
Database Design addresses customer pain points 
with servitized software solutions

Solihull-based Database Design has worked with the 
Advanced Services Group (ASG)  to de-risk the adoption of 
digital tools. The company has developed an outcome-based 
business model enabling manufacturers to transform their 
operations through software-as-a-service solutions.

Established in 2002, Database Design is a small-business 
producing bespoke office administration and production 
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automation software. Managing Director and lead software 
developer, Derek Brown, started the business with more than 
20 years’ industry experience after seeing an opportunity 
to develop a software programme to help manufacturers 
improve workflow efficiencies and quotation processes.



Supporting healthcare transition

The idea came about after Derek went into a Midlands 
business to supervise the manufacture of fire doors. 
The first thing he noticed was how poor the data was 
going down to the shop floor. The existing ordering 
and processing system was woefully inadequate, 
frequently inaccurate, and labour intensive. Customers 
were becoming frustrated with time delays and errors 
in generating quotations to the correct specification. As 
a result, the business was losing orders and suffering 
reputational damage.

Derek set about creating a basic product drawing in 
Microsoft Access which improved productivity to such 
a degree that within six months the manufacturer had 
doubled its output per month.

The experience highlighted how important it is for 
manufacturers to embrace the digital era if they are to 
remain competitive and gear up for a more agile way of 
operating. Derek spotted a niche to develop an innovative 
software product designed specifically to meet the needs 
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of door manufacturers whatever the specification 
complexity. It took six years for the programme to be 
fit-for-purpose due to the complexities of complying 
with different manufacturing systems, yet the resulting 
product, RapidSpec©, now has around 70 users and has 
transformed clients’ workflow capabilities.

Operating as a cloud-based software system, 
RapidSpec© automatically generates a door schedule 
document with detailed drawings that are to scale 
and dimension. It can duplicate any door set from any 
project, adjusting specification and pricing with different 
types of doors, frames, and vision panels. 

The software is designed as a one-stop shop for door 
scheduling, incorporating and packaging everything 
from instant quotations and automatically scaled 
drawings to a concise cutting list. Manufacturers no 
longer need to spend hours deciphering spreadsheets 
but can provide customers with accurate and easy-to-
understand drawings with the click of a button.
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Servitized delivery

The software as a service promised to change the face of 
door production. After just an hour’s training, estimators 
can create professional accurate quotations. Data is then 
used to automatically create scaled dimensioned door 
set drawings. The programme’s detailed door schedules 
instantly produce cutting lists and bills of materials, 
informing users what to buy, who to buy it from and what 
size to cut it.

Database Design applied the four elements of the ASG’s 
outcome-based business model framework to develop 
its customer offering. The value proposition for Database 
Design’s customers was clear in terms of productivity 
gains, time savings, greater accuracy, and shorter lead 
times. Yet there were still major obstacles to overcome 
before the product could be made widely accessible.

“There are around 200 door manufacturers in the UK, many 
of which are one man with a panel saw”, says Database 
Design Managing Director Derek Brown. “They may not 
have bought software for decades. We soon realised that 
no one was going to pay £20,000 to a company for a 
product they knew nothing about. If we were to succeed, it 
would require a different approach.” 

Derek had come across the word “servitization” in a 
marketing book and reading about the concept proved to 
be a light bulb moment. Offering customers subscription-
based service solutions rather than a one-off product 
transaction would take the risk out of digital adoption.

In 2018, Database Design was invited to an event by Aston 
Business School’s Advanced Services Group. Once Derek 
engaged with academics, he understood that RapidSpec© 
should be offered as a digitally-enabled service rather than 
a product by developing a pay-a-you-use revenue model. 
The team helped Database Design focus on its value 
proposition and take a customer-centric approach.

Derek explains: “Servitization is all about taking away your 
customers’ fears and addressing their challenges. The more 
we talked to the team at the Advanced Services Group, 
the clearer it became that this was the direction to go in. 
They gave us the confidence to go ahead and create a new 
model for delivery.”

The result was a new advanced services revenue model 
which makes the software accessible and affordable to a 
far greater range of customers. Everything is packaged up 
to provide software, installation, training, maintenance, and 
support for one, recurring, monthly subscription fee based 
on the number of users. The model removes the need for 
upfront capital expenditure and eliminates risks associated 
with the adoption of digital technology. 

Servitization framework



Impact on the customer

The software service has a far-reaching impact on door 
manufacturers. Creating an accurate door schedule is 
normally a complex, error prone, time-consuming process. 
RapidSpec© allows operators to produce fire door schedules 
from standard specification sheets far faster and the 
reliability of its data and drawings ensures fabricators make 
the door to the correct specification. 

From engagement with customers, Database Design 
estimates that the software reduces administration by 
25% a month and provides a speedy return on investment. 
The software turns a highly complicated procedure into a 
simple task, boosting productivity, driving efficiencies, and 
improving customer service. 

Customer Eugene Cornall, Managing Director at Irish 
manufacturer Door Kits, says: “We’ve used RapidSpec 
for three months and it’s a godsend. Two of us in the 
office recently quoted for a €70,000 project in one and a 
half hours. This would normally have taken at least a day. 
We then just print a bill of materials in five minutes; we 
just make the changes, re-quote and re-print a new bill 
of materials immediately”.

The new outcome-based revenue model developed 
in collaboration with the Advanced Services Group, 
takes these benefits to the next level by making service 
solutions accessible to more manufacturers.
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We’ve used RapidSpec for three months and it’s 
a godsend. Two of us in the office recently quoted 
for a €70,000 project in one and a half hours. This 

would normally have taken at least a day.
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Impact on Database Design

The transformative impact of the software means that 
customers quickly become reliant on its capabilities. For 
a subscription fee of £400 to £800 per month customers 
have access to the full range of Database Design’s 
services and expertise. That model helps form a close 
long-term relationship driven entirely by the shared goal 
of adding value. 

Database Design can monitor and control software 
performance and optimise the benefits, which builds 
customer loyalty and puts the focus on outcomes rather 
than cost. As a consequence of the new revenue model, 
Database Design has been able to bring more customers 
on board, boost profits and improve cashflow.

In 2019 the company had an annual turnover of 
£84,000, which increased to £100,000 by year ending 
2020, an increase largely attributed to the transitional 
to a Software-as-a-Service approach. Indeed, Derek 
estimates that at least 50% of his market would not use 
Database Design’s technology if it wasn’t available on a 
monthly subscription basis. 

He explains: “The servitized model takes the risk out of 
embracing new technology and has helped us build our 
customer base. It generates more income than a standard 
one-off product sale and allows us to keep responding 
to changing customer requirements. My advice to other 
software providers is to servitized your offer and start 
seeing things from the customer’s perspective.”

The servitized model takes the risk out of 
embracing new technology and has helped 

us build our customer base. It generates more 
income than a standard one-off product sale 

and allows us to keep responding to changing 
customer requirements



Future growth 

Encouraged by the success of the subscription-based 
service, Database Design now plans to collaborate with 
the Advanced Services Group in further enhancing its 
outcome-based offer by driving improvements in areas 
such as remote monitoring. 

In February 2022, the company will launch the next iteration 
of RapidSpec© which will extend its scope to Computer 

Control Machining (CNC). Users will be able to feed 
information into CAD CAM software to be sent directly to 
CNC machines on the manufacturer’s shop floor. 

The software will programme machines automatically 
to produce parts to the right specification. This will not 
only improve machine uptime, but help eliminate errors, 
streamline production, and boost the bottom line. Database 
Design will continue working with Aston academics to 
help exploit the new innovation and continue driving value 
through advanced service provision.

The Advanced Services Group

The Advanced Services Group (ASG) is a centre of 
excellence specialising in research into servitization theory 
and practice, as well as advanced service business models 
and the application to the manufacturing sector. Delivered 
through education and training programmes, the Group’s 
research enables global manufacturers, small and medium-
sized manufacturers and technology innovators to transform 
their business models based on services-led strategies. 
Underpinning ASGs research lie three critical questions: 
What is servitization and why is it necessary?

What are the organisational structures, processes and 
technologies critical to success? How can a manufacturer 
transform to compete through services?
 

ASG translates its research findings into a series of practical 
frameworks, interactive tools, worksheet exercises and business 
games through which businesses are able to transform their 
business models and enhance their business performance. 
These tools take the company through road-mapping their 
business; benchmarking, identifying customer pains and gains, 
understanding their customer value proposition framework and 
storytelling. These enable the ASG to convey its findings to 
businesses in a clear and impactful way.

For more information go to: www.advancedservicesgroup.co.uk


