few months. That speed is possible in part because imple-
mentation methodologies have matured and are now well
understood. But just as important, some solutions are precon-
figured – that is, they incorporate industry best practices devel-
oped by distributors and systems vendors with years of experi-
ence. In general, about 80% of an industry enterprise system
can be used by distributors without modification, allowing
them to focus on the other 20%, which typically involves 
company-specific and differentiating processes. 
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