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How to justify a WMS
upgrade

The DC Expo was a hotbed
of activity for WMS vendors
announcing new software and
systems upgrades again this
year (see “WMS System Up-
dates” on page 7). But while
the benefits of implementing a
WMS for the first time are well
established, how do you justify
upgrading your current WMS?
Marc Wulfraat, partner with
Kom International, a supply
chain consulting firm headquar-
tered in Montreal, spoke with
What s Working about systems
upgrades.

The main reasons that com-
panies implement a WMS
system in the first place are
almost always customer-driven:
customer compliance require-
ments, labor productivity, poor
inventory accuracy, growth
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Justifying a WMS upgrade

— continued from page 1

exceeding capacity, manual opera-
tions not able to keep up, and cost
cutting, says Wulfraat.

“A few years after the initial
implementation, however, your ven-
dor is knocking on your door saying
‘Look at these great new features and
our new user interface, it runs on a
better technology, it’s faster now’s
the time to upgrade.”

Reasons to upgrade

There are three main reasons
why companies typically choose to
upgrade their systems:

*Vendors only support so many
versions of their software going
back in time. For
example, a vendor
may support
version 5.7 of a
system, along with
older versions 5.6
and 5.5. But when
the new version
5.8 is released, the
vendor stops sup-
porting the oldest version, 5.5.

“Support is of great importance,”
says Wulfraat. “WMS systems are
what’s known as mission critical sys-
tems, and if the system goes down.
your operations can come to a halt.
So when the vendor says, “We no
longer support version 5.5,” it’s time
to consider making the upgrade.”

*The upgrade offers a new feature,
functionality. or stability that is
dramatically new and better than the
version the company is currently us-
ing, such as support for cross-dock-
ing or voice recognition technology.

*The upgrade is bundled with a
completely new product such as a
transportation management system,
slotting program, or supply chain

To migrate modifica-
tions from the origi-
nal software to the
updated version is
about one third of the
original cost.

visibility application. If the new
product is compelling, then it may
make sense to upgrade rather than
attempt to buy yet another standalone
software system from another vendor
that requires further time and cost for
building more software interfaces.

Costs and obstacles

“In my experience, people are
reluctant to upgrade an installed
WMS application,” says Wulfraat.
The main obstacles to staving current
are cost, time, and risk.

Typically, the most complex
aspect of implementing a WMS is
building the interface bridgework
between your
host system and
the WMS, he
explains.

“This is
not because of
the WMS per se;
rather it relates to
the complexities
of changing the
host system to abdicate all inven-
tory control responsibilities to a third
party application that will control all
warehouse-related inventory transac-
tions and, in turn, feed them back to
the host system,” says Wulfraat.

The vast majority of resource
planning systems or business systems
were never constructed with this in
mind. “Once the bridgework is in
place, you don’t want to touch it.

It’s the “Why fix it if it ain’t broke™”
mentality,” he says. At becomes a
mental obstacle to upgrading.”

Vendor support agreements often
include access to feature releases,
but the real cost of the upgrade, says
Walfraat, is moving all of the modifi-
cations from the version you are cur-
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rently using to the upgraded version,
then rebuilding the interface to the
host system if required. His rule of
thumb is that to migrate modifica-
tions from the original software to
the updated version is about one
third of the original cost of the
modifications.

Having complex interfaces
between a host software system
and a WMS application can be not
only a hindrance to upgrading your
WMS, but it also affects the ability
to upgrade the host system. “It’s
not uncommon for a company to
be running on a 20-year-old home-
grown business system interfaced
to a WMS application and they are
reluctant to make changes because
it means tinkering w ith the inter-
face.” says Wulfraat.

The more stand-alone systems

you have bolted together, the more
complex upgrading any of those
systems becomes. The challenge is
further magnified if you have sys-
tems that were developed in-house,
because no one is really certain

of what happens when you start
changing the code, he says.

Technological stagnation

In addition to the cost factor,
you have to consider the time it
will take to update the interface
between the various systems. and
the risk that the new systems may
not meet expectations. “The ageold
dilemma is do you stick with an
old system that you know w orks
or take the chance on something
new?” says Wulfraat

On the other hand. reluctance to
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upgrade will usually lead to
technological stagnation and obso-
lescence. “At some point, you have
to move forward to new systems
and new platforms,” says Wulfraat.
When you upgrade one system, use
the opportunity to determine if you
need to upgrade any other systems
at the same time.

In the end, most companies
upgrade every second or third
release, he says. “It usually takes
about a year and a half before you
really begin to see the benefits of a
new WMS system SO upgrading
every few release,, allows you to
stay reasonably current, take a
breather in between. but still enjoy
the full benefits of the software.
Marc Wulfraat can be reached at
marc.wulfraat@komintl.com; 514-
849-4000, ext 226. mmE M
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