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

 Usability and Compliance:  The Carrots and Sticks that Drive E-Procurement Success 

 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 
 

E-Procurement solutions, once the “poster-child” for disruptive, new B2B e-Commerce 

applications when first introduced in the late 1990’s, have reached “middle age” in the 

technology life cycle.  Most large companies have implemented e-Procurement – 68% of public 

companies according to AMR Research.  And most have been at it for a while now, as 

evidenced by the fact that as of the Aberdeen Group’s last E-Procurement Benchmark Report 

in 2008, surveyed companies had been up and running with e-Procurement for more than five 

years on average.  Yet for most, there still exists a disconnect between initial e-Procurement 

user adoption goals and actual performance (see “e-Procurement Benchmarks” at right).  

Although conceived as self-service tools to empower end-user requisitioners and free up 

procurement professionals so that they no longer had to spend a disproportionate amount of 

time handling routine transactions for non-strategic indirect materials, the transition has been 

spotty at best.  In fact, of Global 5000 companies, Gartner estimates that only 25-30% have 

broadly deployed browser accessible purchase requisition solutions for non-procurement 

personnel.  

 E-Procurement Usability Challenges 
 

There are a number of challenges to widespread user adoption of E-Procurement tools.  In 

order to achieve the goal of empowering end-users, the User Interface (UI) must be intuitive 

enough for casual, infrequent users.  The learning curve they experience in using any new 

application will likely be repeated due to infrequent and unpredictable usage patterns.  And 

while procurement professionals are more likely content with a “professional” ERP interface as 

a buyer, casual users see themselves as “on-line shoppers” and expect the same type of rich, 

engaging, and intuitive on-line experience as when they shop at Amazon.com as consumers.  

Procurement and IT on the other hand, value the integration with Financial and other systems 

that an ERP-based e-Procurement solution affords.  The problem is ERP systems are built to 

do what they do well – process transactions, manage workflows, and maintain underlying data 

structures – not engage users through an intuitive UI design.   

 

 ERPs and Usability 

When it comes to ERP systems and e-Procurement usability, there are many detractors and a 

general sense that the user interface is the weakest aspect of the applications.  However, while 

there is a wealth of anecdotal information that passes as conventional wisdom – one of the 

largest Systems Integrators which has completed hundreds of SAP SRM implementations says  

there have been complaints about the user interface in each implementation – more empirical 

evidence is harder to come by.  In its’ “Critical Capabilities for ERP-based E-Procurement 

Solutions” Research from 2009, Gartner Group rated solutions on a 5 point scale across a 

e-Procurement 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 

 

“There has been a well-

known, long-term 

challenge with the 

usability of applications 

in e-procurement and 

clients have begged for 

quicker screen refresh 

times, fewer clicks and 

more intuitive screen 

lay-outs.” 

 – Debbie Wilson, Gartner Group 

2009 
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number of attributes.  SAP’s rating for Casual UI?  A “Fair” 3.0 – just barely above the 2.7 rating 

that would qualify as “Insufficient.” 

 

A focus group of users from a Fortune 50 company was somewhat less generous in their 

assessment of SAP’s SRM UI.  In the focus group setting, users were asked to complete a 

variety of tasks from requisitioning to approving and receiving.  Their interactions with the 

system were recorded to determine how long it took them to complete tasks, as well as if tasks 

were completed successfully.  The overall success rate for all tasks was only 45% and some 

tasks took 30-40 minutes to complete.  But the empirical data only tells us so much – selected 

quotes from the participating users provide a much better perspective on the experience, and 

the potential for frustration: 

 

“I don‟t even know what I ordered, but I ordered something.” 

“I‟m going to cry.  I feel horrible.”   

“Not user friendly.  Not sure which buttons to use to navigate.” 

“Lack of defaulting or „smarts‟ from the computer.” 

  

Needless to say, when focus group users were asked to pick a word that best described their 

overall user experience, 54% said they were either “frustrated” or “uncomfortable,” 18% were 

“neutral,” and just 27% said they were either “relaxed” or “excited.” 

 

  The Genesis of SBx (Simple Buying Experience) 

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

to the focus group users seeking a more intuitive e-Procurement experience within SAP.  The 

SBx user interface 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.  

SBx follows industry standard principles of UI design from one of the leading authorities – 

Jakob Nielsen – whose “10 Usability Heuristics,” shown at right, are often cited as best 

practices in UI Design.   

 
  Benchmarking  E-Procurement Usability 

Leveraging all the attributes of SAP that make it a powerful transaction platform, Simplifying- 

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

required tasks.  Benchmarking a common use case both in SRM and SBx illustrates the 

potential: 

Jakob Nielsen’s 10 Usability 
Heuristics (Abridged): 
 
Visibility of system status  
System should always keep users 
informed about what is going  on 
 
Match between system and the real 
world  
System should speak the users' 
language, with words, phrases and 
concepts familiar to the user 
 
User control and freedom  
Users often choose system functions by 
mistake and will need a clearly marked 
"emergency exit" 
 
Consistency and standards  
Users should not have to wonder 
whether different words, situations, or 
actions mean the same thing 
 
Error prevention  
Even better than good error messages 
is a careful design which prevents a 
problem from occurring in the first place 
 
Recognition rather than recall  
Minimize the user's memory load by 
making objects, actions, and options 
visible 
 
Flexibility and efficiency of use  
Accelerators -- unseen by the novice 
user -- may often speed up the 
interaction for the expert user 
 
Aesthetic and minimalist design  
Dialogues should not contain 
information which is irrelevant or rarely 
needed 
 
Help users recognize, diagnose, and 
recover from errors  
Error messages should be expressed in 
plain language (no codes), precisely 
indicate the problem, and constructively 
suggest a solution  
 
Help and documentation  
Even though it is better if the system can 
be used without documentation, it may 
be necessary to provide help and 
documentation. 
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In this typical e-Procurement use case, a requisitioner shops from product catalogs to find and 

select a product and vendor, determine that delivery is within an acceptable lead time, assign a 

vendor, and check out the shopping cart and places the order.  In the native SRM user 

interface, the user has to go through multiple steps or “clicks” to perform what should be a 

simple scenario.  With SBx, users have all the relevant information directly available to them 

without having to click through multiple screens.  Not only are there fewer clicks for the user – 

2/3 of the process steps are removed and the task is completed in half the time – there is less 

guesswork about which item to order, what the correct lead times are, and which vendor to 

assign, resulting in more accurate orders.   

 

 “Consumerizing” E-Procurement 
 
Simplifying-IT has a single-minded goal to “consumerize” the e-Procurement experience for 

SAP users.  That means going beyond increased efficiencies as demonstrated in the use case 

above, to offer the features in a B2B application that corporate users have grown accustomed 

to in their roles as consumers.  After all, while an E-Procurement application must enforce 

complex business rules pertaining to approvals, accounting, and categorization, from the 

perspective of the casual user – the requisitioner – they are simply “shopping,” the same as 

when they are on-line as consumers.   

A “Use Case” for Usability – SBx vs. SRM

Scenario:  Requisitioner Shops Product Catalogs, Selects

Product , Determines Delivery is Within Lead Time, Assigns

Vendor, Fills Cart, Checks-Out, and Places Order

SRM 5.0 – 15 Steps

SBx – 5 Steps
• SBx eliminates 2/3 of the process steps

• SBx increases order accuracy, 

compliance, and completeness – in 50%

less processing time on average 
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In bringing the consumer experience to ERP-based e-Procurement, Simplifying-IT has 

introduced a number of innovations that blur the line between the B2B and consumer 

application space. 

 

SBx Shopping Screen 

 

 

A quick tour of the SBx Shopping screen highlights the “consumer-like” features that drive 

widespread adoption by casual users: 

 Cross-Catalog Shopping - Punchout and Stored 

 “Consumer-Like” Rich Internet Application Feel w/Images, Detailed Specs 

 Side-by-Side “Anchored” Product Compare 

 “Point-of-Need” Product Ratings/Reviews and Buying Policies 

 “Drag and Drop” Items to Cart 

 Auto-Classify Product Category  

 

 

 

 

 



    

 

Simplifying-IT, LLC.  Plano, TX • 75093 • 214.552.4511 • www.simplifying-it.net 
Page 6 

 

 Summary 

Adoption of ERP-based E-Procurement – now a “mature,” proven application with quantifiable 

business benefits from consolidating indirect spending and automating low-dollar value, high 

volume transactions – has plateaued in recent years due to inherent usability deficiencies, 

exacerbated by heightened expectations of casual users fueled by their online consumer buying 

experiences.  Most companies have made significant investments in their ERP E-Procurement 

platform and will not be willing to trade-off the integration and data management advantages of 

an ERP-based transactional platform to migrate to a “best-of-breed” platform with a more 

engaging UI.  However, the ROI benefits of simply enhancing the user experience to increase 

User Adoption and Spend Under Management beyond the 50-60% range where most are 

currently stalled, must be considered.  Where it is now possible to leverage all the existing 

infrastructure of the SAP platform with a friendlier, consumer-like user interface that can be 

rapidly deployed with minimal cost or change management impact, the potential finally exists to 

find the intersection of B2B functionality and consumer usability that is key to achieving the full 

benefits from E-Procurement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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“Where it is now possible 

to leverage all the existing 

infrastructure of the SAP 

platform with a friendlier, 

consumer-like user 

interface that can be 

rapidly deployed with 

minimal cost or change 

management impact, the 

potential finally exists to 

find the intersection of B2B 

functionality and consumer 

usability that is key to 

achieving the full benefits 

from E-Procurement.” 

 
 
 

mailto:info@Simplifying-IT.net
http://www.simplifying-it.net/

