POWELL ELECTRONICS
UPGRADING TECHNOLOGY TO DELIVER
INNOVATION WITHOUT DISRUPTION
QUICK FACTS

“We used the business function
prediction offering from SAP to
identify the specific and relevant
functionalities we needed from
the SAP enhancement package.
It pulled all the documentation
we needed together in one place.”
Mike Ayars, SAP Project Manager, Powell
Electronics Inc.

Company
• Name: Powell Electronics Inc.
• Headquarters: Swedesboro, New Jersey
• Industry: Wholesale distribution
• Products and services: Electronic
components and services
• Employees: 220
• Revenue: US$100 million
• Web site: www.powell.com
• Implementation partner: Innovant
Challenges and Opportunities
• Respond to requests for new, enhanced
functionality and improved sales and
distribution processes
• Perform software upgrade without
disrupting business operations
• Use opportunity of a down economy
to cut consultant and hardware costs
Objectives
• Achieve a fast upgrade from an older
version of the SAP® ERP application
• Use SAP enhancement packages as
the most efficient means to advance
business processes
• Use wholesale distribution road map
• Use the SAP Solution Manager application
management solution to capture transactions and build a test plan
SAP Solutions and Services
Upgrade to SAP® ERP 6.0 with SAP enhancement package 4, which includes enhancements in wholesale distribution functionality;
identify new functionality in SAP enhancement
packages by using the business function
prediction offering

SAP Customer Success Story
Wholesale Distribution

Implementation Highlights
• Accomplished technical upgrade with
the enhancement package in 11 weeks
• Saved time, expense, and effort using
SAP products and tools
• Leveraged a cost-effective remediation
tool for the ABAP™ programming language
to shave weeks off the upgrade and lower
program change risk
• Used the business function prediction
offering to zero in on relevant enhancement
package functionality
Why SAP
• Availability of enhancement packages facilitating an incremental update of selected
functionality
• Ability to leverage SAP Solution Manager
• Convenience of the business function
prediction offering to pull together all
needed information in one place
Beneﬁts
• Targeted and increased amount of useful
and usable information directly to the
sales desk
• Supercharged response time to customer
needs and the speed of nightly processing
• Enabled ability to request new business
functions with little effort
• Enhanced returns management for
a smoother customer returns process
• Increased productivity of purchasing
department by improving material requirements planning valuation tools

Since 1946 Powell Electronics Inc. has followed an unbroken record
of growth to become one of the world’s largest authorized distributors
of electronic components and value-added services. Contributing to
that growth has been the company’s ability to anticipate its customers’
technology, service, and product needs. Powell implemented SAP®
software in 1999, and when the company’s SAP® ERP 4.7 application
could no longer deliver the functionality its users were asking for,
Powell chose to upgrade to SAP ERP 6.0 using SAP enhancement
packages.

industries kept it afloat. “Because we
are a small, family-owned company, we
made a commitment not to lay anybody
off,” says Ayars. “We wanted to make
sure we took care of the people who
have been with us a long time – and
that’s something we meant to do,
because they are the ones who can
help us get out of the downturn. That
too was on our minds when we decided
to go ahead with the upgrade to new
business functionality.”

Learning About Enhancement
Packages for SAP ERP
Getting Approval to Upgrade
SAP ERP in a Down Economy
Privately held, family-owned Powell
Electronics is a wholesale distributor
that has been specializing in electronic
connectors, sensors, switches, and
other products for over 64 years.
Throughout its history, Powell recognized that in-depth product expertise
coupled with instant accessibility to
that knowledge by its customers was
absolutely fundamental to its success.
The company also recognized that as
its customers, the economy, and technology continued to evolve, it had to
stay tuned to those changes and be
prepared to reinvent itself in ways that
would enable it to continue to serve
its customers’ needs.
This recognition to stay on top of technology and to exceed customer expectations is reflected today in Powell’s
SAP software landscape composed of
SAP Business Suite applications, including the SAP ERP application. However,
the time to upgrade its existing ERP

software had come, and it converged
with the down economy that began
in 2008. “The CIO and I were both on
the same page on this,” says Mike
Ayars, SAP project manager for Powell
Electronics. “So it was us trying to
convince the CEO that this was the
right time to invest in an upgrade of
our ERP system. I think what pushed
us was the business users asking for
functionality that would have been difficult to deliver with our existing version
of SAP ERP, and what we knew was in
the new version. Obviously, we didn’t
want to invest more effort into the older
technology, because we knew what
we could do with the new technology,”
says Ayars.
There were other reasons, as well, for
the timing of the upgrade. “In a down
economy there are a lot of consultants
who sharpen their pencils,” says Ayars,
“and hardware prices come down too.”
Powell itself was weathering the economic storm despite the downturn in
business from at least four of the industry
segments it served. The more thriving

Upon reaching the decision to proceed
with an upgrade, Powell asked SAP to
present its wholesale distribution road
map and vision with SAP enhancement
packages. Powell was aware that other
companies were going in the direction
of enhancement packages to add or
improve business functionality, and
Powell wanted to learn more. “We are
actually part of the organizational structure of the wholesale distribution interest group, so we’re pretty well plugged
in to the folks who are developing this
road map,” says Ayars. “We wanted
to know more about the direction folks
were taking with this.”
From SAP’s presentation Powell learned
that these optional enhancement packages could help the company take
advantage of ongoing innovations while
keeping its core software stable, rather
than engaging in large upgrade projects.
The enhancement package for SAP ERP
is cumulative and provides a collection
of new or improved business functions,
plus the functions of previous enhance-

“The main improvement is
bringing more useful and
usable information to the
customer service desk.”

Mike Ayars, SAP Project Manager,
Powell Electronics Inc.

ment packages, in each new package.
Powell could deploy the enhancements
in a modular fashion by activating only
the new features and technical improvements it wanted, on its own timetable,
to add the most value to the business.
This rapid, nonintrusive deployment of
selected improvements would allow
Powell to innovate what it wanted when
it wanted it.

Determining the IT Landscape for
the Upgrade
The review of the wholesale distribution
road map helped Powell determine the
key objectives, components, and phases
of the SAP ERP upgrade effort, which
began with newer, faster, 64-bit, dual-quad
core servers. These servers included
a virtualized combined development
and quality assurance server, in addition to a new production server. “We
installed a new, 64-bit operating system
that really supercharged our response
time and our nightly processing. We
gained a lot of efficiencies from the
faster servers, and we knew that we
would,” says Ayars.
Moreover, in addition to upgrading and
relocating its disaster recovery hardware, the upgrade also gave Powell the
opportunity to improve security. “The
existing security we had was not good,”
reports Bob Oldrati, controller and IT
director for Powell. “It had holes in it,
and it was developed by somebody who
is no longer with us. But in the SAP ERP
upgrade, there are some new things you
can do with security that you couldn’t
do before, so we took that opportunity

to just start over again. Now we have
a very flexible, well understood, and well
documented security system, which we
never had before.”

To assist with the upgrade of SAP ERP,
Powell chose Innovant as its partner.
Innovant had demonstrated success
at other companies integrating the
SAP Solution Manager application management solution into the landscape,
making it a valuable implementation
tool. For Powell’s upgrade, Innovant
used SAP Solution Manager to capture
transactions and build a test plan for
the functionality.

Ayars continues: “Literally everything
about a specific enhancement package
is just a click away. That’s priceless. I can’t
say enough about how that helped us.
And for a small company like ours that
doesn’t have a lot of time to sit around
and go off and research – after all, we’ve
got a business to run – having all that
information pulled together in one place
was, to me, the key enabler to zeroing
in on the functionality we needed.” Ayars
also comments on the speed of response
to identifying business functions: “The
fast response to our search even included
the business functions in priority – things
that we ought to be looking at. A couple
of them, like the enhanced material
requirements planning [MRP] evaluation
functionality, I didn’t even know about.”

The next task was to identify the new
and enhanced functions Powell should
implement from the enhancement package. “It was easy and required little

Using the free business function prediction offering, Powell has implemented
or is currently implementing more than
a half-dozen business functions – from

Using the Business Function
Prediction Offering

“The enhanced returns management functionality we have now is a much
smoother way to handle customer returns. . . . We have much better visibility
across the organization, and my purchasing folks are more productive.”
John Barrington, Marketing Manager, Powell Electronics Inc.

effort to identify what we needed,” says
Bob Carroll, Powell’s CFO. “We used
the business function prediction offering. It pulls together in one place all of
the documentation you need to have –
everything from implementation and
testing guides to PowerPoint presentations for educating the business unit.

advanced returns management to the
simplification of sales and distribution
processes like order to cash and
advanced order processing and billing.
Powell is also providing better MRP
evaluation and an improved materials
search as well as an enhanced material
view, all of which save time and increase
visibility for Powell’s sales team.

www.sap.com /contactsap

Upgrading Technology to Deliver
Business Benefits
In addition to supercharged nighttime
processing and response time to
customer needs, Ayars reports that
sales productivity increased almost
immediately following the fast, 11-week
upgrade. “The main improvement is
bringing more useful and usable information to the customer service desk,”
says Ayars. “We run basically an inbound
call center in sales offices around the
country. When customers contact us
with questions about products and services, we are now able to give them a
lot more information – and a lot faster.”
Another productivity gain is in customer
returns. “The enhanced returns management functionality we have now is
a much smoother way to handle customer returns than we had previously,”
says John Barrington, marketing manager for Powell. “We have much better
visibility across the organization,”
Barrington adds, “and my purchasing
folks are more productive, with better
tools for MRP evaluation.”

In summarizing the cumulative SAP
enhancement packages, Ayars equates
the wide diversity of business functions
available to Forrest Gump’s “life is like
a box of chocolates.” With the packages,
Ayars sees the future coming. “I think
the days of the big software upgrades
are done. If SAP can continue to increase
the functionality of the software with
little releases, and we can choose
whether we want them or not, that
seems to be a lot smarter than the
old idea of ‘Let’s rip it all out and do it
over again!’” he concludes.
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