
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

      

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e-commerce Matters - 1 

Welcome to e-commerce matters a 
summary and commentary on recent 
events in the financial services e-
commerce world. 

The use of e-commerce continues to 
expand.  Indeed in the latest Focus 
Quotient1 it is now estimate 36% of 
new business applications are 
transacted electronically.  This has 
come a long way in the five years of 
the quotient. 

As e-commerce becomes more 
accepted, the debate is moving on 
from should we use e-commerce to 
how do use it most effectively.  More 
focus is given to topics such as 
usability of systems and the breadth 
of functionality the systems can 
support. 

As the market has matured, the 
choice of quality suppliers has become 
more and more plentiful.  Choosing 
the right one however has become 
harder and harder. 

Welcome 

 
In this edition of e-commerce matters 
we explore both the usability aspects 
of e-commerce solutions and the 
practicalities of choosing the right 
supplier 

The AT8 team has worked in the space 
for more years than we care to admit 
and should any readers wish to 
discuss informally any issues they are 
facing in their e-commerce 
programmes than we would be 
delighted to arrange a meeting to 
discuss their current issues and 
concerns. 

“As the market has matured, the choice of quality suppliers has 

become more and more plentiful.  Choosing the right one however 

has become harder and harder.”  

 

In this edition: 

 
• The POS market keeps 

growing 

 

• Making POS usable 

 

• Build or Buy? 

 

 Front office vs Back office 
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1
 The Focus Quotient 2006 – Focus Solutions plc 



      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is even more interesting is 
both CIS and HSBC had originally 
announced contracts with 
alternative suppliers not that long 
ago. Indeed it was only in 2006 
that Finantix announced it had 
delivered the first phase of the 
HSBC deal and yet Focus are 
already onto their second delivery 
there.  

This fast turnaround of deals 
shows that wrong decisions can be 
costly but equally it shows that 
companies that recognise they 
have made a mistake and that 
have the courage to change their 
strategy can still turn things 
around and bring new solutions to 
market quickly.  

The POS market keeps growing 

 

 

Distribution Technology and Focus 
Solutions have both announced 
recently new contracts with CIS 
and HSBC respectively to develop 
the next phases of the Point of sale 
technology for these major 
distributors. 

These deals bring in to view the 
incredible volume of new point of 
sale projects going on currently in 
the industry at the moment. Five 
years ago it use to be considered a 
busy year if half a dozen point of 
sale systems were purchased 
across an industry that had far 
more distributors than exist today 
yet today that number is dwarfed. 

But the stress and cost of getting it wrong is huge so 
those in the market for new POS systems take care 
in procurement process: 

 
•  Keep the Procurement Schedules tight – you can 
do this in weeks not months 
•   Understand the business requirements 
•   Brief suppliers well and keep open dialogue 
•   Use the expertise on the market, such as AT8, to 
guide you to a shortlist – despite the external spend 
it cuts time and expense 
•   Understand the positioning of the different 
Vendors – who can partner with whom – rarely can 
one vendor can meet all your POS requirements 
•   Ask for and understand the detail of the 
proposed costs – this is key to avoiding nasty 
surprises later on and key to successful negotiations 
(again industry experts such as AT8 can help here) 
•   Reference carefully and deeply!  

When you are ready to make the deal – be hard but 
fair.  If the deal is bad for the supplier, ultimately it 
will be bad for you.  The best deals made are 
win/win partnerships with both parties enthused 
and motivated for the success of the project. 
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Making POS usable 

I have noticed over the years how the adoption of Financial Services POS systems 
has varied so much from company to company. The reasons are many including the 
business model, the product range being sold, the culture and demographics of the 
sales force, the functionality of the solution, through to poor usability design. 

This later issue of usability design has received relatively little attention from the 
traditional vendors. Yet with relatively little cost this can yield significant results 
and with dramatic ROI. 

Web design has focused on these areas improving usability through basic techniques 
such as enhanced navigation and by utilising more adventurous design tools such as 
Fisheye Menus, Slider Based Filtering and Treemaps to simplify user interfaces. 
Indeed usability experts will discuss the benefits where complex business processes 
exist of embedding these techniques and moving from a multipage web site to a 
single page site which contains all the information needed but where information is 
hidden when not required. Few processes are more complex than Financial services 
sales ς so why has our market been so slow to adopt these techniques? 

There are plenty of usability experts out there and as an industry we should use 
them more – and don’t restrict usability to web sites - most systems can benefit 
from improved usability. I would recommend people start to use these companies 
for two key services expert reviews and for usability testing.  

Expert reviews are the quickest and cheapest way to kick start a usability 
programme and involve a domain expert commenting on the site and addressing the 
text book type usability issues. Output from such a review can be quick with clear 
recommendations for usability enhancements that can have a quick impact on usage 
of any systems. However you are reliant on the quality of a single expert and may 
miss out on some of the more emotional usability issues. I have worked with bit10 in 
this area (www.bit10.com) and would recommend anyone considering work here 
arrange a meeting with the bit10 team. 

Usability testing is when you get a panel of real users to sit and use a system, 
watched by the experts. This will reveal more of the issues that relate directly and 
potentially uniquely to that user group ( this could be emotional or cultural issues 
that experts may not pick up on). 

There is of course a degree of overlap between the 2 reviews (indeed Fu and 
Salvendy believe this to be about 41%), but getting a full picture of the usability of 
any system is key and therefore I recommend undertaking both anywhere volume 
usage will deliver a substantial cost benefit and I will re- emphasise this goes 
beyond websites and includes solutions such as POS systems. 
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When a distributor is investing in a technology refresh there is often an early decision to make – do we build one 
ourselves, get a specialist 3rd party to build it, buy a existing package or customise an existing package. Clearly 
budget comes into the decision process but even some fairly small organisations opt to build their own solutions – 
why with so many established solutions on the market does this decision persist? 

Well I hear a number of reasons used: “My sales processes are unique”; “The solutions on the market are over 
engineered”, “My Point of sale technology is my differentiator so it has to be different from everyone else”, “I don’t 
trust the suppliers”, “I don’t want to be held to ransom by suppliers for updates and changes”, “I want be able to 
change things quickly in response to market trends”. ¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ 

Control is a valid reason but the decision to go it alone needs to be made carefully. Many, many, many companies 
have tried to build their own solutions and found it creates a monster which grows and grows within its own 
organisation. More and more demands for certain functionality comes in and more and more resource is required, 
costs escalate and as technology changes the solution can’t keep up and falls further and further behind the 
competitors’ systems. 

Of course the choice is more complicated than simply build or buy - you can build the solution in-house or get a 
third party to build it; you can buy a pure package, or buy a package and tailor it; you can buy a package which 

comes with a toolkit to maintain it, or you can buy a 
set of functional components and glue them 
together. Which one is best depends on your 
organisation but decision can be boiled down to 
control (over functionality, architecture, suppliers) 
vs cost. 

The diagram here positions the different 
approaches against the dimensions of cost and 
control. The eventual position of any option will 
depend on the effectiveness of both the distributor 
and the supplier but a range of likely relative 
positions are shown. 

The pure package is suitable for some but typically 
those with constrained budgets. A package that the 
supplier configures on behalf of the client provides 

Build or Buy? 

 

an element of control but the costs of doing so – especially with on-going maintenance makes this a brave choice. 
However where the supplier provides a toolkit to the distributer providing the choice of self configuration the level of 
control increases often with only minimum or no overhead. This level of control may still not be sufficient for some 
larger organisations where the choice becomes largely one of self build, build from a set of 3rd party components or 
getting a 3rd party to build. While this route gives greater control it is high cost and the success is dependent on 
ensuring the right skills are on the project to help avoid the pitfalls of many, many large projects from the past. 

There is no right or wrong approach but distributors must go into the project understanding the issues with their 
approach and then they can manage them and enjoy the undeniable business benefits of a good system 
implementation. 
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In the good old days the demarcation between a front office and back office system was clear and many distributor 
IT programmes had different suppliers for each. Openwork had a POS system from Focus and a back office from 
Sirius, Intrinisic had a POS system from N4 and a back office from Vertex.  

However in the less successful projects, two suppliers often meant two ets of licence fees, two parties blaming each 
other, poorer integration between systems and confusion where functionality overlapped. As a result more and 
more clients have started to look for a single supplier across both areas. Vertex were one of the first to respond 
launching Adviser Evolution to compliment Adviser Office but others have followed. Back office suppliers like 
Intelliflo have strengthened their factfind capability and generally improved their front office credentials. Others, 
like the recently launched DPOS from Distribution Technology redraw the split between front and back office 
leaving policy administration and commissions management as back office but moving CRM functions (traditionally 
the domain of the back office) into the front office. Others persist with the traditional separation on the basis that 
the two disciplines are different and experts in each, partnering together, will produce the best solution. 

Who is right or wrong will ultimately depend on the individual distributor that is looking to implement the solution 
and there is no, one right answer for everyone. Budget, size, complexity of distribution, product range, culture, IT 
strategy and the skill set of the sales force will ultimately lead the distributor’s decision but it is a decision that is 
getting more and more complex, but with so many good new systems out there, more and more rewarding. 

 

Front vs Back Office? 

 

Introducing AT8 

 

AT8 Group Ltd is a new company set up by 
Mark Thelwell, Mark Loosmore and Nigel 
Smith. The directors have complementary 
knowledge, skill and experience across a 
broad range of Financial Services and IT 
related disciplines [including S&M, 
Regulation, E-Commerce (POS, Portal etc) 
Corporate Management and Direction, 
Process Improvement/Change Management 
and Software Development]. Our 
experience with Providers, intermediaries, 
lenders and IT companies puts us in a 
strong position of understanding needs and 
opportunities. We intend to use this along 
with our ability to innovate, to proactively 
create and implement differentiated 
business improvement propositions that 
add tangible value to our financial services 
clients and partners.  
 
 

Below are some the areas of expertise where we have 
implemented solutions:  
 

 Point of Sale process improvement and IT solutions  
 

 E- enablement capability and efficiency audit 
(followed by consultancy and programme 
management)  

 
 Worksite marketing solutions  

 
 Business/Sales/Change Management  

 
 Mergers & Acquisitions  

 
 Strategic Review and governance  

 
 New business initiatives and company start-ups  

 
 Business process re-engineering  

 
 Regulation and best business practice  

 
 IT Vendor Selection  
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