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Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE) has initiated a more automated retail order management system for selling electrical goods, built using a powerful combination of Microsoft .NET Framework and Microsoft BizTalk Server. It enables the sales team to process more orders, while still accepting cheques for payment. Working with Microsoft Gold Partner, Solidsoft, SSE now has many more satisfied customers, increased revenue and unified sales channels.

Situation

Utility companies pride themselves on customer service as a key differentiator in a competitive market, especially for selling ‘white’ and ‘brown’ goods such as washing machines and television. With multiple sales channels from high street shops to call centres and the Internet, pricing and stock control needs consistent monitoring if orders are to reach the customer without delay, whatever the method of payment, whether by cash, credit card or cheque.

This was the business challenge facing Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE), which targets the whole UK retail market. It finds that in Scotland customers are more used to paying by cheque than with credit or debit cards. SSE, formed through a merger of Southern Electric and Scottish Hydro-Electric in 1998, is one of the UK’s largest energy supply businesses in the UK, serving almost 5 million customers through its Southern Electric, SWALEC and Scottish Hydro-Electric brands. SSE also has a commitment to its marketplace. Says Stephen Jeffers, Head of e-commerce and Technology at SSE: “We pride ourselves on giving value for money and getting the product there on time.”

But, with its legacy system, orders were printed out from the SSE’s hienergyshop Web site and dealt with manually, leading to increased risk of human error and delay. The system also limited the number of orders that could be processed in a day and in some cases lead to customer dissatisfaction. 
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Says Andy James, Head of Consultancy at Microsoft® Gold Partner Solidsoft: “A sales executive used to go through the orders with a ruler and say, ‘Hey, this order requires a cheque,’ and put it in a tray on a shelf. When the cheques arrived they used to match the two and type the details into the order system.  As you could imagine, they were exposed to the dangers of human error.”

SSE had separate stock control systems for white and brown goods, which also involved manual intervention. These were not easy candidates for automation, because of the buying policy used by SSE.  Says James: “If I asked how many washing machines do we have of a particular brand and what’s the price, I would be likely to get the answer, two at this price, four at another and one at a third. For an automated system it would become very difficult to decide which of those prices to sell at.” What SSE needed was new technology that would provide greater automation, while still allowing for some manual intervention in cheque handling and stock control.

Solution

SSE opted for a live system connecting its existing Web site with its legacy back-end system. It is based on a powerful combination of the Microsoft .NET Framework and the application integration capabilities of Microsoft BizTalk Server 2002.  Says James: “We needed to put in some manual intervention and some interesting control processes as well. That’s when we realised that we had a joint .NET Framework and BizTalk project.”

BizTalk messaging is used for the orders from the Web site. Each new order starts a new business process that connects to the Microsoft SQL Server™ database. It also integrates the order management system with the stock control back-end on UNIX boxes. 

BizTalk enables SSE’s sales team to handle cheque controls by stopping the process until cheques have cleared and then restart it with manual intervention. Says James: “The nice part is using .NET technologies. It was very easy to produce something that allows us to do that.” 

Having stopped the business process to wait for a cheque, a sales executive checks the post each day and when it arrives updates the status to say ‘cheque received.’ After cheque clearance, the status is amended to say ‘funds available for purchase.’ At that point the fulfilment of the order becomes automated again.

The .NET Framework was used to build the Graphical User Interface (GUI) for both cheque clearance and stock control. By choosing Microsoft Visual Studio® .NET developer tools and C# programming language, Solidsoft, an organisation focussed around .NET integration, was able to speed up both processes.

SSE has automatic notification systems that prompt the manual process with escalation routes if orders have not been actioned, and warns its sales team, if a cheque’s proceeds fail to arrive in 10 working days. Says James: “To the people managing the orders it’s nothing different. They have a cheque clearance part, a tab that gives them stock control and another tab that gives them orders outstanding and their status.”  

The company’s stock control systems are at present set on UNIX boxes and one of the challenges Solidsoft faced was how to input data without altering the legacy system. The solution was a straightforward File Transfer Process (FTP) architecture to drop files in and pick files up. Says James:” We go across from a Windows-based system to a UNIX-based system without any hassle. A good analogy is with translation. It’s as if we’ve converted English into Esperanto, added data, and then converted it back into English.”

The common data transport between the Web site, the back end and the GUI is XML. Says James: "The .NET Framework ensures that any new application is XML compliant, while BizTalk Server enables legacy technologies to exchange data in the same way. The fact that we are moving information using a single protocol at almost every stage of the business process makes a huge difference to ease and cost of integration, and overall business efficiency."  

Benefits

Handling More Orders
The upgrade has enabled SSE to handle more orders for white and brown goods and the system enables sales staff to use .NET and Web services to manage credit card clearance. Whereas previously, there was a physical limit to how many transactions can be handled in a day, this ceiling has now disappeared. 

Says Jeffers: “We are experiencing a dramatic increase in the number of orders being processed and we can now handle more of them with less staff, freeing up our people to concentrate on other customer facing tasks.” 

Automation With the Human Touch
The challenge offered by SSE to Solidsoft and Microsoft was far from conventional.  The solution used a combination of BizTalk and the .NET Framework to integrate legacy and diverse back-end retail systems. The business gained a single interface to its IT systems, but retained the human touch in key areas.

“We chose not to fully automate the processes as there are occasions where trained users must make a decision on the returned results,” says Jeffers. “But, the vast majority of transactions are automated. Business productivity has greatly improved.”

Better Customer Service
The business process remains familiar to the customer at the front end when logging onto the Web site. It still enables customers to pay by cheque, but the response time has been made quicker and the potential for processing errors with the former ‘print out and ruler system’ has been dramatically reduced.

There is a now new facility to place orders for multiple items. Says James:  “One of the issues they had was that somebody might order a television, which is brown goods, and a washing machine which is white goods, and then take on warranties for both.” The new system can handle this level of complexity and deliver to different timetables.

Unified Sales Channels

Since going live in February 2002, SSE has been able to work on pulling together its various sales including Internet, direct sales and potentially its 50-plus physical retail outlets. A major ingredient in this success was the combination of the .NET Framework and BizTalk Server.  

Says Jeffers:” The .NET Framework works, it gave us faster time to market and a unified development environment across multiple projects. We would not have attempted to do this project using legacy solutions. BizTalk is a real winner.”

Scalable for New Developments

If SSE wanted within reason any other database or back-end system this could simply be plugged in with minor modifications. Says James: “That’s the really wonderful aspect of the project, it is abundantly scalable for future developments and data has become much easier to handle.”

By moving to Visual Studio .NET and the .NET Framework SSE has ensured that its development process is much more controllable and rewarding. Adds James: “It also means we can produce something that is object oriented, componentised and reusable.”

To SSE’s Jeffers, the success of the project can be measured in the improved customer experience. “Quality of service and consistency is important to us,” he says, “and this is what we have delivered by using the .NET Framework and BizTalk.”


For More Information

For more information about Microsoft products or services, call the Microsoft UK Contact Centre on 08706 010100. 

To access information via the World Wide Web, go to: http://www.microsoft.com/uk
For more information about Solidsoft products and services, visit the Web site at: 
http://www.solidsoft.com
© 2003 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 

This case study is for informational purposes only. MICROSOFT MAKES NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, IN THIS SUMMARY. 

Microsoft, BizTalk, Visual Studio, Windows, and Windows Server System are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other countries. The names of actual companies and products mentioned herein may be the trademarks of their respective owners.
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Solution Overview 


Customer Profile


Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE) is one of the largest energy supply businesses in the UK, serving almost 5 million customers through its Southern Electric, SWALEC and Scottish Hydro-Electric brands.





Business Situation


SSE’s retail Web site for electrical appliances needed upgrading to reduce manual processes, improve customer service and increase the potential for sales of white and brown goods.





Solution


Solidsoft recommended the Microsoft .NET Framework and Microsoft Visual Studio .NET to develop a new environment for the processing of Web orders. Microsoft BizTalk Server was used to integrate SSE’s diverse legacy back-end systems. 





Benefits


Reduced business costs


Enhanced customer satisfaction and retention


Quicker order fulfilment


Consistent quality of service





Software and Services


Microsoft® .NET Framework


Microsoft Visual Studio® .NET


Microsoft BizTalk Server


Microsoft SQL Server™





Partners 


Solidsoft 








“We needed to put in some manual intervention and some interesting control processes as well. That’s when we realised that we had a joint .NET Framework and BizTalk project.”


Andy James


Head of Consultancy


Solidsoft





“The .NET Framework works, it gives us faster time to market and a unified development environment across multiple projects. We would not have attempted to do this project using legacy solutions.”


Stephen Jeffers


Head of e-commerce and Technology


Scottish and Southern Energy plc





The Microsoft .NET Framework is an integral Windows® component that supports building and running the next generation of applications and XML Web services.





For more information about the .NET Framework, go to:


http://msdn.microsoft.com/netframework/





Microsoft Visual Studio .NET is the rapid application development (RAD) tool for building next-generation Web applications and XML Web services. Visual Studio .NET empowers developers to rapidly design broad-reach Web applications for any device and any platform. In addition, Visual Studio .NET is fully integrated with the .NET Framework, providing support for multiple programming languages and automatically handling many common programming tasks, freeing developers to rapidly create Web applications using their language of choice. Visual Studio .NET includes a single integrated development environment with RAD features for building Web applications and middle-tier business logic, and RAD XML designers for working with data. 





For more information about Visual Studio .NET, go to: http://www.visualstudio.net/





To acquire Visual Studio .NET, please see your reseller or go to: http://shop.microsoft.com/devtools/default.asp





Microsoft Visual Studio is at the heart of MSDN® Subscriptions, a premier software service that provides developers with the latest development tools and technologies. 





To learn more about MSDN Subscriptions, go to: http://msdn.microsoft.com/subscriptions/prodinfo/overview.asp
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