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Preface
Any large organization has its unique ways of operating to begin with, but it could
be argued that infrastructure oriented railways• tend to be very traditional and
conservative in their business approach.  In this article, we will discuss an example
of how a railway company has broken with tradition to embrace leading edge business
technology to improve their operations.  This case study focuses on an
implementation of a contract management software solution, including how the
project was justified and funded, the challenges faced, successes, savings realized,
the •peopleŽ impact and post implementation results. In addition, we will explore
what the future holds for this organization as it continues to leverage this technology.
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Who says Railway Companies aren’t forward thinking? 
The Burlington Northern and Santa Fe Railway Company (BNSF) operates one of the 
largest rail networks in North America, with 33,000 route miles of track covering 28 
states and two Canadian provinces. BNSF is an industry leader in Web-enabling a 
wide variety of customer transactions. The railway moves more intermodal traffic 
than any other rail system in the world, is America’s largest grain-hauling railroad, 
and transports enough coal to generate more than 10 percent of the electricity 
produced in the United States.  
 
So, you would think that an old and established rail company may be slow moving 
when it comes to adopting new and emerging technology, right? …Wrong!  BNSF 
was an early adopter of Contract Management Software and has implemented it 
within two months to help totally streamline their old, manual processes. 
 
In an industry known to have a very tight operating margin, BNSF has a history of 
being innovative and leveraging technology to reduce expenses and improve 
customer, supplier and employee relations. The company looks at every opportunity 
to reduce expenses, thereby increasing profits and value to the shareholders. They 
were amongst the first in their industry to adopt eProcurement solutions and engage 
their customers and suppliers using the Internet. 
 

The Business Case 
Prior to getting budget approval to proceed with the acquisition and implementation 
of an automated contract management solution, you can bet that a solid business case 
demonstrating savings had to be submitted and scrutinized by many stakeholders. 
Information Technology (IT) projects have a reputation of over-promising, over-
committing and then under-delivering. Furthermore, IT projects are typically late and 
cost more than the planned budget. To avoid any such problems the business case was 
scrutinized in great detail to ensure a realistic timeline, cost and expected benefits 
were being presented to the executives. 
 
Some of the expected benefits of implementing an automated contract management 
software solution were: 

• Streamline operations, reduce manual processes 
• Automate contract request process 
• Reduce clerical staff 
• Provide better response and visibility to stakeholders 
• Monitor and manage compliance and performance 
• Regulate templates and standardization 
• Part of overall supply chain management strategy 
• Integrate with finance to ensure accurate payments 
• Improve audit controls and compliance 
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With the business case approved by the executive team, BNSF had started the journey 
to implement contract management software. This was a maiden voyage as this type 
of software is relatively new and there were no other rail companies to look at for 
prior experience. 
 

Managing Expectations 
As Amos Bronson Alcott once said, “That is a good book which is opened with 
expectation, and closed with delight and profit.” In any project or undertaking, setting 
the right expectations up front, and ensuring all stakeholders understand them, is 
crucial to the ongoing success and adoption of the project. BNSF had obviously done 
their homework when it came to managing expectations. The project team worked 
with the various stakeholders to document the anticipated benefits, as well as what the 
future would look like during and after the system was rolled out (e.g. new roles and 
responsibilities of stakeholders, scope of the project, specific milestones to be met, 
overall timeline, future phases). Various “town hall” sessions were held across BNSF 
to inform the stakeholders of the upcoming system and how it would affect them. 
This approach fostered a high degree of buy- in from the future users of the system. 
The project team provided a consistent message that addressed any apprehensions or 
questions. 
 

Implementing Right – Blueprint Revealed 
Over 80 percent of IT projects fail. So, how did BNSF ensure that this critical, 
ground-breaking project with no proven track record did not become part of the 80 
percent?  Here are some of the critical success factors: 
 

Sponsorship at senior levels 
This has to be the most important element for success. When top- level 
executives buy into a project and its deliverables, the rest of the 
organization will be more likely to adopt the new project/process. At 
BNSF, the project team had the sponsorship of the top- level executives 
and so, moving forward in the organization was made much easier. 
When other divisions of the organization were needed to assist in the 
implementation, the executive sponsorship made it easier to secure 
resources quickly. This ensured timelines were met and that the project 
was not derailed. 
 
Cross functional team 
Participation from different business areas as well as other 
stakeholders is very important. When a project touches a large fraction 
of the organization, it is critical to have on the project team members 
from all the different divisions that will benefit from the project. In 
addition to project team members from the software supplier (Upside 
Software), BNSF brought in stakeholders at different levels from 
Technology Services, Finance and Operations. This approach helped 
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in working through the requirements to make sure that the system 
would work for all areas and that any process improvement would 
benefit the different divisions. Another benefit of this approach was 
gaining a higher level of buy- in from all areas within the organization. 
 
Clear project plan 
Simplicity is a complex task and it takes great skill to make anything 
simple. BNSF created a project plan that had clear deliverables and it 
was also apparent who was responsible and when a task had to be 
completed. In addition, dependencies related to a task were conveyed 
to the task owners, so that there was effective communication and all 
parties were aware of what impacted them. By making the plan simple, 
the team was always aware of the exact status of the project and what 
was pending. It also made resolving issues easier. 
 
Focus on customer 
Know your customer and serve them well. This was the basic principle 
that was followed by the BNSF project team. They identified their 
customers, both internal and external. Next, they solicited each 
customer segment to find out what was most important to them, when 
timing was right for them and what they needed to be successful. The 
requirements were documented and circulated back to the customers 
for feedback and correction. Once requirements were finalized, the 
customers were engaged in the project and all project updates were 
communicated to the customer segments. The customers felt like true 
partners in the project, and this helped lead to a successful 
implementation. 
 
Customer Training 
The final elements in a project plan implementation are often the most 
critical to the success of the project. Effective training is crucial to the 
success of a project and the effective use of an automated contract 
management software solution. At BNSF, many methods of training 
were used, ranging from instructor- led to computer-based training. The 
initial rounds were all managed by trainers who were members of the 
project team. They traveled to the various regions where BNSF 
operates and provided the live training. This was by far the most 
effective method of training. The computer-based training method was 
used for those who could not attend the scheduled sessions, as well as 
new staff. 
 
Manageable Pilot 
BNSF planned a manageable segment for introduction of the contract 
management software. Defining a manageable segment is not as easy 
as it sounds. It is important to ensure that you have enough of a cross 
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section of the business to deploy an effective test strategy. The project 
team identified the various areas that they would first roll out and also 
planned what the critical success factors would be for each area. As 
well, there were measures in place to validate the critical success 
factors and then roll out the software to more areas of the business. 
 
Just Say NO to Product Customizations  
After years of experience in rolling out packaged software products, 
we have all learned that any customizations performed on the product 
will inevitably cause us grief when it comes time to implement an 
upgrade to the product. BNSF took this key lesson to heart and 
ensured that there was no customization of the product. Upside 
Software helped a great deal with this and incorporated some of the 
items BNSF wanted (that were not already in the product) into the core 
product. Therefore, when the next product upgrade is released, the 
implementation will be a snap! 
 
Pick the right Software Supplier 
Selecting a supplier who will work with you as a partner is as 
important as picking the right software solution. The supplier must 
commit to be flexible and work with the customer’s project team to 
overcome project hurdles (which are inevitable). BNSF did both things 
right – selected the right software product (UpsideContract) and the 
right supplier (Upside Software) for them. The project was successful 
because the supplier and BNSF participated in the implementation as 
true partners. There was give and take on both sides – the essence of a 
successful partnership. 
  
Communicate, Communicate, Communicate 
Communication is an absolute necessity if you want to implement a 
successful project. BNSF had an open communication process in 
which project stakeholders could look at the progress to date, ask 
questions, and interact with the software product as it was being 
implemented. Near the end of the project, Upside Software and BNSF 
had daily meetings to review project status. This proved to be very 
effective as issues were continually monitored and resolved. When 
resolution was pending other deliverables, it was easy to see what 
needed to get done. 

 
There will be various factors that lead to the success or failure of any project. The 
above items are highlights of the factors that led to the successful implementation of 
the automated contract management software at BNSF. 
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Challenging Tracks Ahead 
As Henry Kaiser put it, “Problems are only opportunities in work clothes.” 
Challenges are always encountered in projects of this nature – how they are resolved 
is what determines success or failure. The experience of the project team at BNSF 
helped tremendously in overcoming the challenges faced.  
 
Some of the challenges encountered at BNSF were: 
 

Paradigm Shift 
As you can imagine, asking people to adopt automated processes in 
place of the established and proven manual processes that they have 
been using for years is a huge challenge. So how do you overcome 
this? Well, slowly and with a lot of work. The project team worked 
with the stakeholders and demonstrated the ease of use of the new 
system. In addition, they demonstrated situations comparing “old 
ways” to the “new way,” which clearly showed the benefits and speed 
of the software solution. This approach allowed users to ease their way 
into the new system. By adopting a pilot model for implementation, 
BNSF helped spread the word about how good the new system was. 
 
Conversion of current data 
A large organization like BNSF has thousands of existing contracts 
and templates/exhibits. The problem is compounded when the data is 
not stored in an electronic system and exists primarily in Microsoft 
Word documents stored either electronically or in filing cabinets. So, 
how do you get all that data into a new automated system? Luckily, 
Upside Software had an approach and process to help with the 
conversion. The project team did spend a fair number of hours in 
verifying and cleansing the data in the new system – this helped 
streamline the process by eliminating useless or redundant data. 
Upside Software learned a lot from the conversion and since then has 
rolled out an automated conversion tool that quickly takes all 
documents and imports them into the system. Other companies can 
thank BNSF for their reduced effort! 
 
Integration to back-end systems  
BNSF has a number of systems operating on different platforms with 
data that needed to be interfaced with the contract management 
software. We had to decide which systems would stay and which 
would be decommissioned. This helped reduce the scope of interfaces 
required. The multiple platforms were a challenge and the 
inflexibilities inherent in the old systems made the interfacing 
challenging. However, the excellent technology available for 
integration among various platforms made the task somewhat easier.  
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Customer Training 
BNSF has a diverse employee base, which consists of many users with 
very limited exposure to computers or the Internet. Therefore, training 
was a huge challenge. How do you deliver a consistent training 
program that addresses simple Internet navigation techniques as well 
as use of the software product for one segment of users, and deliver a 
more complex training program for another sector that is already 
familiar with computers? Trainers with a wide range of skills were 
deployed to cater to the unique needs of the users. A knowledgeable 
help desk was also established to handle the different types of queries.  

 
With all the challenges, the dedication and commitment of the project team prevailed, 
as they did implement the solution on time and within the allotted budget. 
Furthermore, users were very satisfied! 
 

The Results are in – let’s see that business case again! 
The implementation was one of the smoothest BNSF had undergone. The project was 
delivered on time, on budget and delivered even more functionality than was 
originally sought after. The combination of the project team at BNSF and the 
knowledgeable folks at Upside Software made the project a real showcase and one 
that is being looked at by other transportation companies across North America.  
Some of the end results included a steep reduction in manual processes (from 16 to 
fewer than 9), elimination of many clerical positions, contract turnaround time 
drastically reduced (from 3 weeks to less than 11 days), enhanced contract visibility, 
heightened awareness of compliance and performance measures and rapid e-mail 
notification of pending renewals and other contract events.  
 

Next Stop – Union Station 
With the incredible success achieved by BNSF, the “e-enabling” train is not stopping 
for too long. The engineer has blown the whistle, and next on the horizon are: 
 

• Full integration with UpsideBilling to enable automatic invoice 
matching and compliance with payment and contract terms 

• Broader use within BNSF – enable more business areas and additional 
contract types to be automated 

• Roll out the use of the Request For Proposal (RFP) functionality 
within UpsideContract 

• Continue to engage the customers (both internal and external) and 
improve the product.  

 
BNSF has had a very positive experience in the deployment of UpsideContract and 
has been extremely pleased with the deliverables. They are helping by informing 
other transportation companies of the benefits that can be realized by implementing 
automated contract management software.  
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If a large railway company can do it, so can you… 
In this article we have reviewed how a large, generally conservative organization 
went through an implementation of UpsideContract, an enterprise contract 
management software solution. BNSF faced many challenges and had specific 
objectives for their initiative, all of which were addressed in the blueprint used to 
perform the implementation. We hope that the details revealed will help you with 
your plans and efforts to implement a similar solution, or for that matter, to undertake 
any software implementation project. 
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