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This White Paper is the second in a series of Thought Leadership white papers being published by Simplifying-IT 
surrounding the E-Procurement space.  Look for previous and subsequent white papers in this series including the 
following:  
 

 E-Procurement Usability:  The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly 

 Closing the E-Procurement ROI Gap:  Improve the User Experience to Wring More Savings from Existing 
Investments 

 E-Procurement's Tipping Point:  The Intersection of B2B, Consumer Shopping and Social Networking 
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  Overview 
 

Best-in-Class Procurement organizations have made substantial investments in E-Procurement 

solutions and have reaped the benefits – those top performers have placed 88% of Spend 

Under Management, according to the Aberdeen Group’s most recent E-Procurement 

Benchmark Report from 2008.  So for these Best-in-Class companies, E-Procurement 

compliance would seem to be a non-issue.  After all, a reasonable goal for capturing Total 

Indirect Spend though an E-Procurement system is between 80-90% of spend that is 

“discretionary” according to the Gartner Group’s “Top 21 Critical Questions for Evaluating and 

Implementing E-Procurement,” excluding only non-discretionary indirect spending on categories 

such as rent and utilities which do not lend themselves to an electronic catalog purchase order-

based process.  Moreover, current economic conditions have created a more favorable “climate 

for compliance,” which is to say that fewer end-users are likely to push back on a corporate 

mandate to use the proscribed E-Procurement tool, regardless of any perceived lack of 

usability, at a time when many are thankful simply to have a job.  Nevertheless, E-Procurement 

Compliance remains a front-burner issue for most E-Procurement users for two main reasons: 

1. The vast majority of E-Procurement implementations have a long way to go to achieve 

Best-In-Class status.  While the top performers have placed 88% of indirect spend 

under management, everyone else in the Aberdeen Survey – “Average” performers 

and “Laggards” – have less than half that amount captured as “Spend Under 

Management” or “On-Contract” spend captured through the E-Procurement system 

which is the most common metric for tracking E-Procurement compliance (see 

industry average metrics at right).  So, most still see leakage of more than 50% of the 

indirect spend addressable by the E-Procurement system, foregoing an estimated 

12% savings on “Off-Contract” purchases that occur outside the E-Procurement 

system. 

2. Mature E-Procurement users, including Best-in-Class organizations, have identified E-

Procurement compliance objectives that go well beyond the single measure of how 

much indirect spend they have been able to address through the E-Procurement 

System and have begun to ask the following questions: 

 What assurance do I have that users are actually using the system? 

 How do I know that their use of the system results in a compliant order? 

  

Compliance Benchmarks* 

 Spend Under Management 60% 

 User Adoption 63% 

 Off-Catalog Requisitions 34% 

 Maverick Spending 23% 

* Industry Average Performance 

- Aberdeen Group, E-

Procurement Benchmark Report 

2008 

 

“The enduring source of 
E-procurement-based 
cost reduction is 
improved compliance 
with pre-negotiated 
pricing, terms and 
conditions by 
significantly improving 
the access to 
agreements.” 

 – Debbie Wilson, Gartner Group 

2009 
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 A New Definition of Compliance 
 

The new definition of E-Procurement Compliance focuses on achieving truly compliant orders – 

a much more stringent standard than simply ensuring that users are accessing the E-

Procurement system to order from approved suppliers.  To be fully compliant, each E-

Procurement transaction must also conform to the following “Six Simple Rules for a Compliant 

Order”: 

Rule #1:  Off-catalog requisitions are kept to the bare minimum to minimize the need 

for manual intervention by Procurement professionals.  An off-catalog or “free form” 

requisition which must be routed to purchasing to be sourced, should only occur when a 

suitable item or substitute cannot be identified from an approved supplier catalog.  The 

current performance of the average E-Procurement system in which 34% of all E-

Procurement requisitions are made “Off-Catalog” indicates that while users technically 

“comply’ by using the system, they end up placing off-catalog orders more than a third of 

the time, either because they are unable to find what they are looking for in a product 

catalog, or simply find the search function too cumbersome to use. 

 

Rule #2:  Users actually select the right product for their specific requirements.  When 

catalog product descriptions, images or other specifications are insufficient to properly 

make an informed purchase decision, the result is increased cost to the business – either 

because the selected product fails to perform properly or the user has to re-order another 

product to correct the mistake. 

 

Rule #3:  Catalog pricing reflects the current contracted rates.  When there are 

discrepancies between catalog and contract pricing there is the potential for over-charging 

on catalog purchases or additional re-work required to reconcile the inevitable 

discrepancies that occur on the back-end when the invoice doesn’t match the purchase 

order and receiving report when Accounts Payable attempts to perform a 3-way match. 

 

Rule #4:  Requisitions are correctly categorized and coded (with the correct product 

category and an accurate accounting distribution including the General Ledger and Budget 

or Cost Center), again to eliminate re-work inefficiencies and ensure the integrity of spend 

data for analysis and reporting purposes. 

 

Rule #5:  Users are fully aware of and adhere to corporate buying policies when they 

make a purchase decision.  For instance, capital expenditures might require additional 

approvals or documentation (such as a Plant Appropriation Request).  Corporate 

Procurement organizations in the age of Sarbanes-Oxley and other regulations are 

increasingly tasked with being able to demonstrate that spending complies with established 

policies and procedures. 
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Rule #6:  Procurement has sufficient visibility to in-process purchase requisitions to 

defer or deny spending requests – even those with compliant pricing, coding, 

documentation and approvals – to meet company Financial Management targets. 

 

 

  Achieving Full Compliance by Enhancing Usability 

From a user perspective, the topic of compliance conjures the image of a bundle of sticks being 

wielded by the corporate enforcers.  Companies are able not only to mandate system usage, 

but have broad oversight to each decision a user makes, tracked in an activity log.  Many 

procurement organizations – even those with mandatory usage – are now looking to dole out 

some carrots along with the sticks, in order to get beyond tacit acceptance of the E-

Procurement system to the full adoption and compliance that will yield optimal results.  One 

consumer products company summed up their situation recently, saying “We don’t have a 

compliance issue – everyone is required to use the E-Procurement system.  That doesn’t mean 

they like it, though – we receive a lot of complaints about usability.  Our users are not content 

with an ERP interface when they shop at work – they want the Amazon.com interface they use 

at home.” 

 

 
  Embedding Compliance Checkpoints in the E-Procurement UI 

Simplifying-IT conceived and developed SBx (Simple Buying Experience) in response to 

feedback from users seeking a more intuitive E-Procurement experience within SAP.  The SBx 

user interface (UI) is fully integrated with SAP, leveraging all the underlying data structures, 

user profiles, workflows, and ERP integration that SAP affords, with a simpler, easier-to-use UI.  

Simplifying- IT’s SBx User Interface enables a streamlined process – meaning fewer clicks to 

complete required tasks and built-in compliance features that remove the guesswork – and 

frustration – for end-users at the critical compliance “checkpoints” (see figure below) which are 

the “moments of truth” that will ultimately determine whether or not an E-Procurement 

transaction is fully compliant. 

 

“We don’t have a 

compliance issue – 

everyone is required to use 

the E-Procurement system.  

That doesn’t mean they like 

it, though – we receive a lot 

of complaints about 

usability.  Our users are 

not content with an ERP 

interface when they shop 

at work – they want the 

Amazon.com interface they 

use at home.” 

– Procurement Director, 

Consumer Goods 

Company 

 

 
 
 



    

 

Simplifying-IT, LLC.  Plano, TX • 75093 • 214.552.4511 • www.simplifying-it.net 
Page 5 

 

 

 

 

The SBx User Interface blends the right mix of  “carrots and sticks” by enforcing full compliance 

in the guise of an easier-to-use interface, which in benchmark testing took users 2/3 fewer 

steps or “clicks” and 50% less time to complete an order than in SAP SRM 5.0.  The 

Compliance Checkpoints address the 6 simple rules as follows: 

 

Rule #1:  Off-catalog requisitions are kept to the bare minimum – users are more likely to 

conduct a catalog search in the first place due to system alerts prompting a catalog search 

before an off-catalog requisition may be initiated. 

 

 

 

Shop “On-
Catalog” or “Off-

Catalog”

Select Approved 
Vendor/Product 

@Contracted 
Price

Adhere to 
Corporate Buying 

Policy

Properly Classify 
Product 

Requisition

Assign and Verify 
Accounting 
Distribution

 User alerted to search product catalogs before  executing non-catalog form

 X-Catalog search (all data sources) presented in single UI

Ratings and Reviews available to help in making the best buying decision

 Preferred supplier agreement/items automatically proposed

 Less expensive substitutes automatically proposed

 Real-time “Price Check” on shopping list re-orders

 Fields “auto-populated” to reduce errors

 Context-sensitive, point-of-need alerts, (e.g., CapEx requests > $100K)

Company Policies and documentation assigned to categories

 “Auto-Classification” of off-catalog request based on search description

 Accounting information displayed in cart/req for approval/review

Compliance Checkpoints:
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Users are also able to view aggregated search results from both “punchout” and “stored” 

catalog sources within a single user interface, increasing the efficiency of the search and the 

likelihood they will find what they are looking for.  In addition, an automated catalog search is 

performed during the non-catalog request process and available to the user for selection. 

      

Rule #2:  Users actually select the right product – sometimes users require more 

information than can be gleaned from the catalog item description or even from a product 

specification or image.  SBx incorporates peer ratings and reviews – an example of a feature 

readily available from consumer buying sites to help make the right product selections based on 

more in-depth qualitative and quantitative assessments of product efficacy as contributed by 

their peers. 
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Rule #3:  Catalog pricing reflects the current contracted rates – the UI automatically 

proposes only approved supplier agreements and also prompts users to consider suitable 

substitutes that meet the basic product requirements at a lower cost, to help ensure compliance 

with Procurement’s top-level goal of maximizing cost savings.  SBx moreover helps ensure 

pricing integrity which is especially challenging with punchout catalogs managed and updated 

by suppliers directly.  Users initiating requisitions from saved “favorites” or re-order lists benefit 

from an automated look-up to ensure that the current pricing from the supplier punchout site is 

reflected in the shopping cart. 

 

Rule #4:  Requisitions are correctly categorized and coded – SBx follows the Web 2.0 

mantra to save the user keystrokes wherever possible by auto-populating fields. By 

automatically applying the account codes and product category, not only does the user save 

time, but the potential for data entry errors is also reduced.  In addition, automatically 

determining the product category helps ensure spend analytic data is accurate and reliable to 

help make informed decisions. 
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Rule #5:  Users are fully aware of and adhere to corporate buying policies – static buying 

policies or guidelines – filed away in a folder or on an intranet site – are hardly “top of mind” 

when a user is in the midst of making a purchase decision.  By serving up the appropriate 

buying policy at the point-of-need, the likelihood that the user is aware of and adheres to the 

relevant, “context-sensitive” on-line policy is significantly greater. 

 
 

 
 
 
Rule #6:  Procurement has sufficient visibility to in-process purchase requisitions – with 

full status visibility throughout the order approval process, Procurement can defer or deny 

spending request as necessary – even when everything has been done according to the rules – 

in order to meet Company cash management goals and objectives. 
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 Summary 

The top driver for deploying an E-Procurement initiative remains the desire to “Improve 

Compliance,” cited by 54% of repsondents in Aberdeen’s survey, signiifcantly higher than the 

#2 driver “Lowering Requisition-to-Order Costs.”  By extending the standard definition of E-

Procurement Compliance to include “Compliant Orders” in addition to “On-Contract” spend, 

these top 2 drivers actually become part of a single-minded focus on compliance.  And the 

potential pay-off from an enhancement of the user experience that makes it easier to submit a 

compliant order that will not require intervention on behalf of purchasing or accounts payable 

is substantial.  From a process standpoint, E-Procurement should enable buying ogrnaizations 

to dramatically increase their volume of “Touchless Orders” to drive down process costs.  In 

contrasting process costs for “Top Performers” versus “All Others,” the Hackett Group’s 

benchmarks provide a quanitifcation of the potential benefit.  Hackett studies indicate that non-

top performers spend approximately 60% more on order processing than their top performing 

counterparts, concluding that top perfomers are “placing a greater focus on formalizing the 

purchasing process driving compliance policy.”  Overall, Hackett says that for the average 

company they benchmarked, the potential process cost savings for non-top perfomers is on 

the order of $7 million annually.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Hackett Group 

benchmarking studies, 

organizations which are 

not “Top Performers” incur 

60% higher order 

processing costs.  For the 

average company 

benchmarked, the process 

costs savings gap between 

Top Performers and 

everyone else is on the 

order of $7 million 

annually. 
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For More Information 
For more information please contact Simplifying- IT at Email: info@Simplifying-IT.net; Phone: 214.552.4511 
or go to: http://www.simplifying-it.net/ 
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