
Building Flexi 
Food distributor uses a custom mobile 
app to update inventory management 

I 
by LEN LEWIS 

Ho w f rus t ra t ing w o u l d i t be i f y o u r 

c o m p a n y c o u l d n ' t capitalize o n w h a t 

i t does best? 

T h i s m a y s o u n d l i k e a far - fe tched 

h y p o t h e t i c a l or a c o m p a n y that ' s s i m p l y 

b a d l y m a n a g e d . N o t h i n g c o u l d be 

f u r t h e r f r o m the t r u t h , b u t th is was the 

s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h W o o d F r u i t t i c h e r 

f o u n d itself . 

T h e 1 0 0 - y e a r - o l d b r o a d l i n e 

foodservice d i s t r i b u t o r h a d a 

h o m e g r o w n enterprise resource p l a n n i n g 

system t h a t used essential ly o u t d a t e d 

sales a n d i n v e n t o r y c o n t r o l s o f t w a r e . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , c o m m u n i c a t i o n s was 

f r a g m e n t e d , t a k i n g place t h r o u g h 

m u l t i p l e channels i n c l u d i n g P D F f i les , 

spreadsheets, by p h o n e , vo icemai l s and 

even paper notes o n legal pads. 

Salespeople were also r e q u i r e d t o b o o t 

u p a f u l l - s i z e l a p t o p t o g a i n access t o 

i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t w a s n o t c o n s o l i d a t e d 

i n one place. T h e resul t was t h a t 

salespeople a n d m a n a g e m e n t d i d n ' t have 

a ho l i s t i c p i c t u r e o f orders , deliveries 

and p e r f o r m a n c e . 

DIY CULTURE 
F r o m its headquarters i n B i r m i n g h a m , 

A l a . , f a m i l y - r u n W o o d Fru i t t i cher 

services restaurants , schools, n u r s i n g 

homes, assisted l i v i n g fac i l i t ies , healthcare 

centers, jails and other i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

customers t h r o u g h o u t A l a b a m a , 

M i s s i s s i p p i , G e o r g i a , Tennessee, 

L o u i s i a n a , South C a r o l i n a a n d the 

F lor ida Panhandle . 

"Basical ly, w e serve anyone t h a t 

prepares a m e a l , " says c o - o w n e r M a r t i n 

C l a p p , w h o is also deeply i n v o l v e d w i t h 

in-house s o f t w a r e development . 

T h e 350 ,000 -square - foo t B i r m i n g h a m 

warehouse, o u t of w h i c h the c o m p a n y 

racks up about $ 4 0 0 m i l l i o n i n sales 

a n n u a l l y , carries about 8 ,000 p r o d u c t s . 

" W e ' r e p r e t t y m a x e d o u t where we are 

and a lo t o f people i n th is s i t u a t i o n have 

gone ahead a n d b u i l t bigger warehouses , " 

C l a p p says. " B u t there seems to be some 

upper l i m i t t o efficiencies. We've been 

discussing another d i s t r i b u t i o n center for a 

w h i l e b u t i t w i l l be o u r f i r s t foray and we 

haven't settled o n w h a t we w a n t y e t . " 

For the t i m e being, the c o m p a n y has 

focused its a t t e n t i o n o n w h a t i t needs. 

A t the t o p of W o o d Frui t t i cher ' s l ist is 

h i g h l y ef f ic ient , f l ex ib le so f tware to a l l o w 

the company's widespread sales force to 

coord ina te orders , check i n v e n t o r y a n d 

general ly make sure customers are g e t t i n g 

w h a t they need w i t h o u t delay —- and do i t 

a l l f r o m m o b i l e devices. 

T h e s o l u t i o n came f r o m F i l e M a k e r , 

a subsidiary of A p p l e , a n d its SalesPal 

s o f t w a r e . 

" I n the past, we had issues t h a t c o u l d 

be traced back to o u r c u l t u r e , " C l a p p 

says. " W e don ' t outsource I T w o r k . W e 

m a i n t a i n o u r o w n h o m e g r o w n E R P 

system. W h e n possible, we l ike t o do o u r 

o w n sof tware so w e can c o n t r o l i t and be 

f lex ib le in w h a t we're d o i n g . " 
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I t 's n o t an u n c o m m o n s i t u a t i o n , says 

A n n M o n r o e , vice president o f w o r l d w i d e 

m a r k e t i n g for F i l e M a k e r . 

"People of ten t u r n to the F i leMaker 

p l a t f o r m to b u i l d things around their o w n 

processes, the ones that serve the needs 

of employees, and help t h e m be more 

effective," she says. " T h e p l a t f o r m is also 

flexible and scalable. So y o u can start using 

it for something l ike inventory management 

and just keep adding o n to i t . " 

COORDINATING FUNCTIONS 
For W o o d Fru i t t i cher , i t was a l l about 

b r i n g i n g the company's c u l t u r e to its most 

i m p o r t a n t d e p a r t m e n t — sales. 

" T h e r e was c o o r d i n a t i o n of data w i t h i n 

the c o m p a n y but i t was ine f f i c ient and 

c o n f u s i n g , " C l a p p says. "Salespeople 

h a d to cal l d i f ferent places to get th ings 

done . Y o u h a d t o hope the r i g h t people 

got voiccmai ls a n d emails . I t was prone 

to e r r o r . " 

Funct ions l ike e d i t i n g orders were done 

by leaving a v o i c e m a i l a n d re ly ing on 

someone to check i t . T h e n y o u h a d t o f i n d 

o u t v ia e m a i l i f the i n s t r u c t i o n s on the 

v o i c e m a i l were done , he says. 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , every order t h a t was 

changed had a separate e m a i l associated 

w i t h i t . T h e salesmen had no p o r t a l 

t o l o o k at any t i m e of the day and see 

the c u r r e n t status of a l l the i r orders . 

T h e y were l o g g i n g i n o n l i n e to f i l l o u t 

f o r m s w h i c h h a d to be sent as a n Excel 

d o c u m e n t f r o m the i r laptops . 

" I t was just r i fe w i t h p r o b l e m s , " Clapp 

says. "Even i f inventory data was an h o u r 

o l d , they were sometimes unaware o f 

out-of-stocks o n items their customers 

w a n t e d . W h e n that was the case, we had 

to send an emai l to the customer to i n f o r m 

t h e m , then f o l l o w up by ca l l ing t h e m . " 

For tunate ly , the c o m p a n y d i d n ' t have t o 

replace its entire system, just augment i t 

by b r i n g i n g a l l f u n c t i o n s together under a 

single SalesPal app. 

"Salespeople can n o w can m a k e 

changes t o orders themselves and see an 

updated order i m m e d i a t e l y , " he says. 

" T h e y d o n ' t have t o leave a v o i c e m a i l for 

someone at the c o m p a n y a n y m o r e . " 

T h e app can be d o w n l o a d e d o n t o an 

iPhone or iPad, after w h i c h salespeople 

and managers are given a user name a n d 

password . I f they need assistance us ing 

i t , there are v ideo t u t o r i a l s w i t h i n the 

SalesPal app. T h e wi l l ingness o f people t o 

consul t those videos has increased — th i s 

means fewer calls to a company's help 

desk or I T d e p a r t m e n t . 

'MORE AND BETTER' INFORMATION 
W o o d Frui t t i cher began w o r k i n g w i t h 

F i l e M a k e r late i n 2014. 

" I received an emai l f r o m the business 

team at the Apple store i n t o w n w h o 

w a n t e d to set up a d e m o , " Clapp says. 

" I ' d never heard of F i l e M a k e r and I get so 

m a n y of these requests I usual ly don ' t go 

to see t h e m . But I was impressed enough 

to d o w n l o a d the t r i a l sof tware . I d i d n ' t get 

a r o u n d to t r y i n g i t u n t i l six m o n t h s later. 

But as soon as I d i d , I realized we had 

something g o o d . Five months later we had 

o u r f i rs t w o r k i n g version of SalesPal." 

The a b i l i t y for Clapp to do the w o r k in¬

house was a sell ing p o i n t . 

" I p r o g r a m o u r backend system and I 

d i d a l l the synchroniza t ion and integrat ion 

w i t h the system myself , " he says. 

" T h e p o i n t is that one person was able to 

develop an integrated mobi le app w i t h an 

o l d 1977 ERP system. Every business o u t 

there has o l d code f l o a t i n g a r o u n d and it's 

h a r d to get away f r o m i t . But this breathed 

some fresh air in to an o l d system and it's 

been great for us." 

Clapp picked up F i l e M a k e r f r o m scratch 

and developed t w o versions of SalesPal 

q u i c k l y to integrate w i t h the company's 

ERP system. " I never w o u l d have dreamed 

we c o u l d create a sophist icated app in¬

house w i t h i n such a shor t t i m e f r a m e . It 's 

not a pat o n m y back, b u t a testament t o 

F i l e M a k e r . " 

A s k e d a b o u t tangible results, he notes 

tha t being better able to service customers 

is the most i m p o r t a n t . 

" O u r salespeople have m o r e and better 

i n f o r m a t i o n at the i r f inger t ips . Y o u d o n ' t 

have to c a l l a buyer about rutabagas 

and w a i t for h i m t o ca l l you back. We're 

also g e t t i n g quicker responses o n order 

correct ions w h e n a mistake is m a d e , " 

he says. "Fewer calls to the purchas ing 

d e p a r t m e n t gives us m o r e sales t i m e . A n d 

the feedback we're g e t t i n g helps us b u i l d 

better products and increase p r o d u c t i v i t y . 

"Based o n responses f r o m o u r 

salespeople, the capabil i t ies w i t h i n 

SalesPal are saving t h e m enormous 

a m o u n t s o f t i m e a n d increasing their 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s to make sales and tend to 

customers , " he says. 

O n e o f the most p o p u l a r f u n c t i o n s 

is the M i s s i n g Orders sect ion, w h i c h 

ensures t h a t customers ' orders are placed 

and c o n f i r m e d before the day's c u t o f f 

t i m e . 

" W e have a t o u g h t i m e j u g g l i n g 

e v e r y t h i n g i n o u r business," C l a p p 

says. " I t ' s easy to forget an order but 

F i l e M a k e r helps us keep i t a l l i n order 

and keep customers sat is f ied." 

M e a n w h i l e , the p l a t f o r m is c o n t i n u i n g 

to evolve. "Salespeople and customers 

w a n t m o r e rea l - t ime i n f o r m a t i o n o n 

p r o d u c t ava i lab i l i ty . W e have a h i g h 

f i l l rate but i t c o u l d always be better b y 

k n o w i n g w h e n and h o w m u c h p r o d u c t 

w i l l be here." 

" W e w a n t t o t a k e advantage o f the 

latest t e c h n o l o g i e s , " M o n r o e says. "So 

w e ' l l have t o see w h a t ' s c o m i n g o u t 

w i t h W i n d o w s a n d M a c i O S . T h e n w e 

ask h o w w e can m a k e the t e c h n o l o g y 

accessible a n d easy t o use f o r people 

w h o are n o t p r o g r a m m e r s . W e ' r e p a r t 

o f A p p l e a n d that ' s h o w we v i e w the 

w o r l d — h e l p i n g people use t e c h n o l o g y 

i n t h e i r everyday l i v e s . " STORES 

Len Lewis is a veteran journalist and author 

covering the retail industry in the U.S., Canada, 

Europe and South America. 
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