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	Mobile CRM Solution Boosts Customer Service, Saves Company $250,000

	
	
	
	



	Overview

Country: United States
Industry: Construction Manufacturing
Customer Profile

Simpson Strong-Tie, Inc. manufactures and distributes steel wood frame connectors used in construction. Based in Dublin, California, Simpson Strong-Tie has annual revenues of U.S.$500 million.
Business Situation

Sales reps at Simpson Strong-Tie found the company’s CRM solution difficult to use. An upgrade was expected to cost more than $250,000, but it still would not have met the needs of sales reps.
Solution

Simpson Strong-Tie developed a handheld CRM solution based on Microsoft® Windows MobileTM 2003 software. Easy to carry and use, the solution meets the needs of traveling sales reps.

Benefits

· Reduced development costs, faster time to market resulting from easy-to-use developer tools
· Integrated solution fits in with existing infrastructure

· Lower cost to develop and maintain compared to upgrading the existing solution


	
	
	“The initial cost savings of this solution starts with avoiding the cost of upgrading the old system…”
Gray Drohan, Manager, Information Technology Systems and Services, Simpson Strong-Tie


	
	
	
	At Simpson Strong-Tie, Inc., a maker and distributor of steel connectors used in wood frame construction, sales reps were abandoning the company’s unwieldy customer relationship management (CRM) application. The company considered upgrading the system to make it more useful but determined that the cost—in excess of U.S.$250,000—would be too high and decided to start over. In six months, a single developer created a new CRM solution based on Microsoft® Windows MobileTM 2003 software for Pocket PCs. The new solution improves customer service and retention by improving access to customer relationship information. Developing the new solution cost significantly less than the intended upgrade of the previous CRM system.
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Situation

Since its founding in 1914, Simpson Strong-Tie, a subsidiary of Simpson Manufacturing, has been a leader in wood frame connector design. The company currently holds more patents than all of its competitors combined. [image: image4.jpg]Microsoft



Its systems approach to the building process addresses complex engineering and construction issues through cutting-edge innovations in research and development, testing, and manufacturing. Simpson Strong-Tie has experienced vigorous growth, beating its own performance records every year since the company's 1994 initial public offering. The company currently does nearly U.S.$500 million in business annually.

Rapid growth over the last several years presented many challenges for Simpson Strong-Tie’s IT department. The acquisition and merger of several companies created the need to connect several older systems and coordinate data sources companywide. The company used a well-known mid-market customer relationship management (CRM) application. But the CRM system was cumbersome. Only one-third of the sales team used it—and even that small group used a fraction of what the system had to offer. Various groups also created their own ad-hoc CRM solutions to work around the difficulties they encountered with the company system. Because information from these ad-hoc solutions didn’t always make it back into the company data stores, managers had difficulty viewing customer relationship information companywide—information that would influence company sales and marketing efforts.

Gray Drohan, Simpson Strong-Tie Information Technology Systems Manager, and Deepak Ramakumar, a Senior Software Engineer and Project Lead for the company, considered the CRM system complex and difficult to administer and upgrade. Simpson considered upgrading the existing system incrementally but found the projected cost (more than $250,000) prohibitive. Upgrades and improvements would have been a band-aid on an expensive system that users didn’t like and had shown that they wouldn’t use.

The existing system was laptop-based, though not implemented to allow off-line access. Although Simpson provides cellular data cards for all of its sales reps, users routinely grew frustrated at having to wait while the computer started up. In addition, sales reps complained about the unpredictable nature of cellular data network connectivity. These concerns led the sales reps to perform their contact maintenance and reporting functions at the end of a long work day, if at all. Data integrity suffered. Many salespeople reverted to their paper-based systems. Simpson Strong-Tie needed to develop—quickly—a less expensive, simpler CRM solution that would be available anytime, anywhere, allowing sales reps to stay mobile and work whether or not a wireless connection was available.
Solution

Drohan and Ramakumar wanted to find a digital solution that would be similar to tools with which reps were familiar and comfortable (such as a cell phone or pen and paper). To determine whether sales reps would be willing to interact with a CRM system using a handheld PC, Ramakumar and Drohan conducted a pilot program with 10 users. The users in the pilot had a variety of experience working with computers. Ramakumar assumed that if users could comfortably use programs included with Microsoft® Windows MobileTM 2003 software for Pocket PCs, such as Microsoft Pocket Outlook®—the mobile messaging and collaboration client—they would be able to transfer that success to a custom application that accessed the company CRM database.

Based on positive feedback, Ramakumar proceeded to develop the application on Windows Mobile-based Pocket PCs.

Developing the Solution

Developing the CRM solution took Ramakumar—the project’s sole developer—about six months, including planning, development, and testing. In the initial deployment, more than 100 reps received devices; more than 250 users are expected within a year.

To help users get accustomed to using the Pocket PCs, Ramakumar kept the first version simple. He carefully identified and developed only features considered essential for the initial launch, expecting to add deeper functionality in later versions.

Ramakumar developed the graphical user interface (GUI) himself using the straightforward tools provided in the Microsoft .NET Compact Framework—the smart device development framework for Microsoft .NET, which is software for connecting people, information, and systems. Says Ramakumar, “Using the Emulator made a quick task out of developing the initial GUI, because I didn’t have to be connected to the device all the time.”
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Mobile software seemed like a natural choice. However, Ramakumar had no previous experience working with Windows Mobile software or any programs for handheld PCs. Fortunately, he did have experience using the Microsoft Visual Studio® development system, predominantly C++. So developing the solution in C# was not difficult.

Most of the administrative functionality was managed through a Microsoft ASP.NET Web application. Ramakumar found developing a Web application with Visual Studio .NET 2003 “very easy.” He explained, “It might have taken me twice as long had I been using Microsoft Visual C++® 6.0 to develop all the business components and then build the Web page on top of that. Controls built into Visual Studio .NET 2003 such as the datagrid control saved a lot of development time; Visual Studio .NET 2003 also simplified debugging.”

Creating an Offline Information Source

The goal was to provide sales reps with access to 80 to 90 percent of the information they needed most, even when they could not access the cellular data network. Drohan and Ramakumar realized that they could meet that goal using Microsoft SQL ServerTM Compact Edition (CE). SQL Server CE could maintain a local data store on the device, giving users access to CRM information without wireless connectivity. This local data store could then be remotely synchronized with the central data store periodically, when connectivity was available. “We started to realize that Microsoft SQL Server CE could work to provide a remotely synchronizable data store,” says Ramakumar, “such that users didn’t have to have connectivity to maintain some of the important data necessary for the sales force to be successful.”

Integrating and Synchronizing

Like many growing companies, Simpson Strong-Tie faced the challenge of integrating information in mission-critical business applications and systems. Ramakumar wanted to integrate contact information with the new CRM application. He used the Pocket Outlook Object Model (POOM) to integrate Exchange contact information directly with the CRM application. “The sales reps love the fact that they can e-mail customers and access contacts without having to go to another application,” says Ramakumar. “The information is all integrated into one application.”

As the diagram indicates, the CRM Web application manages permissions and roles using the Active Directory® directory service, while a central SQL Server database stores most of the contact information (Active Directory is part of the Microsoft Windows Server™ operating system). The SQL Server database synchronizes with the contacts for each mailbox on Microsoft Exchange 2000 Server. The system provides e-mail access to users through Exchange 2000. The system also uses Microsoft Mobile Information Server 2002 to synchronize data from the CRM database with each sales rep’s HP iPAQ.
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Benefits

Drohan and Ramakumar knew they had a winning solution when usage among sales reps jumped by more than 50 percent. Currently, 85 percent of reps actively use the new Windows Mobile-based CRM solution. Core developer tools for Windows Mobile-based Pocket PC helped Ramakumar cost-effectively develop the new solution in only six months. Most important of all, the new CRM solution improves the bottom line by deepening customer relationships and increasing customer retention with a tool that sales reps love.

Development Cost and Time Savings 

At a time when corporate IT budgets are being slashed, making sound infrastructure decisions that truly support the company’s goals and vision is the top priority for the Information Systems department at Simpson Strong-Tie. The use of the developer tools for Windows Mobile-based Pocket PCs helped them achieve those goals, with reduced development time and costs. They were able to increase productivity and leverage existing assets and skills. Says Ramakumar, “Ramp-up time was minimal. Because of my background using Visual Studio and C++, working with C# and the .NET Compact Framework was actually very easy for me.” The developer tools for Pocket PC let Ramakumar focus on his core competencies. He adds, “The tools removed much of the burden, so I could focus on writing business logic.”

Using Windows Mobile software, Simpson Strong-Tie also saved on training costs. Says Ramakumar, “Training hundreds of users is costly. The Windows environment is familiar, which kept user training to a minimum.”

When Simpson first approached this project, perhaps the last thing they wanted to do was develop an entire CRM tool. But they were methodical about figuring out the requirements and realized that even an incremental upgrade of the existing system, which would cost at least $250,000, would not solve the problem. Says Drohan, “The initial cost savings of this solution starts with avoiding the cost of upgrading the old system. When you compare that cost to a single developer working for six months and purchasing some Pocket PCs, right away you can start to see the value.”
Adds Ramakumar, “Additional savings will come from avoiding the cost of maintaining a system that was, essentially, unused.”

Excellent Support

Simpson Strong-Tie received “excellent support” from Microsoft—from online documentation to hands-on, emergency help. Ramakumar found support on the Microsoft Developer Network (MSDN®). He says, “Most of the required application programming interfaces (APIs) are on MSDN, along with good documentation.”

“We hit a snag right before the release date, so we called our local Microsoft rep,” says Drohan. “Within a few hours, we had several developers working on it in Redmond. They really came through for us and we were able to deliver!”

He adds, “Using Windows Mobile software and the Windows Mobile developer tools, we were able to come through for our company and provide exactly the solution we needed to continue to be a success in the industry.”

Integration and Connectivity with Existing Enterprise Systems

The new CRM solution meets a critical requirement and business objective: the integration of disparate data sources and systems. The solution fits well with Simpson Strong-Tie’s existing infrastructure and integrates Exchange contact information directly into the CRM application. Says Ramakumar, “The ability to tie things together through Exchange and SQL Server provides the basis to eventually interact with other enterprise data stores, such as the HR system.”

The solution also needed basic information to be available offline, and then for online opportunities, data had to be available in real time. “We couldn’t develop everything from scratch,” says Drohan. “Thankfully, Windows Mobile software comes with the Windows Mobile-based Pocket PC applications such as Pocket Outlook, so that wasn’t an issue.”
Adds Ramakumar, “We needed to deploy a solution quickly. The ability to integrate customer database information into each user’s mailbox and use the Pocket Outlook calendar for scheduling suited our needs perfectly. What’s more, we were able to manage it through our back-end services.”

Improved Customer Service and Productivity

Simpson’s new CRM solution improves customer focus and puts the sales force back in the center of customer data gathering.

Says Drohan, “You can have the best CRM system in the world; however, if no one uses it, the data becomes stale, and you’re back to using day planners again. With Windows Mobile software and developer tools, we were able to create a solution that has readily apparent usefulness and encourages the timely maintenance of one of the company’s most prized assets—our customer list.”

Simpson has seen increased productivity on multiple fronts. The system helps the sales reps to be more successful by providing information when and where they need it. The familiar Windows environment, combined with pocket versions of familiar Microsoft programs, flattens the learning curve, speeds adoption, and improves productivity.

The Pocket PC’s “instant-on” capability avoids the need to wait for a laptop to start up and connect.

Says Ramakumar, “The new solution has the potential to save each sales rep many hours per week. Reps can look up customer interaction history stored on the device, in seconds, which saves time and elicits customer confidence in the sales rep and in the company as a whole.”
Previously, sales reps only filed call reports once a day, at the end of a shift, which lengthened their work day. Now, reps can file their call reports immediately. In this way, the new solution speeds reporting and improves decision-making by providing sales managers and company executives with up-to-date reports. With this information at their fingertips, managers can gauge the success of the sales organization, provide support and accountability, and drive greater success.

Where two or more Simpson team members serve a single account, the new solution seamlessly informs everyone, so they are all working with the same information and can give the best service possible. The response to the new CRM solution has been very positive.
Says one sales rep, “A customer was having issues with a shear wall. I was able to take a couple digital photos, download them to my Pocket PC, and e-mail them to the Engineer of Record and our branch engineer. Collaboratively, we were able to troubleshoot and answer the contractor within minutes of my arrival on the jobsite. Our customer appreciated that kind of fast service, believe me! Thanks goes to Deepak and Gray for developing a tool that helps us impress our customers, and keeps them coming back.”


Microsoft Windows Mobile
Microsoft offers developers a rich, flexible platform to build innovative applications for Windows Mobile-based Smartphones and Pocket PCs. The Windows Mobile platform offers extensive API support, integrated development tools, and familiar Windows programming models, so developers can use existing code and skills to quickly build and deploy applications. Comprehensive technical support and marketing programs, such as Mobile2Market, also help developers reduce time to market and capture new market opportunities. For enterprise scenarios, the Windows Mobile platform helps developers extend their PC and .NET programming skills as well as existing business systems, conserving time and money. Start developing today; visit www.microsoft.com/windowsmobile/developer/ 
“The ability to tie things together through Exchange and SQL Server provides the basis to eventually interact with other enterprise data stores, such as the HR system.”


Deepak Ramakumar, Senior Software Engineer and Project Lead                    Simpson Strong-Tie
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“With Windows Mobile software and developer tools, we were able to create a solution that has readily apparent usefulness and encourages the timely maintenance of one of the company’s most prized assets—our customer list.”


Gray Drohan, Information Systems Manager  Simpson Strong-Tie
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Software and Services


Products


Microsoft Visual Studio .NET 2003


Microsoft Mobile Information Server 2002


Microsoft SQL Server 2000


Microsoft .NET Compact Framework


Microsoft Exchange 2000 Server�
Microsoft SQL Server 2000 Windows CE Edition


Microsoft Windows Mobile 2003 software for Pocket PCs


Microsoft Windows Server 2003 with Active Directory


Pocket Outlook





Hardware


HP iPAQ 5550�
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/" ��http://www.microsoft.com/�





For more information about Simpson Strong-Tie products and services, call (800) 999-5099 or visit the website at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.strongtie.com/" ��http://www.strongtie.com/�











