












w w w . e w w e b . c o m  /  D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 8        65
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not be what we would want to continue 
with. As hard as we both tried, it just 
did not seem to be advantageous to 
continue the data-share agreement. 
And we decided to move on.”

The greatest loss from the split, more 
significant than the product data Trade 
Service had been feeding into IDW, is 
the loss of the rights to include propri-
etary Trade Service commodity codes 
in the data stream, Gaylord says. Many 
distributors use the Trade Service codes 
in many aspects of their businesses, 
and those codes are now available only 
from Trade Service.

For some of the ways distributors 
have used the Trade Service commodity 
codes, there are alternatives — UNSPSC 
codes for categorization, obtaining 
pricing directly from the manufacturer, 
and so forth.

Ultimately, though, it’s up to the 
customer, Gaylord concludes. “If a 
company chooses to stay with com-
modity codes and that makes sense 
to them, then they ought to stay with 
commodity codes.”

Gaylord sees the split as creating 
opportunities for both parties. “The 
split, I think, gives us the opportunity 
to look at the entire array of the chan-
nel, going down to potential contractor 
solutions and such, without having 
the issue of getting in someone else’s 
turf — a trading partner’s turf. Neither 
one of us now need to look to the side 
and say ‘What do you think?’ It frees 
us both up. As all companies do, we’ll 
each level off into our sweet spot and 
perform very well. And there may be 
an area there in the future where we 
may find a nexus point where we can 
work together in a limited way. Tony 
and I have talked about that, and you 
never know.”

Perhaps the most significant change 
in the organization’s structure as a result 
of the new strategic plan is to elevate 
IDEA’s standards organization from a 
support function to a primary business 
unit. Not that the value of standards was 
ever underappreciated within IDEA, 
among its board, its customer base or 

staff. Standards were what brought IDEA 
into being in the first place — it was con-
ceived by manufacturers and distributors 
working on EDI standards through a 
NEMA technical committee. But the 
change is a recognition of the central 
role standards play in the organiza-
tion’s identity. Its work on international 
data standards is a key differentiator in 
the increasingly competitive electrical 
data market, and more importantly it 
plays the central role in IDEA’s drive for 
channel-wide cost savings. 

“In my mind, we will get true data 
synchronization when, as an electrical 
device is being created, a product man-
ager back there working that product 
will give that item a fingerprint or a slice 
of DNA, and that fingerprint or slice 
of DNA will follow it throughout the 
entire supply chain, down to the end-
user,” Gaylord says. “But it starts with 
standards throughout the entire supply 
chain, because if you don’t have standards 
you can’t do data synchronization and 
if you don’t have data synchronization 
you can’t truly do e-commerce.”

At the center of the electrical in-
dustry’s efforts to define and develop 
data standards sits Mary Shaw, director, 
standards. Former IDEA President Mike 
Rioux used to refer to her as “chief cat 
and squirrel herder,” a description she 
repeats with a laugh. She’s been involved 
with data standards since her 14 years 
at Panduit Corp., Tinley Park, Ill., and 
she has also worked at the international 
standards organization GS-1.

Shaw loves standards the way Badra-
khan loves data, though it hasn’t always 
been that way.

“When I first took on the UNSPSC 
project back in 2004, I hated every day 
of it for like the first three months,” 
Shaw says. “But by the third month, 
when the first phase ended in November 
when I submitted those first changes to 
UNSPSC, I didn’t want to stop.”

Making standards a business unit 
within IDEA establishes the importance 
of standards to the organization’s mis-
sion. Standards development is a messy, 
contentious, time-consuming process 
requiring a lot of work from many 

very busy volunteers from companys 
throughout the channel. Shaw coordi-
nates this work, trains new standards 
committee participants on the nuances 
of the documentation and represents 
IDEA and the U.S. electrical industry 
in international standards meetings, 
among countless other jobs. The new 
strategic plan includes building up a 
staff to handle more of the burden.

The story of data in the electrical 
industry is a story of collaboration 
in the midst of fierce competition, 
especially in the standards commit-
tees. This spirit of cooperation among 
competitors has impressed Gaylord 
since his arrival last year. He points to 
the example of Tammy Miller, chief 
executive of Border States Electric, and 
Todd Kumm, CEO of Dakota Electric 
Supply, whose headquarters sit less than 
a mile apart in Fargo, N.D. At home 
they’re fierce competitors, but both 
have been serving in top posts within 
NAED for years. “There is a unifying 
sense of purpose that drives them to-
ward something they believe is better. 
You’ve got to give these folks credit for 
what they’re able to set aside. There’s a 
very collegial environment there.”

Looking at the broader picture of 
IDEA’s role in the electrical industry 
over time, Gaylord sees many reasons 
for his team and their supporters in the 
industry to be proud of what they’ve 
accomplished. 

“Over the years, I think there’s been 
enormous progress,” he says. “In the 
channel we have a tendency to beat 
ourselves up, I think unjustly so. There 
are other channels that look to the 
electrical channel and say ‘you guys 
are really doing this stuff right. Can 
you help us figure out how to do this 
thing?’ It takes not only resources to do 
data synchronization and e-commerce 
right, but it takes behavior, and it takes 
an attitude, and it takes risk.”

Gaylord and the IDEA staff have the 
attitude, and now they have a very clear 
mission. “If it doesn’t help drive cost out 
of the channel, that should not be in our 
sweet spot and that is not something we 
should be engaged in.”	


