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General Overview of the Technology

As product lifecycles grow shorter and customers grow more and more fickle it has become increasingly more important to be as reactive as possible to the market.  As businesses step up to meet this challenge, demand forecasting has become an ever-increasing driver of corporate performance.  This has led to the development of new software to fill the need of Demand Management.

Demand Management is a business strategy that is revolutionizing the way an organization acquires the goods and services that are critical to its bottom line.  This new business strategy goes beyond the traditional considerations of just suppliers and prices.  It looks at ways in which managers can reduce costs without further reducing their capacity to execute their value adding activities.  Within this business strategy organizations focus on addressing the baseline drivers of their external spend, align a singular purchasing strategy throughout their organization, and eliminate the non-value adding aspects of purchasing.  When organizations fully embrace this strategy, they can fundamentally change the way that they acquire the goods and services that drive their business.  In fact, it is not uncommon that businesses are able to cut 10 to 20 percent off their addressable spend in certain categories; savings that can begin in as little as three months [ATKearney, 2004].

One might ask ‘why is this business strategy suddenly becoming in vogue?’  The reason lies in the fact that we are only now starting to develop the savvy in software development to effectively design systems that are robust enough to handle the variation and flexibility that are required in the real world of Demand Management.  Unfortunately though, there is still no one software program that is a ‘one size fits all’ technology.  Because of this the decision as to how one will integrate this system into their IT framework is critically important.  This is something that should not be considered a ‘one time buy’, as you will have to implement a system that is going to be easily maintained and that will grow with your business.

Currently many companies are trying to develop PC-based solutions using spreadsheets and databases created in-house.  The downfall of these solutions is that they rarely provide very good functionality and flexibility and most are very costly to maintain.  Generally, most companies also do not have the in-house expertise to devise sufficient solutions of this type, so outside consultants are needed, significantly driving up the costs of the system.

The alternative to the above solutions is buying a pre-developed software package from a company whose expertise lies in creating demand management systems and distributes them on a larger scale.  These solutions are cheaper due to the scale they are marketed on, but the challenge is finding one that fits well within the business needs that your specific company has.  This paper looks into what key attributes one should look for when considering these technologies and also goes into detail on four specific technologies that are solutions to consider in the Demand Management software market.

Key Attributes

One very important attribute to consider when searching for the right Demand Management software is interoperability.  Dictionary.com defines interoperability as “the ability to exchange and use information” (Princeton University, 2003).  In terms of Demand Management this is important because everyone along the supply chain is becoming increasingly interdependent and is sharing more and more information with each other.  In order for one’s supply chain to run efficiently and effectively, one needs to establish good lines of communication with supply chain partners.  In order to achieve this, the software one implements for their Demand Management must be able to talk to whatever other systems exist along that supply chain.

Another important attribute to consider when searching for Demand Management software is scalability.  Dictionary.com defines scalability as “how well a solution to some problem will work when the size of the problem increases” (Princeton University, 2003).  In terms of Demand Management this is important because supply chains are large and complex creatures, which exhibit unique features that make them hard to manage.  At the same time, it is absolutely critical to manage the supply chain in an efficient and effective way because of the number of resources required to manage it and the level to which businesses depend on it.  This makes the degree to which these software programs are scalable absolutely critical.

Maybe the most important attribute when considering software for Demand Management is usability.  Dictionary.com defines usability as “the effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction with which users can achieve tasks in a particular environment of a product” (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000).  In terms of Demand Management this is extremely important attribute because however well a software program can predict a businesses demand, there is always going to be someone there to evaluate and analyze that data.  That data is only going to be as effective as the ability of the person analyzing it to interpret it.  

Comparative Analysis

Manugistics NetWORKS Solutions 7.1
This is a software program released in 2003 by Manugistics to provide supply chain management and pricing optimization solutions.  This particular software delivers new and innovative capabilities for organizations to enhance their visibility and responsiveness all along their supply chains.  Manugistics touts this program as having faster implementation and lower cost of ownership, while achieving accessible and high performance tools for users.

This program delivers solid interoperability by providing web services and real-time API’s reducing integration costs and improving synchronization with heterogeneous systems.  Manugistics 7.1 is built on J2EE open standards for application development, application-to-application integration, portal connectivity, and business process management (ThomasNet, 2003).

This program also delivers excellent scalability helping to reduce processing cycle times, minimize hardware costs and enabling real time adaptive planning.  Its increased visibility due to its synchronization with heterogeneous systems slows users to more quickly respond to unplanned network events to minimize their impact on the bottom line value stream flow.  It also contains predictive analytic capabilities, which allow it to recognize repeating patterns of past business disruptions, which allow businesses to modify and adapt their plans, preventing costly cyclical disruptions that adversely affect the bottom line value flow.

In terms of usability this software provides real time visibility providing transparency to users from purchase order through proof-of-delivery base on the use of a metadata engine to rapidly connect to and create user configurable view and queries to Manugistics and non-Manugistics data.    

i2 Demand Manager
This is a software program recently released by i2 Technologies that is a rewrite and replacement for the former Demand Planner (this is version 6.1.4 of Demand Manager).  This product has been in development since 1998 (Cecere, 2004).  The new Demand Manager product uses a standard, service-based technology with improved scalability and usability.

One of the main weaknesses in the old software had to due with its scalability.  This weakness was exploited as customers increased their forecasting runs to include store-based replenishment for Vendor-Managed Inventory, started account-level modeling for Sales and Operational Planning, and used style/color/size relationships in apparel [Cecere, 2004].  The new Demand Manager solution offers an increased scalability to meet this customer demand.  The new architecture can scale to tens of millions of demand unit combinations.  Another weakness of the old Demand Planner had been due to its proprietary technology.   This forced many customers to deploy workarounds.  The new Demand Manager solution, however, uses standard technology so it is much more easily supported by IT and uses a database structure from either Oracle or IBM DB2 which gives customers faster visibility to demand data for analysis, reporting, and exception management.  

The new software offers many usability improvements.  It offers product lifecycle templates for new product introductions, role-based demand exception management, and improvements in consensus forecast communication and collaboration (Cecere, 2004).  Users who are comfortable with a spreadsheet format will be comfortable with this.

Logility Voyager Solutions 6.5
This is a software program released by Logility that helps reduce supply chain costs, optimize inventory investments, and increase sales through real-time visibility, optimized supply chain planning and execution, and sales and operations planning.  This software provides web-based visibility of supply chain events and summarizes performance indicators that enable optimal inventory investments and provide decision support (Managing Automation, 2003).

This software program has good scalability.  It helps companies to adapt their planning models to dynamic business requirements, like when a plant is shutdown, and attributes its historical demand to a new location.  

This software also has good usability.  It increases supply chain visibility and allows users to synchronize internal operations.  The allows users to obtain a consolidated view o relevant supply chain information such as orders, sales, production plans, inventory, shipments, backorders and operating budgets.  By achieving this, users can analyze a one number view of their business for better decision support throughout the organization.

Prescient 5
This is a software program released by Prescient that is designed to adjust to an organizations need to change.  In fact, Prescient 5 can handle any supply chain changes without interruptions.  This program integrates statistically generated “best-fit” forecasts, based on historical demand, with user-anticipated differences.  The strength of this program is in use for companies that experience high amounts of flux in their demand.  The idea is that the program improves with every forecast.  It learns from recent demand trends and measures forecast area, while also considering special causes lying outside the norm.

This software program has good interoperability allowing data import and export capabilities for integration with a variety of popular systems.  In terms of data communication it facilitates business document exchange through the use of the Internet, including full support for emerging standards such as EDI over the Internet (EDIINT), including both the AS1 and AS2 protocols (Prescient, 2004).  In terms of data translation it offers a fully and easily configurable set of tools for mapping any type of business document, including EDI, XML and flat files to a representation suitable for internal applications, such as text or flat files, XML, or directly into any RDBMS (Prescient, 2004).

This software also has good scalability.  It has flexible aggregations of demand that model business processes at the product, division, location, customer or other levels.  It can support for top-down, bottom-up, and middle-out forecasting.  It can analyze customer product profitability at a customer, location or SKU level.  It can look at variable time periods for forecasting in weekly and monthly increments with daily indexing of demand.  It has multiple historical and future demand streams, such as promotions, returns, actual orders and shipments and POS.  Finally, it also has new product introduction functionality that creates forecasts for new products by relating historical demand, in whole or in part, from like products to new products (Prescient, 2004).

From a usability standpoint this product offers many good attributes.  Using unique scratchpad functionality, it allows users to compare a variety of data in dynamic, graphical presentation.  It also uses a configurable interface, which offers tabular and interactive graphical presentation of data.  The record set configuration is user-defined, which facilitates custom presentation of items that meet specific criteria or are in need of greatest attention.  This software also provides an extensive simulation capability.  This allows user to test the impacts of their forecast overrides, analyzing their effectiveness, before applying them.  Together these attributes allow users to analyze the profitability at a customer, location or SKU level while considering customer-based pricing and the cost of distributing product from varying locations.

Conclusions

Demand Management is a part of the business world today and those who embrace it will be the ones who thrive in the contemporary business world where product lifecycles grow shorter and customers grow more and more fickle.  Businesses today must be as reactive as possible to an ever changing market and choosing the right software for Demand Management is a critical part of making that possible.  As seen in this paper there are critical attributes that must be considered when introducing or improving this technology.  The technology one chooses must have good interoperability because the supply chain ranges across so many areas of business and the technology you choose must be able to communicate with the software in those other areas.  The technology must also have good scalability.  Supply chains are a dynamic creature constantly developing new features and the technology chosen must be able to work effectively in a constantly changing environment.  Most importantly, the technology must have good usability.  The technology is only as good as it is for users to interpret.  

The technologies considered in this paper are all very good options for organizations looking for software programs to help them in Demand Management.  i2 Demand Manager provides excellent usability and scalability in this field.  However, compared to other technology in this paper it is more limited in its interoperability.  Logility Voyager Solutions 6.5 is similar in that is has good usability and scalability, but it is more limited in its interoperability.  Manugistics NetWORKS Solutions 7.1 is also a good option.  It provides some excellent interoperability and scalability.  Compared to other software programs described in this paper, it does have less to offer in terms of usability.

Based on the research for this paper Prescient 5 is the best option available.  It provides the best combination of interoperability, scalability, and usability.   It works well with a variety of systems that exist across businesses.  It is able to grow and develop as the supply chain does, while maintaining its effectiveness.  Finally, and most importantly, it provides users with a program that is efficient to use, easy to learn and remember, and allows them to quickly and easily account for their errors.  This gives it the right stuff to help your business compete in the world of Demand Management.
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