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Business-to-business e-commerce, you could 
say, has come of age. It has moved well beyond 
what might have been called hype of recent 
years—the lofty promises of unabashed 
advocates and sellers of technology and 
services—and landed on the solid ground 
of practicality and, for many companies, a 
must-have-or-lose-out recognition on the 
part of business executives. 

And instead of just deciding whether to enter the world of B2B 
e-commerce, companies of various sizes and industries are 
looking for new and better ways to connect with customers and 
prospects. “Digital commerce pros are looking for solutions that 
go beyond the shopping cart,” Forrester Research Inc. says in a 
recent study that reviews e-commerce technology platforms for 
midsize companies. “The B2B commerce suites market is growing 
because more digital business professionals see B2B commerce 
as a way to engage in true full-spectrum customer engagement—
which includes research, sales and servicing.”

This report gives an inside look at the approach several 
companies—including manufacturers and distributors using 
various e-commerce platforms—have taken to address such 
requirements of digital commerce.

BUILDING A 
TECHNOLOGY 
THAT HITS HOME
Distributors Ferguson and Casey’s Distributing  
open the gates to e-commerce sales.
BY PAUL DEMERY
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Technology research and advisory firm Gartner Inc . 
asserts that B2B digital commerce technology platforms 
should offer such capabilities as:

Basic features
including an e-commerce 
storefront with an online 
product catalog and 
shopping cart

The ability through APIs or 
other software development 

tools to support

multichannel 
commerce,

enabling a company to interact with 
customers through mobile devices, 

kiosks, store POS systems as well 
as desktop e-commerce sites in 

a consistent way that maintains a 
single record of customer activity 

across all channels

Expanded 
e-commerce 
capabilities 
including web content 
management, order 
management, site search 
and navigation, product 
merchandising displays, and 
web analytics to compile 
and act on information 
regarding how visitors use a 
seller’s website

A user interface supported by 
APIs and web services to customize a 
digital commerce site to meet the needs of customers; 
APIs, or application programming interfaces, and web 
services can be used to exchange data between a 
website and external web applications, such as shipping 
cost calculators and shipping status indicators

Integration 
with back-
end business 
software 
applications, 
including enterprise 
resource planning, or 
ERP, systems used to 
manage such operations 
as inventory levels and 
financial records—allowing 
for such information to be 
immediately updated for 
online customers as well 
as sales reps
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A unified cloud commerce platform 
eliminates the technology headaches

For companies that focus on business-to-business 
commerce, having the right systems in place 
to optimally run their organizations can be 

challenging. They must be able to manage the front-
end customer-facing systems, as well as the back-end 
business systems—all while trying to focus on the core 
goals of their company. 

Finding the right technology for each piece of this 
puzzle usually means cobbling together separate, point 
solutions and ensuring they work well together. It also 
means technology headaches for staff supporting 
these systems. 

“That’s when a unified commerce platform becomes so 
valuable,” says Andy Lloyd, vice president of commerce 
products at Oracle NetSuite, a cloud-based e-commerce 
platform provider. “Our platform saves time and money, 
and eliminates headaches for businesses, allowing them 
to focus on what they do best.” 

A unified commerce platform is a single solution 
that includes a company’s front-end, customer facing 
systems—e-commerce and, in some cases, the point-
of-sale system—that are natively unified with back-end 
business systems for accounting/ERP, order and inven-
tory management and customer support.

Historically, many B2B organizations have imple-
mented siloed, point solutions for each of their business 
needs, Lloyd says. These disparate systems are stitched 
together and can’t communicate with each other in real 
time or with high level of accuracy.

“When a company is running its business through 
several different systems, it can’t produce a single 
source of customer, inventory or order information, 
breaking the customer experience and putting busi-
nesses at a competitive disadvantage.”

A unified commerce platform provides a single 
source of customer, inventory and order information 
to customer-facing systems, allowing merchants to 
deliver exceptional customer experiences through the 
availability of real-time, accurate information. 

While many B2B e-commerce solutions provide some 
level of B2C type of purchasing experience, without a 
single source of this data a supplier cannot effectively 
manage all aspects of a buyer’s business relationship 
online, such as providing account based pricing, quote 

requests, access to account balances and credits and 
making payments against outstanding invoices. 

For example, VHC Brands is a family-owned home textile 
wholesale business that distributes to retailers ranging 
from small independent shops to large retailers, including 
Wayfair, Walmart, HSN and Amazon. As the company was 
growing, it was struggling to manage and scale its legacy, 
siloed systems and gain access to critical data needed to 
run the business and support its buyers online. 

VHC Brands uses NetSuite’s unified cloud-based plat-
form for e-commerce, order, inventory and warehouse 
management, CRM and ERP. Since moving to a unified 
platform, VHC Brands is able to provide a much-improved 
online experience. Buyers can log into the site and 
see custom account pricing and inventory availability, 
generate quotes, place orders and pre-order items. 

The unified platform is also providing real-time 
inventory visibility across its warehouse in Missouri and 
manufacturing center in India allowing the company 
to efficiently manage its products. “I can get a full 
360-degree view of the entire company at the click of 
a button,” says Candy Loehr, VHC Brands, Logistics 
and Compliance Manager. “At a glance, I can see what 
products I have and where they are.”

Loehr says she especially likes NetSuite’s robust 
reporting on orders, sales and products. This allows her 
to plan what products they need from the factory and even 
stop production of merchandise that’s not selling well.

“E-commerce should be a core business component, 
not a stand-alone sales channel,” says Lloyd.  Moving to 
a unified commerce solution that seamlessly connects 
e-commerce with your back-end systems will relieve 
you from your technology headaches and providing the 
infrastructure so support your long-term growth.” 

SPONSORED SPOTLIGHT

Sponsored by:
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When the Kansas City Royals unexpectedly won the 
World Series in 2015—driving suddenly strong demand for 
merchandise imprinted with Royals logos—licensed-sports 
products wholesaler Casey’s Distributing Inc. dropped the ball. 

“We missed that market—we didn’t have enough inventory,” 
recalls Ben Johnson, vice president of operations.

But that was then. Casey’s, which sells products from more than 
70 manufacturers to thousands of retailers, has since begun to 
reap the benefits of a new e-commerce and order fulfillment 
system that has freed its staff from manually processing customer 
orders and instead let them focus on the hottest college and 
professional sports teams, Johnson says. 

A staff of about seven now spends more time planning to have 
the hottest-selling merchandise in stock in time for peak periods 
when fans of winning teams flock to stores. “Casey’s has to be on 
the cusp of picking the right products all the time,” he adds.

At the same time, Johnson says, Casey’s now processes “20-30%” 
more orders online, and ships them out in half the time as before 
deploying its new system. 

Casey’s was founded in 1990 and launched its initial website 
18 years ago, when its first online customers would view product 
information on the site and either call, fax or email their orders. It 
began taking orders online several years ago, but the e-commerce 
technology platform it deployed still required its staff to take 
information from online customer orders and re-enter it into an 
order management and fulfillment system.

Casey’s specializes in wholesaling a broad variety of sports-
licensed gifts and souvenirs—from pennant flags and license plate 

When the Cubs won the Series,  
this distributor homered
With a new e-commerce platform for selling its licensed sports products, Casey’s Distributing has 
freed up its staff to better plan assortments around the changing fortunes of winning sports teams .
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brackets to coffee mugs and sets of dinnerware—anything non-
apparel that carries a sports team logo. It regularly carries about 
45,000 SKUs—plus another 200,000 for spot buys—from more than 
70 manufacturers, including WinCraft, Riddell and Rico Industries. 
It sells its merchandise primarily through its B2B e-commerce 
site—Caseys-Distributing.com—where buyers must be a valid 
retailer with a state tax I.D. or a tax exemption license.

In early 2015, it relaunched its e-commerce site on software-as-a-
service technology from BigCommerce, which lets clients access its 
e-commerce platform via a web browser. Casey’s has since then also 
deployed an order management system from Brightpearl and an order 
fulfillment system from ShipStation. Now as Casey’s receives online 
customer orders, Johnson says, the order information automatically 
flows into Brightpearl to update records of customer orders and 
inventory levels, and from Brightpearl into ShipStation for creating 
shipping labels and forwarding packages to carriers like UPS and FedEx.

Johnson, a former college wide receiver and running back at 
the University of Northern Iowa, appears to relish the business 
of selling sports-licensed merchandise as much as the sports 
themselves. With the new technology platform, he says, Casey’s is 
now better able to stay out in front of sports trends and plan the 
right mix and volume of merchandise.

When the Chicago Cubs last year went on to win their first World 
Series since 1908, “Cubs fans came out of the woodwork,” Johnson 
says. “But we had more time to look into Cubs merchandise and buy 
more of it.” A recent check on CaseysDistributing.com found 150 
products for the Cubs. 

Casey’s now is working with Brightpearl and BigCommerce to develop 
a web application designed to make it easier for its client retailers to 
order its merchandise and post it to their own e-commerce sites and 
social media pages “They’ll be able to push a button and add every 
Cubs product we have to their store,” he says.

BigCommerce charges a monthly fee of $249.95 for e-commerce sites of 
up to $400,000 in annual online sales; larger clients pay fees that vary 
depending on such criteria as the volume of product data and number of 
integrations with other software applications. ShipStation charges $145 
per month for an unlimited number of shipments. Brightpearl bases its 
fees on each client’s order volume and extent of software integrations. 

‘Cubs fans 
came out of 
the woodwork, 
but we had 
more time to 
look into Cubs 
merchandise and 
buy more of it.’ 

—Ben Johnson, vice president, 
operations, Casey’s Distributing
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Online sales are pouring out fast at Ferguson Enterprises, 
the North American unit of plumbing and heating equipment 
distributor Ferguson plc.

“E-commerce sales in Ferguson over the last 12 months 
amounted to $3 billion,” John Martin, United Kingdom-based 
Ferguson’s group chief executive and executive director, said in 
a fiscal second-quarter conference call with stock analysts for 
the fiscal second quarter ended Jan. 31, 2017. He didn’t provide 
year-earlier e-commerce sales, but noted that Ferguson’s 
online sales over the prior 12 months had reached 21% of 
its total sales and were on pace to grow at an annual rate of 
more than 20%.

Based in Newport News, Va., Ferguson sells to industrial, 
commercial and consumer markets and is No. 54 in the 
2017 B2B E-Commerce 300, which ranks companies on their 
annual web sales. About two-thirds of its e-commerce sales 
are to businesses. It operates the B2B site FergusonOnline.com 
and also sells to businesses through e-procurement software 
that customers use to manage spending, and through 
punchout catalogs that let buyers link from procurement 
software to approved sections of Ferguson’s B2B e-commerce 
site. The company processes its online retail sales through 
shop.Ferguson.com and a sister site, Build.com.

Martin commented during the conference call about the 
importance of e-commerce to the company’s future.

“It’s our strategy to have the best transactional e-commerce 
capability in the industry,” he said, noting that the company 
recently upgraded its e-commerce platform for the B2B site 
FergusonOnline.com on Oracle Corp.’s Oracle Commerce software. 

Plumbing distributor Ferguson  
flows with e-commerce
The company, which changed its corporate name from Wolseley to Ferguson in 
July 2017 to go with its strongest brand, is investing more in B2B e-commerce on 
FergusonOnline .com and opening wide the spigot of e-commerce .
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“This is increasingly becoming a source of competitive advantage 
over smaller regional competitors.”

Martin said key improvements to FergusonOnline include 
personalized recommendations of products and related 
accessories, and pricing quotes that customers can download 
to their own software systems for review. He added that the 
upgraded site will “provide us with more flexibility and agility to 
support the rapid deployments of new functionality.”

To maintain its strong growth to business customers, Martin 
said Ferguson will continue to build on its history of investing 
in B2B e-commerce technology. “I don’t see any relaxation 
materially in the investments that we’re going to be making 
in modernizing the business model and making available 
more diverse and attractive channels for our customers to 
shop in,” he said. 

Although Ferguson has a strong e-commerce platform, Martin 
said, the company realizes that business customers need online 
features beyond what’s typically available on retail sites. “There 
are some complexities far beyond the complexities of what you 
see in most consumer sites on the web, for B2B e-commerce,” he 
said. “And those things are somewhat expensive—in particular, 
things like master data management. Our [business] customers 
have got to be able to see product availability on our sites, and 
we have a lot of sites.” Master data management software is 
designed to maintain such information as product descriptions, 
specifications and inventory records in a single master file, 
providing a single source of accurate information to multiple 
marketing and customer service personnel.

Martin added that Ferguson was also investing in technology to 
ensure that its customers can view customer-specific pricing and 
warranty data. “They’ve got to be able to see a lot of technical data 
about the product,” he said, adding: “This is an investment that is 
fairly prudently made.”

In addition to the U.S.-based Ferguson and Build.com sites, 
Ferguson operates more than 10 e-commerce sites in Europe 
catering to business and retail customers of its plumbing 
and heating products. The sites include PlumbCenter.co.uk, 
ClimateCenter.co.uk., Haustechnik.ch, Stark.dk and Wasco.nl. 

Ferguson online sales

Projected Growth Rate

Over the last 12 months

21%
of total  

sales

20%+
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Trends in B2B Tech
2018 2020

2020

2020

25%
of leading online sellers will have enabled 
first-generation “commerce that comes to you” 
capabilities, such as B2B e-commerce systems that 
predict when a customer needs a particular product 
and automatically sends it to the customer .

Companies with 
trusted digital 
operations will 
generate

20%
more online profits 
than companies 
without them .

Personalization engines that recognize 
customer intent will enable digital 

businesses to boost their profits by

15%

40%
B2B digital commerce sites 

using price optimization 
algorithms and configure-

price-quote tools to 
dynamically calculate and 

deliver product pricing .

Source: Gartner Inc .
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GE Water and Process Technologies is a growing 
global manufacturer. But the effort to manage 
that growth without racking up big costs led 
to one conclusion: It was time to incorporate a 
sophisticated e-commerce plan.

GE Water is a unit of General Electric Co., No. 6 in the 2017 B2B 
E-Commerce 300. It serves customers in a range of industries, 
including oil refining, chemical processing, wastewater filtration, 
municipal water, power, and food and beverage. That translates 
into more than 50,000 customers with more than 500,000 lines 
of orders each year. Many of those orders are processed by 
1,600 sales reps, 700 service technicians and 200 customer care 
agents, chief information officer George Scott said in a webinar 
hosted earlier this year by B2BecNews.

Sales and customer service reps can spend up to 20 minutes on 
the phone for each order, a huge drain on resources, Scott said.

As GE Water grows, the costs associated with managing such 
a vast volume of orders also expands and it became apparent 
the company needed a new sales strategy. “We think it will be 
B2B commerce,” Scott said. The plan: Enable customers to serve 
themselves. That meant developing an e-commerce site where 
clients can order products and services, make payments, and 
track orders—ideally without requiring hands-on attention.

A GE UNIT TURNS TO 
E-COMMERCE TO MANAGE 
SALES AND COSTS
Online ordering is becoming crucial for manufacturers as their 
customers look to make more business purchases on the web, 
Forrester Research analyst Andy Hoar says. GE Water and Process 
Technologies responded to that trend with a new e-commerce platform. 

BY BILL BRIGGS

PROFILE GE WATER

GE Water’s 50,000 customers 
place 500,000 orders each year . 
Processing those orders currently 
requires a force of:

Using B2B e-commerce, the 
manufacturer plans to keep 

those numbers in check .

1,600
Sales reps

700
Service  
techs

200
Customer  

care  
agents
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(GE Water, under a deal expected to close in the third quarter 
of 2017, is slated to be acquired by a joint venture of France-
based water processing technology company Suez and 
Canada-based investment firm CDPQ for 3.2 billion euros, or 
US$3.84 billion. In a statement about the acquisition plan, Suez 
said “GE Water generated about $2.1 billion revenues in 2016 
with 7,500 highly-skilled salesmen and engineers with strong 
digital capabilities.”)

At the same time GE Water wanted to meet customer 
expectations of the kind of ease of use they find on consumer 
websites, which meant the company taking its website many 
steps beyond its existing capabilities, Scott said. That included 
enabling a new visitor to place an order for basic supplies without 
setting up an account.

As the company began exploring technology options it sought 
customer input on what they wanted from a new website. 
Customers were blunt. “The users of our original site said 
‘Whatever you build is OK—we will never use the current one 
again,’” Scott said. “We asked what was important to them, then 
we tried make the site as simple as possible.”

GE Water chose CloudCraze, an e-commerce technology vendor 
that sponsored the webinar. The CloudCraze cloud-based 
technology is built on the Salesforce.com CRM platform, which 
was a good fit because GE Water already had Salesforce in place, 
Scott said. Plus, CloudCraze said it could perform the rollout in 
90 days and, because it’s cloud-based—that is, CloudCraze hosts 
the software on web-based servers—GE didn’t have to support any 
additional hardware, Scott said.

GE Water has deployed the site to a base of about 200 hand-picked 
customers in North America and Asia-Pacific, and set up guest 
checkout for prospective customers for about 50,000 SKUs, mostly 
basic products like water filters and parts, Scott said.

Rolled out two years ago, the e-commerce site now handles about 
4,000 transactions a year and sales have grown 10 times compared 
with the previous site’s sales, Scott said, although he did not 
reveal specifics. Clients also use a CloudCraze mobile app called 
Lightning Bolt, which enables one-click re-orders that bypass 
sales staff, he added.

4,000
Transactions handled 

by GE Water’s new 
B2B e-commerce site, 

10 times that of the 
previous site .
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Enabling customer self-service, as GE Water has done, is part of 
a trend of businesses giving their customers a range of ways to 
buy, Andy Hoar, vice president and principal analyst covering 
B2B e-commerce at Forrester Research Inc., said in the webinar. 
“That’s what B2B buying is all about,” Hoar said. “It’s not all 
online or offline.”

Today’s B2B buyer wants to conduct research online at his 
own pace and then make the purchase online, if possible, Hoar 
said. That means it’s time for manufacturers to enable both 
distributors and product users to buy on their websites.

Manufacturers increasingly get requests to sell directly to buyers, 
and a recent Forrester study showed that 43% of 100 survey 
respondents prefer to buy directly from a manufacturer and 
20% would pay slightly higher prices to do so, Hoar said. Once 
buyers decide what to buy “they want the most convenient way 
to complete the transaction,” he said. Manufacturers that can 
address those customers’ wishes can potentially increase sales 
and cut costs, Hoar added. 

43% of B2B buyers prefer to buy directly 
from a manufacturer. 20% would 
pay slightly higher prices to do so.

Source: Forrester Research
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‘The business 
customers are 
the ones we’re 

trying to go after . 
They’re the ones 
that come back 

to us without our 
having to market 
heavily to them .’

DIY Home Center, an online-only distributor of 
building supplies, is following a new blueprint 
for acquiring customers and growing sales. 

It’s not that it hasn’t already been performing well, president 
Michael Anderson says. The company, which does more than half of 
its sales to do-it-yourself consumers, has recorded steady double-
digit annual growth rates since its founding 
in 2004, he says. The privately held 
company doesn’t release its revenue figures.

But to forge a higher growth rate, operate 
more efficiently and provide better 
service, DIY Home Center is expanding its 
inventory and stepping up how it engages 
the professional contractors that account 
for more than a third of its customer base. 
“The business customers are the ones we’re 
trying to go after,” Anderson says. “They’re 
the ones that come back to us without our having to market heavily 
to them.” While a typical consumer might visit DIY only once or 
occasionally to order building supplies, a professional contractor 
may return frequently for multiple construction projects

DIY focuses on selling materials its customers use to build 
structures like outdoor decks, including railings, fasteners and 
other construction materials. “We try to focus on things you can 
put in a UPS or FedEx delivery truck,” Anderson says. 

HOW A WEB-ONLY HOME 
IMPROVEMENT DISTRIBUTOR 
IS BUILDING B2B SALES
DIY Home Center has been expanding its base of SKUs, acquiring  
more business customers and boosting sales since it deployed an 
integrated e-commerce and ERP software suite a year ago.

BY PAUL DEMERY

PROFILE DIY HOME CENTER
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It also sells home improvement and décor products ranging 
from patio furniture to pond fountain kits and outdoor lighting 
fixtures. In all, it carries between 10,000 and 12,000 SKUs from 
some 35 suppliers. DIY is an authorized distributor for a number 
of brand manufacturers, including Polywood outdoor furniture, 
Atlantic Water Gardens and Trex Furniture. 

DIY’s growth strategy has put it on a course to greatly expand the 
inventory it sells. “We’d like to see that SKU number double in the 
next year,” Anderson says. For example: it will add to its kitchen-
and-bath product lines to keep up with the constantly evolving 
demand from contractors as well as homeowners for the kinds of 
fixtures and materials that fit in modern home designs. 

As an online-only distributor, however, it realized it also needed to 
upgrade the technology—both the customer-facing e-commerce site 
and the back-end enterprise resource planning software for managing 
things like inventory, customer activity and financial records—that 
its business runs on. Its back-end operations software, for example, 
needed a strong product information management, or PIM, system to 
ensure that DIYHomeCenter.com displayed accurate information on 
all of its products. “The last thing we want is a customer coming to our 
site and not finding what they need,” Anderson says.

DIY decided early last year to deploy a “unified cloud commerce 
platform” from Oracle NetSuite Global Business Unit, a part of 
Oracle Corp. that sells cloud-based e-commerce and ERP software to 
manufacturers, distributors and retailers. DIY opted for a NetSuite 
platform that includes SuiteCommerce Advanced e-commerce software 
directly integrated with NetSuite’s ERP system. 

The new platform—which replaced a mix of legacy e-commerce 
and financial management software and a home-grown PIM 
application—has produced several improvements that have made 
DIYHomeCenter.com easier and faster for customers to use, Anderson 
says. Professional and retail customers are finding more products 
to purchase, resulting in several performance metrics ticking up in 
the first few months after the new platform went live in June 2016: 
a 15% increase in average time per customer spent on the site; a 16% 
increase in conversion rate; and a 6% increase in average order value. 

The new platform was developed by NetSuite web design agency 
Intente using responsive design, which automatically renders 

Performance Metric increases 
From DIYHOmeCenter.com’s 
New E-Commerce Platform

Conver sion 
rate

Average  
visit  

length

Average  
order  
value

16% 15% 6%
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DIYHomeCenter.com content properly on any mobile device a 
customer uses. Previously, DIY offered only a desktop version of 
its e-commerce site; now 50% of its online visitors access DIY’s 
site via mobile devices, DIY says.

The NetSuite platform also provides email marketing 
management that DIY may use to target business customers with 
particular products related to their work—for example, special 
screws designed for cabinet makers—Anderson says.

The new platform also provides a Preferred Building Program 
for business customers, who can log into the site to view product 
pricing discounts and access account management tools for 
viewing invoices and past orders, pay bills and re-order products.

That program, along with more accurate information on 
DIYHomeCenter.com for finding products, has resulted in a 
noticeable reduction in call volume into DIY’s customer contact 
center, Anderson says. In turn, that has freed up customer service 
agents to help professional customers with complex orders.

“Many of the products we sell are complex and take one-on-one 
assistance,” Anderson says, adding: “We’re seeing a shift in our call 
volume to fewer ‘Where’s my order?’ to more ‘How can you help me 
with railing products?’ Those are the type of calls we want to take.” 

 50%
Portion of visitors who use 
mobile devices to access 
DIYHomeCenter .com
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C.E. Smith Co. Inc. is a small manufacturer with 
a big market reach—making products ranging 
from fishing rod holders sold to retail chains to 
custom-made metal parts for airline seats—and 
a big growth curve to boot.

The privately held company, based in Greensboro, N.C., with some 
55 employees, doesn’t report revenue figures but is projecting 
growth in sales this year of 23% over 2016. And that’s coming off 
increases of 13% last year and 15% in 2015.

C.E. Smith is benefitting from ongoing demand for its products—
it also specializes in making parts for utility trailers sold to 
retail chains like Tractor Supply along with fishing gear to 
Bass Pro Shops, West Marine and other chains. And its custom 
contract work has large corporate clients in industries including 
telecommunications and aerospace.

But it’s also benefitting from a multi-pronged system of 
connecting electronically with its customers through e-commerce 
and EDI, says Scott Noyes, manager of purchasing and I.T.

Smith does much of its sales through EDI connections 
with its major retailer customers, along with a newly 
developed e-commerce platform for taking online orders 
from small retailers and individual consumers. It also takes 
orders in person via account managers from its contract 
manufacturing clients.

A MANUFACTURER CRAFTS  
A GROWTH STRATEGY 
AROUND E-COMMERCE
C.E. Smith, which makes marine equipment sold by retailers and custom-
designed parts for airlines, is projecting 23% growth in sales this year.

BY PAUL DEMERY

PROFILE C.E. SMITH

C.E. Smith Sales Growth

2015 2016 2017

15%
13%

23%1

1. Projected
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With new e-commerce software,

‘What used to take days, 
now takes minutes.’

—Scott Noyes, manager of purchasing  
and I .T ., C .E . Smith Co . Inc .

Going forward, Noyes says, Smith expects to process more orders 
from its small retailer clients through its recently launched 
business-to-business web portal, which runs on the same 
Nexternal e-commerce software that also runs its consumer 
site. That, he adds, will have multiple benefits. It will replace the 
tendency of many small retailers to place orders via phone or 
fax—often with hundreds of SKUs per order—freeing up Smith 
employees from having to manually enter those orders into its 
enterprise resource planning system, increasing the speed and 
accuracy of processing and fulfilling orders. “What used to take 
days, now takes minutes,” he says, adding that employees will 
have more time to address customers’ special needs instead of 
entering order data.

Nexternal is part of TrueCommerce, which also provides Smith’s 
TrueCommerce EDI system. All orders received through EDI 
and the e-commerce platform are automatically forwarded to 
Smith’s Global Shop Solutions ERP system to update financial and 
inventory records.

Smith also figures the web portal will serve as an effective way to 
display more products to customers. “We’re hoping to boost sales 
to small retailers who might not realize all that we carry,” he says.

Eventually, contract manufacturing clients may also use the web 
portal to complete their orders after working out custom designs 
with Smith account managers, making it easier and faster to get 
their order data into Smith’s ERP system, Noyes says. 
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Two years ago Sonny’s Direct began the process 
of cleaning up its website to make online 
purchasing easier for its customers, a bit of an 
irony for a company that makes automated car 
wash equipment, parts and services.

But the company, which calls itself the largest manufacturer 
of conveyor car wash machines in the world and is operated 
by Sonny’s Enterprises LLC, Tamarac, Fla., realized its web 
experience was anything but smooth, says chief financial officer 
Dave Shield.

The website, SonnysDirect.com, wasn’t responsive, meaning it 
would not shrink to fit the screen of a handheld device; had poor 
search capabilities, limited to the contents of its online catalog and 
excluding educational materials and articles about products; had a 
content management system that was difficult to change; and its 
former digital commerce system—SAP’s Web Channel Experience 
Management technology—is scheduled to phase out by 2020.

Sonny’s prides itself on customer relations and in 2015 began 
exploring new technology to upgrade its customers’ online 
experience. The company polled its customers to learn what they 
liked—and what they didn’t—about its e-commerce site and used 
that feedback as the foundation of its new site. A key stipulation: 
the new one had to integrate with its SAP enterprise resource 
planning system, Shield says.

A CAR WASH 
EQUIPMENT MAKER 
CLEANS UP ONLINE
A new e-commerce site for manufacturer Sonny’s Direct provides cleaner 
site search and lets customers use mobile devices to place orders.

BY BILL BRIGGS

PROFILE SONNY’S DIRECT

Goals of the Sonny’s Direct web 
site redesign included more educa-
tional materials, better site search, 
responsive design and an improved 
content management system.
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Sonny’s decided on SAP’s Hybris e-commerce platform and, after 
evaluating four implementation specialty vendors, chose Westport, 
Conn.-based Zaelab.

Three months after rolling out the upgraded website and functions 
in late August 2016, Sonny’s recorded a 34% increase in revenue, a 
21% increase in average order value, and a 12% increase in orders per 
day, the company says. The company didn’t provide dollar figures.

The planning to implementation process took only about six months 
because Zaelab offered a continuous delivery implementation model, 
says Nick Fazio, director of I.T. at Sonny’s, meaning there wasn’t a lengthy 
initial blueprint and design phase. Instead, “they were able to jump 
right in and they delivered pieces over time,” Fazio says. The technology 
operates on a cloud-based platform from Amazon Web Services.

The new technology addressed two key reasons visitors come to the 
website, Fazio says: learning and shopping. A potential buyer of a 
new car wash system can now easily learn about the industry and 
the equipment, while those customers already running car washes 
can learn ways to do it better, he says. And in addition to improved 
parts search functionality, the responsive design enables customers 
to order parts via smartphones or tablets as soon as they are needed.

All commerce-related functions are tied to the SAP ERP system, 
except shipping, which goes through AWS and then back to the ERP 
system, Fazio says. Zaelab integrated the new e-commerce platform 
with technology from other vendors, including Paymetric for credit 
card tokenization and processing technology, Marketo Inc. for 
customer segmentation and marketing services, and ProcessWeaver 
Inc. for real-time shipping costs and delivery estimates, Fazio 
says. Tokenization refers to a security process in which credit card 
numbers are converted into codes, relieving businesses of the need 
to store customer credit card numbers.

Next on the technology agenda for Sonny’s is connecting its controls 
tools—including point of sale and machinery controls—to the SAP Hybris 
platform, Fazio says. That will enable car wash system owners to monitor 
performance of individual parts and cleaning liquids and chemicals.

“It keeps track of everything used in the tunnel,” Fazio says. The 
ideal outcome would be to enable car wash parts and supplies to be 
ordered automatically so operators won’t have downtime. 

WebSite Redesign Gains  
for Sonny’s Direct

+12%Orders

+34%Revenue

+21%Average 
Order 
Value
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No one outside of government seems to like sales 
tax, but there are ways for online sellers to make 
it easier to manage. 

As companies expand their sales reach through B2B e-commerce, 
doing more business across state lines and internationally, 
they face the challenge of collecting and remitting sales 
tax on customer orders placed in states where they have a 
physical presence.

Other than the five states without a state sales tax—Alaska, 
Delaware, Montana, New Hampshire and Oregon—states and 
the District of Columbia require online sellers to collect and 
remit sales tax if the seller has a physical presence within 
their jurisdiction, such as a bricks-and-mortar outlet, office or 
distribution center. This is commonly considered an issue for 
online retailers, particularly those with chains of retail stores, 
but it also applies to many manufacturers and distributors with 
facilities outside of their own state. 

Sales tax requirements can be of particular concern for 
distributors with chains of branches, outlets designed to provide 
flexibility and convenience to both sellers and their customers. 
In addition to letting customers pick up products ordered online, 
the branches also provide sellers optional sources of inventory to 

CLEARING UP THE 
HEADACHE OF 
CALCULATING SALES TAX
Event Network—an operator of online and bricks-and-mortar  
gift shops for more than 100 organizations including museums,  
zoos and science centers—offers an example of how multichannel  
B2B companies can better manage sales tax. 

BY PAUL DEMERY

SPOTLIGHT EVENT NETWORK



25Sponsored by:  
Oracle NetSuite and Vertex

© Copyright 2017 Vertical Web Media LLC. All rights reserved.

fulfill orders placed via web or phone from customers that reside 
in a state requiring sales tax collection.

Sales tax collection—including calculating it on each order and 
remitting it to states—is an area where B2B companies can learn 
from operators of retail stores and chains. Take Event Network, 
a company that operates more than 100 retail gift stores and 
e-commerce sites for independent organizations with nationwide 
customer bases like the Museum of the American Revolution 
in Philadelphia. Event Network, says Sharon Hina, sales tax 
manager, has learned that deploying an effective sales tax 
management system can make the difference between processing 
tax quickly and dealing with a drawn-out process for filing 
monthly sales tax returns. 

Event Network describes the gift shops as “partnerships” with its 
clients; Event Network provides the products according to each 
organization’s specifications, and shares the revenue from sales.

But like any other network of retail sites and stores, it has its 
challenges. Before Event Network deployed a new sales tax 
management system last year, for instance, it would take Hina 
a long time each month to reconcile all of the sales transactions 
with sales tax records for all of the e-commerce sites and stores 
Event Network operates. “I’m the one person who does taxes for 
all of our more than 100 stores,” she says. “With the old system, it 
would take me the first three weeks of every month to reconcile 
sales and tax data. Now I’m done by the 10th of every month.” 

That has freed her up to do more work on various projects in 
Event Network’s accounting department that help the company 
operate more efficiently and profitably, she adds, declining to be 
more specific.

Event Network deployed cloud-based sales tax management 
software from Vertex Inc. and integrated it with the Magento 
Enterprise e-commerce software platform for Event Network’s 
e-commerce sites. 

While slashing the time it takes to reconcile sales transactions 
and related tax figures each month, the Vertex software has also 
resulted in more accurate records, Hina says. Under the prior 
system, inaccurate records led to tax returns that Event Network 

‘With the old  
system, it would  
take me the first  
three weeks of  
every month to 
reconcile sales and  
tax data. Now I’m 

done by the 10th 
of every month.’
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would have to amend, adding to expenses 
and time spent processing returns.

Managing sales tax at Event Network is 
complicated by the diversity of products 
sold in its clients’ stores and e-commerce 
sites, and the fact that many of them sell 
to customers across the United States 
and Canada and at U.S. military bases 
overseas. The merchandise sold by the 
Museum of the American Revolution—
Revolutionary War maps, illustrations 
and Liberty Bell souvenirs, for example—
are nothing like the desert artwork 
and small potted plants sold by the 
Phoenix-based Desert Botanical Garden. 
“There are no cookie-cutter products,” 
Hina says. “Everything is unique to each 
location.”

The Vertex software, she says, applies the 
appropriate sales tax based on the price 
of each product and each customer’s 
location—including value-added-tax 
levied on overseas transactions. 

For online sales, the sales tax 
calculations are processed and recorded 
through a connection between the 
Magento e-commerce software and the 
cloud-based Vertex software. 

Going forward, Event Network plans 
to also connect its store point-of-sale 
system in a similar way to the Vertex 
software. For now, Hina manually enters 
tax rate information from Vertex into 
Event Network’s POS system, which 
enables her to check the correct tax 
rate for each store location when reconciling monthly figures. 
With the POS system eventually connected to the cloud-based 
Vertex software, it will eliminate the need to manually enter tax 
rates, saving her even more time, Hina says. 

Event Network gift stores in Philadelphia’s Museum of the 
American Revolution (top), Baltimore’s National Aquarium and 
Boston’s USS Constitution Museum.

‘There are no cookie-cutter 
products. Everything is 

unique to each location.’
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New car shoppers all have different ideas when 
it comes to optional equipment and functions, 
and car makers have learned to offer many 
combinations. Today’s business-to-business buyers 
want more options, as well, led by buying directly 
from brand manufacturers, according to a report 
released yesterday by Forrester Research Inc.

The report, “A Brand New Day in B2B Commerce,” asserts that 
buyers want to purchase outside traditional channels, and brands 
therefore need to rethink their sales strategies.

“Out of respect for channel partners, B2B brands often redirect 
customers to partner sites—but in the process inadvertently 
frustrate and disappoint these originally eager customers as well 
as hurt their bottom line,” Forrester says in the report, which was 
written by Andy Hoar, vice president and principal analyst for B2B 
e-commerce, along with other Forrester analysts. B2B e-commerce 
shoppers look for detailed information about the products they 
need to procure wherever they can find it, Hoar writes.

The report is based on responses from 225 B2B company buyers to 
the Q1 2017 Global B2B Buy-Side Online survey conducted jointly 
by Forrester and B2BecNews sister publication Internet Retailer 

B2B BUYERS WANT 
MORE FROM BRAND 
MANUFACTURERS
Buyers want to research products on brands’ websites,  
and some will pay more to buy directly from those sites, 
Forrester Research says in a new report. 
BY BILL BRIGGS

ANALYSIS EXTRA

‘Changing B2B buyer 
behavior is now 
forcing B2B brands to 
rethink their traditional 
channel-centric 
selling strategies.’ 

—Andy Hoar, vice president and 
principal analyst, Forrester Research
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from December 2016 to February 2017. Buyers now expect B2B 
brand sites to be “the authoritative source of product information 
across the broader ecosystem of B2B buying,” the report says. 
The survey shows 54% of buyers say a manufacturer has the best 
information about its product on its own website.

Those buyers also want to buy directly online from brands and 
some will pay for the privilege, Hoar writes. 43% of buyers prefer 
to buy a product directly from the brand that manufactures the 
product, rather than the distributor that sells it, and 20% of them 
are willing to pay slightly more for the opportunity to do so.

Rather than placing themselves at the center of the sales process, 
manufacturers traditionally have deferred to distributors and 
wholesalers to do the selling, a mindset that needs an update, 
Hoar writes. “Historically, brands and the channel have enjoyed 
a mutually beneficial relationship that has consistently grown 
the pie for both parties. But changing B2B buyer behavior is 
now forcing digital business pros at B2B brands to rethink their 
traditional channel-centric selling strategies.” 

54%
B2B buyers who say 
a manufacturer has 

the best product 
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own website
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Technology used for storing and analyzing huge 
amounts of data—including information generated by 
e-commerce and other forms of internet activity—will 
account for $150.8 billion of technology investment 
worldwide this year, up 12% from $134.6 billion in 
2016, business and technology research firm IDC says 
in a study released in April 2017.

Manufacturers, including both discrete and process manufacturers, 
and three other industries will account for almost half that 
$150.8 billion investment, or $72.4 billion, IDC says in the report, 
“Worldwide Semiannual Big Data and Analytics Spending Guide.” 
Discrete manufacturing involves the production of products that 
can be individually counted, such as automobiles, screws and 
refrigerators; process manufacturing involves the production of 
goods and materials in bulk quantities, such as oil and chemicals.

IDC’s report coincided with the launch of data management 
software from supply chain technology provider HighJump Inc. 
The software is designed to compile and analyze data from 
Internet of Things sensors embedded in products and shipping 
containers traveling through supply chains, in addition to 
data on order transactions in e-commerce and EDI systems. 
This enables manufacturers and their trading partners to 
receive updates on shipment status from the time a product is 
ordered until final payment. “We see companies using this to 
build relationships,” Sean Elliott, HighJump’s vice president of 
corporate technology, said in a brief interview at his company’s 
Elevate 2017 conference in Orlando.

MANUFACTURERS ARE AMONG 
THE BIGGEST INVESTORS IN 
BIG DATA ANALYTICS
They’ll be a major contributor to a projected $150.8 billion global investment  
in “big data” and related business analytics, research firm IDC says.

BY PAUL DEMERY

ANALYSIS EXTRA
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An IoT system differs from existing radio frequency identification 
tags in supply chains that rely on users to pull information 
from the RFID tags through tag readers placed at various 
points along a supply chain. IoT technology automatically 
sends data consistently from embedded sensors to cellular or 
satellite networks. Manufacturers and their customers that use 
HighJump’s EDI or e-commerce software and access its new data 
management software system can receive reports on such data 
as when an order was shipped, when it was received, and any 
interruptions along the way, Elliott said.

He added that HighJump’s new system also includes an analysis 
component designed to compile and analyze large amounts 
of such IoT data, combined with information on countless 
orders and payments processed in EDI or e-commerce systems. 
Users of the software can produce reports on such matters 
as order fulfillment performance for each of a company’s 
suppliers, the shipping performance of carriers, and payment 
records of customers.

HighJump didn’t say how many companies it expects to begin 
using the new software, but IDC says such “big data” management 
technology is becoming commonly accepted.

“Big data and business analytics solutions have finally hit 
mainstream,” says Dan Vesset, IDC group vice president, analytics 
and information management. “BDA as an enabler of decision 
support and decision automation is now firmly on the radar of top 
executives. This category of solutions is also one of the key pillars 
of enabling digital transformation efforts across industries and 
business processes globally.”

Other industries making large investments in big data and 
business analytics are banking, government agencies and 
professional services, IDC says. Among those increasing 
spending on BDA at the highest growth rates are healthcare, 
telecommunications, insurance and investment services.

Among the benefits companies expect from deploying and using 
big data and business analytics are better understanding the 
interests and purchasing habits of customers and prospects, 
increasing customer acquisition and retention, and better 
planning and optimizing production. 

‘Big data and 
business 
analytics 
solutions have 
finally hit 
mainstream.’ 

—Dan Vesset,  
group vice president, IDC
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For large e-commerce operations

IBM WebSphere Commerce
Extensive functionality and integration with IBM’s machine-learning 
and artificial intelligence technology, for B2B and B2C e-commerce

Intershop
Extensive functionality for B2B and B2C e-commerce, 
including support for dozens of languages

Oracle Commerce / Oracle Cloud Commerce
Extensive functionality for B2B and B2C e-commerce,  
integrated with Oracle ERP and marketing applications

SAP Hybris
Extensive functionality and integration with SAP ERP software, 
including suite of marketing software

For mid-size to large e-commerce operations

Apttus
Built on Salesforce .com’s Force .com platform, features 
configure-price-quote and quote-to-cash applications 
designed for high-tech and other types of manufacturers

CloudCraze
Built on Salesforce .com’s Force .com platform, focus on 
relatively quick deployments with extensive B2B features

Digital River
Multi-tenant SaaS platform for B2B and B2C e-commerce

Elastic Path
Extensive use of APIs in platform for B2B and B2C e-commerce

Epicor Commerce Connect
Built on the Magento platform and designed to integrate with Epicor’s 
ERP software for manufacturers and distributors

Episerver
Strong background in web content management 
on platform for B2B and B2C e-commerce

Four51
B2B e-commerce storefront and a platform for building 
customized cloud-based applications

A SAMPLING OF B2B DIGITAL 
COMMERCE SOFTWARE
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Handshake
Designed initially for mobile commerce, Handshake’s 
e-commerce software also includes a web portal

Insite Software
Extensive B2B functionality designed for manufacturers and distributors, 
including configure-price-quote and personalization

Kibo
E-commerce platform designed for both B2B and B2C transactions

Magento
Flexible e-commerce platform for B2B and B2C, with extensive base 
of outside application developers and a new B2B-focused version

Nexternal
From TrueCommerce and made to directly integrate 
with the vendor’s EDI software

Oracle NetSuite
Strong integration with back-end ERP, 
with e-commerce platform for B2B and B2C

OroCommerce
Developed by founders of Magento, based on CRM platform 
and designed for B2B companies

Pulse Commerce
Cloud-based e-commerce and mobile commerce 
technology integrated with order, inventory and 
fulfillment management applications

Sana Commerce
Designed to transform a company’s ERP system, particularly SAP or 
Microsoft Dynamics, to a functioning e-commerce engine

Unilog
SaaS platform design for B2B companies, 
primarily distributors with complex catalogs

WebJaguar
On-premise, SaaS or hosted e-commerce site and 
marketplace platforms for B2B and retail

For small to mid-size e-commerce operations

BigCommerce
Economical SaaS platform with B2B and B2C functionality

Shopify
Multi-tenant SaaS platform used by B2B as well as B2C companies
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