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DRIVING THE ROAD
TO DISRUPTION
Having watched how Amazon, Apple, Netflix and Uber have disrupted
consumer markets in retailing, music, movies and taxis, B2B companies
are now cognizant of what could happen to them. Here’s a look at the
innovative things some are doing to stay ahead of the game.
BY PAUL DEMERY, BILL BRIGGS AND PHIL BURGERT

IS A SPARK PLUG FROM
ACDELCO IN MORE DEMAND
THAN ONE FROM CHAMPION
OR BOSCH?
And does it matter to a repair shop if they buy spark
plugs from the manufacturer, one of its certified
distributors, or from Amazon Business or eBay.com?
These are the kinds of questions auto parts supplier
ACDelco wrestles with—and is addressing with a new
e-commerce strategy designed to keep it top of mind
with customers and out in front with prospects. Like
other manufacturers and distributors in the digital
age, ACDelco is putting digital technology to work
to interact with customers in unique ways, says Kelli
Abbott, global e-commerce development manager for
CCA, GM’s Customer Care and Aftersales division.
And like other manufacturers and distributors,
ACDelco has no choice, she adds. Buyers of auto
parts, as well as just about any other kind of business
and industrial products, know they can find much
of what they need on Amazon Business or plenty
of other easy-to-use e-commerce sites—and often,
as in the case of Amazon’s Prime shipping program,
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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get expedited deliveries at low
cost. Many sellers of business and
industrial products now realize that
they must drastically improve their
presence in the online world of
business to remain in the game.
That’s why ACDelco, a division
of General Motors Corp., recently
relaunched “Connection,” an
online parts-ordering tool that
business customers access via
ACDelcoConnect.com to place
orders with more than 120 of
ACDelco’s main distributors.
Connection auto parts sellers
are the distributors and retail
auto parts stores, or “jobbers,”
that sell ACDelco products as
well as other auto parts brands
to professional mechanics,
repair shops and corporate fleet
operations. ACDelco also operates
ACDelcoShop.com, where
individual mechanics, repair shops
and company fleet operations can
purchase professional tools for
installing auto parts.

ACDelco has also developed
fulfillment and delivery services
that can provide same-day delivery.

‘I haven’t seen
anyone in B2B
get “Ubered”
yet, but there
are many
companies
that are
improving
online B2B
selling.’
—GENE ALVAREZ,
VICE PRESIDENT AND
ANALYST FOLLOWING
B2B E-COMMERCE,
GARTNER INC.

ACDelco’s Connection ordering
tool was designed to go beyond
what might be expected in a typical online auto
parts store or marketplace. In addition to providing
several ways for buyers to quickly find what they
need among countless SKU combinations for
virtually any vehicle by make, model and year,
Connection provides tons of data related to such
trends as what specific auto parts are being replaced
in particular types of vehicles, by the geographic
location of where repairs were made. With that
kind of information, Abbott says, buyers can better
estimate how much volume of particular parts to
purchase and stock in their inventory.

Why did ACDelco go through
the trouble of relaunching its
B2B e-commerce application?
ACDelco realizes, Abbott says, that
e-commerce is disrupting the game
for auto parts sales and that more
buyers are apt to buy what they
need online—and from whichever
online source provides the most
helpful buying experience, and
that includes being able to find the
right products, receive competitive
pricing and get fast shipping.

Disruption
on the horizon
B2B e-commerce isn’t widely
known—not yet, at least—for
having individual “disruptors” like
Amazon.com Inc., Apple Inc.,
Netflix Inc. and Uber Technologies
Inc. in their respective markets of
retail e-commerce, mobile phones
and digital music, movies and taxis.

But the road to disruption is
nonetheless underway. Among the best examples are
Amazon Business and eBay. Even though they each
sell millions of SKUs intended for business buyers
across just about every business and industrial product
category—from industrial metal-cutting tools to
scientific laboratory equipment—neither offers the
depth of products and services in each industry that
business buyers will still find on the better e-commerce
sites from manufacturers and distributors.
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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“I don’t know if we really have seen any disruption yet
in B2B e-commerce, but we are seeing a rising bar of
customer experience in the B2B space and investment
in talented e-business professionals who understand
how businesses shop and buy,” says Gene Alvarez, vice
president and analyst following B2B e-commerce at
research and advisory firm Gartner Inc. “I haven’t seen
anyone in B2B get ‘Ubered’ yet, but there are many
companies that are improving online B2B selling.”
He notes Amazon, which has already changed
retail e-commerce with its customer-friendly and
personalized online shopping features and services
and is making similar inroads with Amazon Business,
and industrial electronics distributor Premier Farnell’s

companies, he notes, “are creating new revenue
streams in mature industries.”
Linda Taddonio, founding partner at IQ
Acceleration, a consulting firm that advises
manufacturers and distributors on digital strategies,
adds that companies building an effective strategy
to compete in an increasingly digital business world
need to have a technology infrastructure designed
to share information on customer activity and
available products among multiple systems. “The
foundation of a lot of this for any B2B company
is a well-configured combination of enterprise
resource planning, CRM, e-commerce platform
and data warehouse/analytics,” she says. “When

‘The foundation is a well-configured
combination of enterprise resource
planning, CRM, e-commerce platform
and data warehouse/analytics.’
—Linda Taddonio, founding partner at IQ Acceleration

Newark.com, which, linked to its sister social media
site for electronics engineers, element14.com, “serves
many types of buyers from one site.”
Other companies, like heavy equipment
manufacturers Caterpillar Inc. and Deere &
Co., are figuring out new ways to refresh longestablished businesses by using the web to
develop new tactics for serving customers and
generating revenue, including by using internet
sensors embedded in products to monitor their
deliveries and maintenance schedules. “When it
comes to e-commerce disrupting B2B, I’d vote
for the companies selling parts and accessories as
an adjunct to their existing lines of business—
like Caterpillar and Deere,” says Andy Hoar,
vice president and principal analyst for B2B
e-commerce at Forrester Research Inc. Such

you have those four, you can go where you need to
go” in serving customers.
Indeed, such technology set-ups have helped
e-commerce companies like Amazon and rival eBay
Inc. offer enough products and services—including
in many cases free or low-cost shipping as under
Amazon’s Prime program—that will lure many
buyers for many products. And as those buyers
realize they can get the same level of shopping
ease for work-related buying as they’re already
accustomed to on retail sites for personal use,
they begin expect the same level of online buying
features from the manufacturers and distributors
that they may also purchase from.
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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That new level of expectations is itself a form of
change—as B2B companies realize they must get
into a higher level of e-commerce operation to stay
top of mind with their customers and also attract
new ones. More online-savvy business buyers of
millennial and younger ages are taking over the reins
of purchasing. Meanwhile, Amazon Business, eBay
and other e-commerce giants like Alibaba Group
Holding Limited’s Alibaba.com, Newegg Inc.’s
NeweggBusiness.com, MSC Industrial Supply Co.
and W.W. Grainger Inc. continue to improve their
online offerings. Both these changes are resulting in
B2B e-commerce becoming more pronounced. In the
B2B E-Commerce 300, which ranks companies on
their annual internet sales, General Motors is No. 4,
Grainger 35, Deere & Co. 36, MSC 74, Amazon
Business 104, Premier Farnell 108 and Newegg 115.
Competing mainly on price is no longer an answer.
That’s another reason why ACDelco decided to
work with e-commerce technology design and
development firm WHI Solutions to build a website
that offers buyers a level of service they won’t find
elsewhere, Abbott says. Typical of a company

forging ahead with a digital strategy, it’s using digital
technology in several ways to better understand its
customers’ needs as well as know its own capabilities
in providing what customers want. It’s bringing those
two efforts together to deliver not only the products
its customers need but the information they need as
well to improve their performance in business.
In the pages that follow, this report expounds
on how ACDelco and other companies in
manufacturing, distribution and business-serving
retailing are staying on top of their game in an
increasingly digital world, rather than sitting back
while others move ahead.

MANUFACTURERS

A new way to interact
with ACDelco
When distributors and jobbers want to order
products from ACDelco, they can now research and
place their orders online through larger distribution
companies that connect directly to the auto
parts company through ACDelco’s Connection
e-commerce application. But they can do a lot
more than place orders.
Through extensive networking connections with
dozens of its major distribution partners, ACDelco
compiles data on the sale of every spark plug,
brake pad, fuel pump and tons of other items
sold not only under its own ACDelco brand but
other brands as well. It uses that data to improve
how customers can search for and find the right
products online.
When deciding what to purchase, customers can view
on the new ACDelco websites various types of market
and product information from a list of data reports:

ACDelco collects sales data for many brands of auto parts
and tools and uses that data to help its customers find the
right products.

Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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 Service trends—This shows repair technicians
the top 40 repairs completed in their region of the
country in the last six months on the vehicle they
selected. Technicians can then be proactive and
market appropriate repairs, and keep watch on the
repair trends of particular types of parts.
 Favorite jobs—Repair shops or technicians
can develop a “favorite job” profile containing parts
they typically order for certain types of jobs—such
as combining an order for a timing chain with a
retractor arm—to quickly order everything they
need to properly service a vehicle. When they select
a favorite job while searching for parts, a list of
multiple parts for that job will appear, saving them
an extensive amount of time finding the right parts.
 Multiple search methods—Customers can
view recent searches to return to prior search criteria,
view products by multiple groups and subgroups,
and use natural language search for products, by

entering commonly used terms to find products.
When customers complained about having to enter
“O2 oxygen sensor” for a device they commonly
refer to as simply an “O2,” ACDelco modified
the search function to respond to the abbreviated
version. They can also use a mobile app to scan a
vehicle identification number to get an accurate list
of parts for a vehicle’s year, make, model and engine.
 Other business supply tools—ACDelco
offers GM Service Information (GMSi) and
TIS2Web earn-back opportunities when qualifying
ACDelco products are acquired via Connection
(not applicable in Mass.).
ACDelco’s distribution partners provide same-day
shipping for online orders. Connection enables
customers to review placed orders, and some can view
delivery status, Abbott says. ACDelco’s e-commerce
technology is based on the Nexpart platform from
WHI Solutions, an eBay Inc. company.

Must-have features of B2B
e-commerce sites

(Percentage of respondents citing as “very desirable”)

47%

Flexible payment options, including credit cards and PayPal

42%
40%
36%

Personalized web content
After sales customer service
Product comparisons

32%
29%
28%

Mobile device optimization and integration with website
Site search functionality
Social media features, including ability
to share product information

Source: Vanson Bourne,
Intershop Communications AG
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The manufacturer of earth-moving equipment
and lawn tractors is building an e-marketplace for
John Deere that will also offer products from other
companies.

With an electronic link, called JDLink, from
the app to their John Deere equipment dealers,
customers can also arrange to have alerts
automatically sent to dealers when particular
machine components need to be replaced. An
order for the part is sent to the dealer, who sends a
technician to deliver and install the part.

Deere & Co., the manufacturer of John Deere
brand tractors and other equipment used in the
construction and agricultural industries as well as in
home lawn care, is forging further ahead into B2B
e-commerce. It’s expanding its use of mobile apps
and working on an e-marketplace projected to have

“The MyMaintenance app gives users a plethora of
information at their fingertips, including the ability
to view equipment on a map, look at machines
nearby, bar code scan a machine to see maintenance
plans, access a parts list for maintenance and the
ability to keep track of maintenance costs,” says Paul

John Deere plows
further into e-commerce

The John Deere MyMaintenance mobile app lets customers place orders from the field.

hundreds of millions of dollars in gross transaction
value within a few years.
Deere added to its collection of mobile apps
for customers in May with the launch of John
Deere MyMaintenance, an app designed to let
construction equipment maintenance managers
view and document maintenance schedules by
calendar date or by number of hours a particular
machine has operated. As they view a list of the
equipment they manage, including images of
where they’re currently located on a map, they
can also view how many days or operating hours
until the next scheduled service and view a history
of maintenance costs; they can also view lists of
available parts.

Garcia, product manager, John Deere WorkSight,
Deere’s suite of products and services designed to let
customers manage their equipment from the field.
Deere is also working with Apttus Corp., a provider
of B2B e-commerce technology, to deploy a new
marketplace that will serve as a multifaceted portal
for end-customers and dealers to purchase products
from Deere factories as well as from other suppliers
of agricultural equipment. Apttus executives
discussed the Deere marketplace at the Apttus
Accelerate 2016 conference, though Deere has not
directly commented on its plans for the marketplace.
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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Additional features of the marketplace include the
calculation of sales tax across each state with a sales
tax; the ability of resellers on the marketplace to
manage pricing and bundling of products for sale.
Deere is No. 36 in the B2B E-Commerce 300.

Caterpillar clears new ways to
sell products and earn revenue
Caterpillar dealers soon will have a new outlet to
sell used heavy construction equipment. A deal
announced in August makes Ritchie Bros., an
industrial auctioneer and equipment distributor,
the preferred global partner for live onsite and
online auctions of used Caterpillar Inc. equipment.
Ritchie Bros. will provide Caterpillar and its
dealers access to proprietary auction platforms,
software and other services, designed to enhance
the exchange of information and services between
customers, dealers and suppliers, the companies
said in a joint statement. Financial terms of the
five-year agreement were not disclosed.
“A key element of our digital strategy is connecting
more products in our customers’ fleets, allowing us
to help improve their productivity, increase safety
and drive sustainability. This alliance will ensure
that more used equipment buyers have access
to our products, digital offerings and customer
support through the Cat dealer network,” says Rob
Charter, group president and head of Caterpillar’s
customer and dealer support.
The alliance is expected to strengthen Ritchie
Bros.’ relationship with Caterpillar’s independent
dealers around the world by providing them access
to a global auction marketplace to sell their used
equipment.
The arrangement is part of Caterpillar’s stated
Internet of Things connectivity initiative aiming
to improve customer fleet utilization. The

A deal between Caterpillar and its dealers and
industrial auctioneer Ritchie Bros. will push used heavy
construction equipment to online auctions.

manufacturer outfits its products with internet
sensors that monitor such things as engine idle
times, fuel levels and geographic location to help
its dealers and end-customers as well as Caterpillar
customer service managers to access information
on when and where a Caterpillar truck or other
machinery needs service.
Caterpillar also uses internet sensors to help
manage its supply chain and fulfillment of
customer orders. For instance, if the production
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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SPONSORED SPOTLIGHT
Sellers and suppliers collaborate to please their customers

P

eople tend to think of disruptors as the kinds of
businesses that shake the market to its core. But
disruption can also take place on a smaller, more
targeted scale.
For sellers, disruption large and small in B2B commerce
starts with finding ways to work effectively with their
suppliers to exchange information so that they can fulfill
customer orders more accurately.
“Companies should decide what extent of disruption they
are looking for: Do they want a market-leading position,
or are they looking for more of a quick win?” says Leah
Knight, senior director of solutions marketing for SAP
Ariba, which provides a cloud-based B2B marketplace
where buyers and sellers can conduct business with one
another. “Transformation in disruption comes in all sizes.
And an all-in strategy might not be right for everyone.”
To become a significant disruptor and excel at
e-commerce, businesses must be willing to apply new
models. In the B2B world, there are vast opportunities for
retailers that embrace online commerce and the fulfillment models that support it.
Drop-ship fulfillment is one such model. This means that
even when a buyer orders all of her company’s office supplies directly from a B2B distributor or retailer, that provider
may actually send the order to its own supplier, who is then
responsible for all order fulfillment and inventory management. That way, the distributor or retailer receiving the
buyer’s order doesn’t have to put forth additional time and
resources and balance sheet liabilities to deal with fulfillment themselves. “It’s an incredibly powerful model to drive
efficiencies in cost and on the balance sheet,” Knight says.
Any attempt at significant disruption, however, can also
be a significant gamble.
Businesses that are willing to embrace drop-ship fulfillment put their brand on the line because many things are
now out of their control, such as whether the supplier will
ship the right goods to the right location. “There’s always
the risk of tarnishing your brand if fulfillment isn’t done
correctly—even if it is outside of your control,” Knight says.
If a company orders a set of goods and the shipment
comes in wrong, the buyer is going to want to hold someone
accountable, and that someone is usually going to be the
distributor or retailer in direct contact with the buyer. “You’re
not going to blame the supplier who fulfilled it, because you
don’t even know who that supplier is,” Knight says.
Collaboration among suppliers is the answer to avoiding
that scenario. To be a successful B2B disruptor, sellers
have to make sure that if they’re adopting new fulfillment

models, they’re communicating effectively with suppliers
to head off any potential problems.
One of SAP Ariba’s customers is a major cosmetics
retailer that’s been in a tremendous growth mode expanding
its brick and mortar and online retail presence—and
working to avoid the risks involved with that level of growth.
“You can always become a victim of your own success
and find demand so significant that your suppliers might
not always be able to keep up,” Knight says.
Because consumers can be just as loyal to end brands
like Maybelline or L’Oreal as they are to the retailers that
carry them, it became important for the cosmetics retailer
to collaborate with its suppliers to make sure there would
always be enough merchandise available.
One of the ways the retailer accomplished this was to
begin with a relatively easy victory, which was to make
sure to automatically match supplier invoices to their own
system-generated purchase orders and ship notices—
ultimately guaranteeing that the suppliers were getting
paid on time.
“By driving up supplier satisfaction, you ensure that
you’re an even more preferred customer,” Knight says.
“Perhaps it’s not business-changing or transformative,
but it’s a very quick and important win, and it can lead to
transformative wins.”
There are all sorts of new technologies that enable
buyers to collaborate more effectively with suppliers. Some
technologies, for example, let retailers identify potential
problems like inventory shortages before they happen. For
instance, if a retailer knows that the inventory in one of
their stores is going to have a shortage, but is aware weeks
in advance, there’s plenty of time to address it and keep
momentum moving forward.
“In retail, all the value is in your brand and the brand
you present to customers, whether they’re consumers or
business users,” Knight says. “But your suppliers are key
partners to ensure that your brand is a perfect brand that
produces high customer satisfaction and high quality.”

Sponsored by:
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and shipment of Caterpillar
trucks or bulldozers ordered by
a customer are halted because
of a problem at a Caterpillar
factory, data from internet sensors
will instantly notify Caterpillar
where similar vehicles and related
parts are available within the
manufacturer’s global network of
production facilities and dealers.
In a related matter, Ritchie Bros.
has agreed to acquire IronPlanet,
an online marketplace for used
heavy equipment and other
durable assets. The agreement
between Ritchie Bros. and
Caterpillar, No. 40 in the 2016
B2B E-Commerce 300, will close
after Ritchie Bros. completes
its acquisition of IronPlanet.
Caterpillar and its dealers own a
minority position in IronPlanet.

Thule Group
expedites fulfillment
across the U.S.
and Canada

‘With Fit Kit
Express we
send the
dealer
the item
overnight
regardless
of where he
is in the U.S.
or Canada.’

Since launching a North
American business-to-business
e-commerce site four years ago at
ThuleConnect.com, Sweden-based
Thule Group AB has learned a
few things about selling online to
thousands of businesses across the
United States and Canada.

While it offers a single e-commerce
site for both markets at
ThuleConnect.com, it manages
customer contracts and order
fulfillment through separate
offices to provide extra assurance
customers get the attention they
need. The company’s unit for
North America, Thule Inc., sells to
dealers across the U.S. and includes
After completing the acquisition
Thule Canada as a distinct arm
— ANNIE SCOPEL,
of IronPlanet, Ritchie Bros. will
serving dealers in Canada. “If you
DIRECTOR, NORTH
operate live onsite auctions at
are a Canadian dealer you buy
AMERICAN CUSTOMER
participating Caterpillar dealer
from Thule Canada, and if you are
SERVICE, THULE GROUP
locations under the Cat Auction
a U.S. dealer you buy from Thule
Services brand. The deal also
Inc.,” says Annie Scopel, director
includes access to Ritchie Bros.’ other on-site and
of North American customer service, who headed
online brands, such as EquipmentOne, an online
up the company’s entry into B2B e-commerce. “We
auction marketplace; Mascus, a global online
have warehouses in both countries.”
equipment listing service; private negotiated sales
through Ritchie Bros. Private Treaty; and other
The two North American operations also maintain
services including financing and leasing.
separate pricing structures and programs for
marketing and merchandising, she adds.
Ritchie Bros.’ marketing capabilities, technology
and “multichannel transactional platforms will add
Dealers from either country purchasing through
tremendous value and make us a trusted partner
ThuleConnect.com can select French or Spanish
to the Caterpillar family,” Ritchie Bros. CEO Ravi
Saligram says.
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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as well as English for viewing web content. “The
default is English but you are able to change it
as you wish,” Scopel says. “There is ability to
have other languages but we just kept it to these
three.” ThuleConnect.com operates with U.S. and
Canadian dollars as currency choices.

make it available regardless of where he is in the
U.S. or Canada, regardless of what warehouse has
it,” Scopel says. She notes that Thule operates four
North American warehouses with two in Canada
and two in the U.S., covering the eastern and
western sections of each country.

Thule offers a program on ThuleConnect called
“Fit Kit Express,” which helps dealers quickly find
parts designed to properly attach Thule’s equipment
racks to different makes and models vehicles.
“Every car has the ability to carry whatever sport
equipment that owner wants on the roof,” Scopel
says. “You need bars but you also need a fit kit that
is particular to your car. Those are very critical for
the dealer because the dealer won’t make the sale
without these parts.”

“So you can be a Canadian dealer looking for a
fit kit that unfortunately is not in stock in your
warehouse in Canada,” Scopel says. “But the B2B
e-commerce system will look and search for it in the
U.S. as well. And then we’re able to ship it the next
day from the U.S. to the Canadian dealer so he can
sell it immediately to the customer in Canada.”

“What we’ve done with this Fit Kit Express–where
we send the dealer the item overnight–is that we

The company’s B2B e-commerce strategy has
produced steady increases in annual online
sales and put Thule on a course rack up a 15%
increase this year over 2015, according to the B2B
E-Commerce 300, which ranks Thule as No. 120.

Why it’s good to integrate e-commerce
with order management (Percentage of respondents)

58%

57%

56%

52%

IMPROVED STOCK
LEVEL MANAGEMENT

MORE EFFICIENT
E-COMMERCE
OPERATION

BETTER INTEGRATION
BETWEEN CUSTOMER
ORDERS, SUPPLY
CHAINS AND
DELIVERIES

FEWER
LOST ORDERS

Source: Vanson Bourne, Intershop Communications AG
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DISTRIBUTORS

MSC Industrial Supply
connects with customers
MSC Industrial Supply Co, moved into
e-commerce in September 2000, launching
MSCDirect.com as its primary e-commerce site. It
has since grown e-commerce sales to nearly 60%
of total sales, or $1.66 billion out of $2.86 billion
in 2015.

and its internal team of sales reps to compile
feedback on MSC’s products and services from
online customers; it has developed technology
and processes to aggregate and analyze data
from multiple sources, including records of what
customers are ordering; and it has a dedicated team
of data professionals who daily work to improve site
search based on what customers need.
MSC’s success in its efforts to give customers what
they need—both in terms of products and of ways

MSC Industrial Supply’s Steve Baruch, vice president of strategy and marketing (left);
Charlie Bonono, chief information officer; and senior director of e-commerce Mike Roth
accept the IR Excellence award for B2B E-Commerce Player of the Year at IRCE 2016.

Recognized as a pioneer and leader in businessto-business e-commerce, MSC won the B2B
E-Commerce Player of the Year Award at the
second annual Internet Retailer Excellence Awards
in June 2016.
But along with the technology and expertise it
developed in e-commerce, it has also kept up its
expertise and reputation for maintaining personal
connections with customers. It maintains a
staff of more than 100 metalworking specialists
who routinely meet on-site with customers to
better understand their metalworking needs and
recommend more suitable products; it uses web
analytics technology from ForeSee Results Inc.

to research and purchase them—are illustrated in
its financial reports.
The company includes in its total e-commerce
sales figure sales through its internet-connected
vending business placed at customer locations, and
its web sites, MSCDirect.com and discount site
Use-Enco.com; other unnamed web portals; XMLbased online ordering systems; and electronic data
interchange (EDI), vendor managed inventory (VMI)
systems, XML-based ordering systems, vending-based
systems and other electronic platforms.
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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At the core of its success in e-commerce is
IBM Corp.’s WebSphere Commerce platform,
including IBM Campaign Manager for online
advertising and email marketing. It also plugs in
software that it prefers to use from other vendors
for particular applications, including Endeca site
search from Oracle Corp. and web analytics from
Adobe Systems Inc. “We have the flexibility to
use IBM with other best-of-breed applications,”
says Steve Baruch, MSC’s vice president of
strategy and marketing.
MSC’s mix of technology and strategies for
interacting with customers enables it to better
connect with customers ranging from small
machine shops to large corporations, he adds.
MSC uses software cookies and customer log-ins
to recognize customers by size and interest as they
arrive on MSCDirect.com. When small companies
arrive, MSC uses its IBM technology to serve up
the promotions and other content personalized
to their needs. “Small shops often have a buyer
who’s a jack-of-all-trades and may quickly need to
get answers on many things, and to provide them
more support we have the ability to serve them
real time through live chat,” says senior director of
e-commerce Mike Roth.
A larger corporate customer, meanwhile, may
need assistance in managing the spending by their
employees, with systems for routing online orders
to a buyer’s supervisors for purchase authorization
and keeping records of who purchased what,
and when, and showing whether purchases were
within spending budgets. “We’ll build out financial
functionality specific to each customer—for
example, to enter purchase orders approved for set
dollar amounts, then provide them with reports
on how they’re meeting their budgets,” Roth says.
“We’re all about trying to remove friction for our
customers to help them stay on budget, and it helps
us build trust with customers.”

Fastenal gets its internet
vending back on track
Fastenal Co., a major distributor of industrial
fasteners like nuts and bolts, relies for much of its
growth these days on internet-connected vending
machines whose sales tapered off in recent years.
“In the last two years, we have lost some steam” in
vending machine sales, president and CEO Dan
Florness said in a third-quarter 2016 earnings
conference call with stock analysts. But after
signing about 16,000 new vending clients in each
of 2014 and 2015, Fastenal is running at a faster
growth rate this year, signing about 4,700 vending
clients per quarter and on course to add about
19,000 this year, he said.
“Our run rate has improved,” Florness said.
Fastenal now has more than 60,000 vending

About 40% of Fastenal Co. sales are dispensed by their
vending machines, which provide customers with ready
access to products used in manufacturing or repair.
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machines installed at such customer sites as
factories, warehouses and office buildings.
And with vending machines accounting for about
40% of sales, they played a big role in helping
Fastenal post positive revenue growth. Total net
sales for the quarter increased 1.8% year over year
to $1.013 billion from $995 million. The company,
which also processes sales online at Fastenal.com,
doesn’t break out total internet sales. It also sells
through some 2,600 Fastenal-branded stores.
Internet-connected vending machines, which
Fastenal and other distributors of industrial supplies
place at customers’ industrial plant locations, provide
customers with ready access to such products
as rivets, nuts and bolts used in manufacturing
products or in repairing equipment. They can also be
stocked with non-fastener items like safety goggles
and work gloves, items that workers may frequently
need to replace on the spot in order to keep working.
Employees typically enter codes into the vending
machines to access and retrieve products; machine
sensors connected to the internet record when items
are removed to update inventory and financial
records, and set in motion replenishment orders.
Florness noted on the conference call that the
vending machines are helping Fastenal to increase
sales outside its core product lines of fasteners.
“That’s why that business continues to grow midsingle digits in an environment where the peers in
that business are contracting,” he said.
Randy Gardiner, president and CEO of Fastenal
client Red Dot Corp., says in a case study video on
Fastenal.com that the vending machines help Red
Dot and its employees better track their purchases
and use of Fastenal products while reducing overall
spending. Red Dot is a manufacturer of heating,
ventilation and air-conditioning systems installed in
trucks, buses and other motorized vehicles used for
construction, military and other purposes.

RETAILERS SELLING
IN BULK TO BUSINESSES

On StaplesCloud.com,
Staples branches out its brand
Staples Inc. wants businesses to purchase Staplesbranded floors underneath the office furniture it
sells—that is, it wants companies to buy Staplesbranded floor covering materials such as hardwood,
tile, slate and carpeting—as they shop for its desks
and office chairs.
Staples wasn’t actually offering flooring materials as
this report was written, and it will probably never
directly sell such things. But the company recently
began displaying online several Staples-branded
products and services, and there are more to come,
says Paul Bessinger, director of merchandising and
innovation.
“Staples has a significant value proposition tied to
its brand equity,” he says, adding: “Our brand has
extensibility with products and services, but we
can’t be experts in every field.”
And though it doesn’t know much about floor
coverings, the product line comes up among Staples
shoppers. “We sell more office furniture than
anyone—and while we’re not selling floor coverings,
we get asked about it by customers,” Bessinger says.
Enter StaplesCloud.com, a new section of Staples.com
where the retailer has plans for offering a wide range
of new Staples-branded products and services through
arrangements with other suppliers. As it strives to
expand beyond traditional office supplies of ink and
paper, Staples Inc. has been racking up more sales in
such areas as office furniture, business brochures and
breakroom supplies. Now it’s moving into additional
Sponsored by: Kibo, SAP Ariba
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categories that may range from floor coverings to
payroll services, Bessinger says.
The first batch of new Staples-branded products
and services is being offered under a licensing
agreement with GRM Document Management, a
provider of cloud-based digital data storage, records
management, and related products and services. On
StaplesCloud.com, GRM has so far introduced five
Staples-branded products related to managing and
storing business documents.
“By working with other innovative companies
offering business solutions, we’re able to extend
that brand to other product areas and introduce
our customers to a whole new set of offerings,” says

number of features and the amount of storage
space. Features offered for the higher rates include
electronic signatures and approval workflow.
GRM and Staples say the Staples-licensed products
from GRM will include:
 On-demand online scanning and imaging to
convert paper documents into digital form;
 Cloud-based records management technology
designed to share, collaborate on and manage
digital business records, including data encryption
for security, approval workflow, e-signature
capability, and the ability of users to annotate and
revise digital documents;

‘Our brand has extensibility with products and
services, but we can’t be experts in every field.’
—Paul Bessinger, director of merchandising and innovation, Staples

Frank Bifulco, Staples’ executive vice president,
global marketing.

 Additional modules for HR records management
and accounts/payable invoice processing.

GRM expects the licensing deal to expand its own
customer base. “By offering these services under the
Staples brand, we can reach even more customers
and help them with critical business issues that go
well beyond just document storage,” GRM CEO
Avner Schneur says.

Staples says it will vet each licensing partner and
approve their products and services before the new
Staples-branded offerings are made available to
customers. It’s also working with Brandgenuity, its
licensing agency of record, which brokered the first
licensing deal with GRM.

Under the initial licensing deal, GRM will offer
Staples’ customers the Staples Records and Cloud
Management service, which is designed to help
businesses of any size store and manage records
“with a focus on security and compliance” with
industry standards regarding data storage. Offered
to the small businesses Staples caters to on
Staples.com, the records management is offered
at monthly subscription rates ranging from $15
to $30 per user per month, depending on the

“This is just the beginning, and we’ll be looking
at other relevant categories like business insurance
and payroll services in the future,” says Jay Asher,
partner at Brandgenuity.
Staples is No. 22 in the 2017 edition of the B2B
E-Commerce 300. 
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