
 

 

    
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

CCaassee SSttuuddyy
 

1.1 Zandleven Coatings (The Netherlands) 

Abstract 

As a producer of coatings for the Dutch national market, Zandleven is known for its 
flexibility and ability to deliver on demand. The order management is merely supported 
by traditional channels such phone and fax. Since 2002, customers can place orders 
through the Zandleven website. The customers’ web-input is transferred by e-mail to 
the internal planning system. Until 2007, however, this ‘loosely-coupled’ web-order 
application has only been used as an additional order channel. Both the customers and 
planners at Zandleven prefer phone and physical contact as the way to do business. 
The usage of an online sales channel at Zandleven is a good example of how e-
business will only function as an additional tool if an industry has built strong traditions 
of local, flexible and ad-hoc supply chain processes. 

Case study fact sheet 

Full name of the company: Zandleven Coatings 

Location (HQ / main branches): Leeuwarden, The Netherlands 

Main business activity: Production of coatings for use on metal and 
concrete surfaces 

Year of foundation: 1869 

Number of employees: 30 

Turnover in last financial year: Approximately €10 million (2006) 

Primary customers: Contractors in the building and marine sector 

Most significant geographic market: The Netherlands 

Main e-business applications studied: Web-based ordering 

Case contact person(s): Ing. G.J. Noordhuis 
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Background and objectives 

Zandleven Coatings focuses on the production of coatings, typically for use on large 
metal, steel and concrete surfaces which are exposed to oxygen and water. Examples 
are bridges, football stadiums, yachts and other types of large objects of construction. 

The (B2B) market in which Zandleven operates is of a relatively traditional and stable 
type. More than often, customers contact Zandleven with orders to be delivered within 24 
hours. Zandleven is able to deliver products in a large array of colours. Their supply chain 
strategy has shifted from made-to-stock to make-to-order. The organisation is currently 
key-focused on flexibility and production in very small batches.  

Zandleven has the lion’s share of its sales in the Netherlands (estimated at 99%). 
consisting of about 500 loyal customers. Due to the high flexibility in demand, the market 
has a limited geographical footprint. Within the Dutch B2B market for coatings, Zandleven 
has three main competitors. Each of the four competing firms has approximately 25% 
market share. The competition is mainly on price and delivery period. 

It was after the year 2000 that Zandleven made the transition from make-to-stock to 
make-to-order. The main drivers were the exceeding costs of warehousing and the 
increasing number of customers that demanded high flexibility in their ordering. As a 
consequence, Zandleven needed to redesign its supply chain in order to significantly 
reduce the switching points and changeover times within their primary processes. Their 
current production process is schematically displayed in the figure below. 

Exhibit 1.1-1: Schematic overview of the production process of Zandleven 

Next to the changes in the production and supply chain process, Zandleven also 
implemented an ERP system to support the order management, production planning, 
billing and financial control. In addition, ideas emerged to implement a web-order 
application in order to leverage the website and to support order and sales processes. 
The owner of the company was the main initiator and sponsor of the subsequent IT and 
e-business investments at Zandleven. 

1.1.1 e-Business activities 

Background 

The web-order application was initiated about five years ago as an extension of a larger 
automation and digitisation process, including the implementation of an ERP system. The 
costs of the project were about €10,000. The application was developed by an external 
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service provider. No industry standard was used for the design of the order forms. As far 
as Zandleven knows, their competitors do not have or use this type of  application yet. 

The application was developed as a ‘loosely-coupled add-on’ to the ERP system. The 
online orders are sent to the planners of Zandleven who receive them by e-mail. After 
that, the orders are validated, manually checked and eventually discussed with the 
customers by phone or e-mail. Although the application was not designed as a full and 
integrative e-business solution, it turned out that the consequences of using the system 
for the Zandleven internal work organisation were underestimated during the 
implementation. 

The external alignment of the application towards customers 

In practice, Zandleven receives 40 to 80 orders a day. The largest part of the customers 
sends their orders by phone, fax or e-mail. Only about 10% of customers use the web-
order application. From the perspective of the production planners at Zandleven, the 
added value of the application is therefore quite limited. It does not make a large 
difference – so they say – whether they receive an order directly via e-mail or by an 
automatically generated e-mail when a customer has entered his order into the web-
based order form.  

Moreover, many customers who order online on the web want to confirm their order by 
making a phone call. This is caused by the fact that many orders consist of very specific 
information that cannot be included fully and easily in the online form. A typical example 
of such information are the specific (and unusual) times and places of delivery of the 
different products. In nearly all cases, customers want to be absolutely sure that the 
ordered products will arrive at the right spot and at the right moment. Hence, to assure 
that Zandleven received the web-order, they call the production planner by phone.  

Zandleven’s customers prefer the use of telephone for other advantages as well. Quite 
often, phone calls are used to negotiate the price of a product. By tradition, customers 
especially want to negotiate when dealing with large orders. In addition, both customers 
and planners at Zandleven prefer to exchange information regarding minimum efficient 
scales for production and logistics by phone or face to face.  

Web-based orders are mainly placed by customers who have a well organised and 
advanced planning system, i.e. by companies that are able to order their products several 
weeks in advance. However, there is another – less business-driven – criterion which 
determines usage of the system by customers: the age of the customer's employee who 
actually places the order seems to have a significant predictive value for the choice 
between placing orders in a more 'traditional' way (by phone, fax or e-mail) or placing 
them online. The older buyers hardly ever use the web-based system, while the younger 
generation quite often does.  

The internal alignment of the application towards production planning 

The customer demands and related flexibility of Zandleven’s production process implies a 
production planning on a daily, even hourly basis. To optimise the use of the scarce 
production capacity, planners have a lot of direct contact with their customers. Besides 
processing the short-term and ad-hoc orders, they try to anticipate on what customers 
exactly need at which moment. A typical example may help to illustrates this point: a 
customer orders 10,000 litres of blue epoxy protective coating and wants it delivered 
within 24 hours. By calling and negotiating with the customer, the planner is able to re-
specify the order. For example, it is agreed that – instead of delivering the full order within 
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a day – 1,000 litres are delivered for 10 days in a row, starting by tomorrow. In this way, 
Zandleven is able to stay flexible, keep customers satisfied and stay in touch with the 
market. 

However, the option of directly linking the web-order form to the ERP system to create a 
fully integrated sales application is a subject of consideration at Zandleven. Currently, the 
company still takes the position that this would actually reduce its flexibility. A prominent 
struggle is between a service system to satisfy every single customer directly if 
necessary, and a planning system that satisfies all customers on a collective level. For 
sure, low flexibility would lead to longer delivery times – and unhappy customers. 
Furthermore, each type of production planning will be sub-optimal, leaving expensive 
machinery and scarce production capacity unused. Zandleven therefore  chooses to base 
their production process planning primarily on individual orders, as this is the key value 
adding of the company. Exceptions are made, though, for orders which have to be 
delivered several weeks in the future. These orders can easily be planned by the 
automated (ERP) system. 

1.1.2 Impact 

As can be derived form the above descriptions, the web-order application only has a 
limited impact both on internal processes (such as sales, work organisation, production 
processes, inventory management) and on external domains (such as business 
relationships with suppliers and customers and logistics). It appears however, that the 
application nevertheless has positive effects on the image of Zandleven as an innovative 
and flexible organisation. 

This is indicated by the significant number of customers that appreciate and use the 
online ordering system. Although their proportion is relatively low yet (approximately 
10%), these customers can be considered as early adopters. If the number of customers 
with automated planning systems increase, as well as the number of repetitive orders, the 
share of orders that will be processed through the web application is going to increase.  

From an internal alignment perspective, the application has made all employees at 
Zandleven aware and better accustomed to the concepts of web-based sales and e-
business in general. Consequently, future operations in the field of e-business could have 
fewer organisational resistance. 

1.1.3 Lessons learned 

Mr Noordhuis, the technical manager interviewed at Zandleven, acknowledges the limited 
use of the web-ordering application, but says that this was to be expected, because the 
application was intended to be deployed at a low level of ambition. The costs of 
development and implementation were accordingly relatively low. Nevertheless, he says 
that a main learning point is that the application has positive effects for customers and for 
the organisational awareness towards e-business within Zandleven. 

Another important learning point is the observation that a fully integrated and used online 
sales application could be in conflict with the core-competence of the company, i.e. their 
made-to-order and flexible (on-demand) planning system. Zandleven has currently found 
a good balance between customer fulfilment and production optimisation, commencing 
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the web-order application for specific customers and orders only. Obviously, this balance 
might be adapted if future needs of customers or other parties change. 

Companies similar to Zandleven can learn a number of things from the results of this 
particular case. First of all, they should assess how an online sales applications matches 
their primary planning processes, i.e. their current production and order management 
system. Secondly, the customer perspective must be considered: what exactly is the 
incentive for customers to place orders online? What is the proper mix with using phone 
calls, fax and e-mail? Can these channels eventually be integrated? Customers often 
want to exchange additional information or just to confirm that the order is actually 
received and processed. This case study shows that it is a challenge to explore what e-
business applications can do and cannot do, in order to align them internally and 
externally and become successful.   

1.1.4 References 

Research for this case study was conducted by ir. ing. Reg Brennenraedts, Dialogic 
innovatie & interactie, on behalf of the Sectoral e-Business Watch. Text by ir. ing. Reg 
Brennenraedts  and dr. Ronald Batenburg. Sources and references used: 

Interview with ing. G.J. Noordhuis, 24 September 2007, Leeuwarden 

Website of Zandleven: http://www.zandleven.com 

About this document 

This case study was initially published as part of a comprehensive Sectoral e-Business Watch study report on the 
chemicals, rubber and plastics industry (2008). The European Commission, Enterprise & Industry Directorate 
General, launched the Sectoral e-Business Watch (SeBW) in late 2001 to monitor, study and assess the 
implications of ICT for enterprises and sectors. The results support policy formulation, notably in the fields of 
industrial and innovation policy. All study reports and further resources such as data on ICT adoption in 
enterprises are available online at the SeBW website (www.ebusiness-watch.org). 

For further information, please contact  

European Commission 
Enterprise & Industry Directorate-General 
D4 "ICT for competitiveness and innovation" 
e-Mail: entr-innov-ict-ebiz@ec.europa.eu 

Sectoral e-Business Watch 
c/o empirica GmbH 
Oxfordstr. 2, 53111 Bonn, Germany 
e-Mail: info@ebusiness-watch.org 
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