Storage management software that’s ‘unparalleled in the marketplace’ helps

The Big Yellow Self Storage Company build a successful business.
“The Radical Systems solution meets all of our requirements and I think it would be fair to say that Space Manager is probably about two years ahead of the marketplace for businesses of our size. Radical are professional yet approachable and are obviously a very devoted and energetic team, working long hours where necessary to meet our requirements.”
James Gibson – Chief Operating Officer
The Big Yellow Self Storage Company
The Big Yellow Self Storage Company is one of the leading self storage groups in the UK, having first opened it’s doors to the public in 1999 at Staples Corner. They offer a radical new approach to self storage, with no long-term commitment, no hidden charges, seven day a week access, extended hours, no extra charges per visit and only seven days notice to move out. These services ensure that they are definitely in a different league from competitors when it comes to providing exactly what their customers need.
One of the main factors in that difference is Big Yellow’s customer service capability. As a business built on customer requirements, with 32 stores now open and a further 10 in the pipeline, it is vitally important that they always know exactly what is happening with every unit at every location. In addition, payment on all those units needs to be managed efficiently with a minimum of human intervention. Space Manager from Radical Systems enables them to do just that. 
The Requirement
James Gibson, CEO for The Big Yellow Self Storage Company, takes up the story:

“We have to make sure that all our units, at every location, are correctly managed and paid for by the customers who rent them. With the volume of space that we have, this process has to be automated efficiently, or we simply cannot run the business properly. As we grew, we identified a number of issues with our ability to keep track of everything, which have in turn caused much more work for both store-based and head office staff.”
These problems have had a knock-on effect for both the operational and the strategic sides of the business. As their databases grew, information management became slower and slower, meaning that Big Yellow were constantly having to update their hardware to keep the speed up -  and their limited access to information meant that it was taking three people half a day to run a weekly management report. As a result, Big Yellow were faced with the possibility of having to recruit extra staff to save their existing team from working late into the evening on a regular basis.
Two other key requirements were centralisation of data and integration of their space management system into their contact management system. These two capabilities would mean that single reports could be generated at head office level, saving Big Yellow from having to run 30 separate reports every week – and they would avoid having to double-enter all of their customer information into their contact management system.
The Solution

Big Yellow needed to find an answer to all of these issues and by mid-2002 were even considering a bespoke solution, but the costs were simply too high. At the time, UK self-storage software specialists Radical Systems were in the process of launching their new Windows-based Space Manager software, which also provided centralised management – a key requirement. So it wasn’t long before Big Yellow turned to Radical Systems to find out if the new software could solve the issues which they were facing. As a key player in the marketplace, Radical Systems were known to Big Yellow anyway – but there was also an existing relationship, as the original Staples Corner store had been running an older DOS-based version of Space Manager when it was first acquired back in 1999.  

Lengthy discussions took place between the two companies - and as key stakeholders in the project, Finance Manager Shauna Beavis and IT Manager Stuart Grinnall were brought in to evaluate Space Manager. To ensure the new software matched Big Yellow’s requirements exactly, Shauna and Stuart gave Radical Systems a clear understanding of exactly what they needed it to do. This led to testing of a demo version of the software in early 2003 and by March of that year, after some further development work on store level bank reconciliation and multiple discount capability, the software was ready for trial in a live environment. Shauna explains what happened next:

“We put Space Manager in to our Finchley store in April 2003 as a test environment and ran it from head office in parallel with the existing system. This highlighted a few more issues which needed development work but as always, Radical Systems were more than happy to take our requirements on board and develop the software to meet our exact needs. Once we were running a ‘live’ system it was easier to see where adjustments were required on functions such as refund calculations for people moving out halfway through a discounted period and so on. We also needed a range of bespoke reports creating to make sure that the information they contained was the same as before, so that there was no disruption for the recipients of those reports. Radical were more than happy to accommodate all of these requirements.”
Data Conversion

Once Big Yellow were comfortable with Space Manager, the next vital issue was the transfer of all historical customer data. With smaller installations this can be done manually, but as Big Yellow had 27 stores to transfer, an automated process had to be created. Again, Radical Systems rose to the challenge and spent many hours writing a conversion tool which would make this possible. Shauna continues:
“The Radical Systems team are amazingly dedicated to their business and passionate about their software. The creation of the conversion tool was a lengthy and involved process but Radical made it happen. The existing field structure which we had was not always logical, meaning that odd bits of data could have been lost, so for each store there were manual adjustments required to make sure that data was converted properly.”
Big Yellow carried out the first data migration at their Guildford store in July 2003, which involved Stuart and Shauna spending the day before on site, as they had to make sure that the data they were transferring was as accurate as possible. Once this was done they ran the conversion overnight and then spent the following day on site also, running the two systems in parallel. The team from Radical were there throughout the process to support Big Yellow and to deal with any issues as they arose. By the following day Shauna and Stuart were able to complete the transfer to Space Manager and the job was done!
From then on, Big Yellow converted up to two stores per week, with all 27 being completed by February 2004. In addition, new stores were opening with Space Manager in place from Day One, with their 28th and 29th stores, Byfleet and Orpington, being the first two.
Centralisation

Always a key issue for Big Yellow, centralisation was something that was vital to the success of the new system. The process began in January 2003 and was completed within two months, with all data from each store being merged into the centralised database in Bagshot. At the same time, Big Yellow’s contact management system, Goldmine, was also merged into the centralised system. These two major developments removed the need for double-entering or updating of customer data and also meant that Shauna and the head office team could now generate consolidated reports for all 32 stores in one go, with no need for each store to spend hours running individual reports. 

The centralisation and the merging of Goldmine into Space Manager all went very smoothly, meaning that by the end of February the whole new system was in place and Big Yellow were already training their customer service staff. They also created seven regional ‘champions’ or ‘super-users’ who were trained first on any new developments and who then worked within the stores to make sure that everyone else is up to speed and could use the system effectively. Within six months all the stores were converted and centralised, with no down time or disruption to the day to day business at all. James concludes:
“The Radical Systems solution meets all of our requirements and I think it would be fair to say that Space Manager is probably about two years ahead of the marketplace for businesses of our size. We are already talking to Radical about future developments, which will hopefully include things like web access, so that customers can search for space, reserve a unit and pay online.

Radical Systems are extremely responsive. They come in every couple of months for update meetings and are helping us to expand our knowledge so that we can create our own reports and so on. We did have some concerns at first that they are quite a small business, but they do not behave like one and it is never apparent when dealing with them. They are professional yet approachable and are obviously a very devoted and energetic team, working long hours where necessary to meet our requirements. And from a product perspective, Space Manager is unparalleled in the marketplace.”

Head Office Benefits:

· Centralised data.
· Flexibility and speed of reporting.
· Reports can be run automatically.
· Less monthly reports required.
· Integration of contact management system.
· Fast response to required changes and customer suggestions always listened to.
· Radical Systems’ self storage background is excellent, they understand the issues and challenges which customers face and have a good feel for what customers and users actually need.

Store Benefits:

· No downtime at store level at all during transition. 

· Basic transactions are easier.
· Reservation deposits are simpler to manage.
· Speed of processing.

· No duplication of data between contact management system and space management system.

· Vastly improved support now possible from head office.
· Store staff can access data remotely if necessary.
· Space Manager has freed up store personnel’s time as reports can now be run from Head Office.

