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New challenges bring new opportunities.  For Wholesaler-Distributors, challenges are coming 
from a combination of customers, new channel competition and suppliers.  And while some 
trends are still emerging, there seems to be no doubt that Customer Self-Service presents a real 
opportunity.  Capitalizing on this opportunity means embracing the Internet as a viable business 
tool. 
 
Begin with a Strategic Vision 
 
The majority of Wholesaler-Distributors (W/D) have the foundation of a web presence.  But 
many of these organizations remain at entry level, simply offering web access to static 
information such as previously published company information and product lists.  Some may 
have links to supplier websites.  There is little reason for existing customers to visit these sites 
with any frequency. 
 
For many Distributors, the first step of offering customer self-service is online order entry.  But 
this often consists of an externally hosted catalog and shopping cart application.  There is no 
integration to their enterprise data.  This introduces high levels of redundancy and overhead.  
Duplicate data must be maintained and transactions from the website must be re-entered into the 
enterprise system.  Customer data and pricing rules must be maintained on both systems.  While 
this may offer a value-added customer service, there is no benefit in productivity. 
 
The true value of the customer self-service functions can only be realized by taking the next step:  
real-time integration.  To achieve productivity improvements, the web-based order entry solution 
must leverage existing data and business rules.  By providing authorized, integrated access via a 
real-time connection to back-end systems, additional benefits can be obtained.   
 
With projections that more than 90% of W/D will be providing online order entry by 2008 (see 
chart), it is evident that competitive organizations must seriously evaluate customer self-service 
applications.   

 
Companies that remain in the early stages of web presence 
are missing opportunities to increase sales, improve 
productivity, increase customer retention, and leverage data 
as an asset.  Consider the power of integrating outbound e-
mails with special offers linked to your website.  Consider 
the value of strategic alliances that may become available 
with a more aggressive web presence.  And consider a 
commitment to ongoing assessment of the site and 
obtaining quantifiable results. 
 
Begin with a strategic vision and be prepared to monitor 
and enhance how you use this web-based customer self-service tool. 
 
 
Real Solutions, Real Results 
 
Wholesaler-Distributors who adopt a strategic vision of web-based solutions and pursue an 
informed implementation plan are able to see real results.  Here is the story of one distributor’s 
challenge, solution, and benefits. 
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Background 

United Automatic Heating Supply, an independent Trane and HVAC distributor, was established 
in 1957 in Cleveland, Ohio.  In addition to distributing residential and 
light commercial heating and cooling products, United represents an 
exclusive territory for the Trane brand with four locations serving 
Northeast and North Central Ohio, SE Michigan, and parts of Western 
Pennsylvania.    

Challenge/Oppor tunity 

When Jim Haskell acquired United Automatic Heating Supply in April 
of 2002, one of his immediate goals was to make a strong statement in 
the marketplace.  Stacey Reid, United Project Manager, stated:  “Jim 
wanted to differentiate our services and get ahead of the curve in our 
industry.”  
 
Recognizing that effective use of technology would be a cornerstone to controlling costs while 
bringing more value to customers, Haskell’ s team undertook a number of sweeping changes to 
enhance/improve customer and supplier relationships.  Reid continues, “We wanted a web-based 
customer service solution that could be a sales tool but could also make life easier for our 
customers.”   Real-time integration with their existing ERP application suite, DPS Extend™, was 
a critical component to the benefits that could be realized by customers.   

Solution 

It was a logical step to select the DPS Flash™ ebusiness solution offered by DPS, Inc., an 
Indianapolis, Indiana wholesale distribution industry solution provider and IBM Premier Business 
Partner.  To host the website, United selected the reliability of the IBM  iSeries™ 
platform and IBM WebSphere® 
Application Server.  Having 
standard real-time interfaces 
between the web applications and 
the ERP database provided a jump-
start for the implementation.  
Stephanie Rook, Web Data Coordinator: “We were able to offer pricing and availability inquiries 
as well as order creation to our customers utilizing the same business rules that apply to our back-
end processes. That made it easier to integrate the web orders into our standard workflow.”  

There were several keys to making the implementation successful.  The United team approached 
the web project as one component of their overall customer relationship plan.  They started by 
identifying leading candidates for adoption based on the technology that customers already had in 
place (high-speed access) and the strength of the United/customer partnership as an indication 
that they would use this method.  Individual training sessions with customers was a priority.  
Rook, introducing DPS Flash as “EasyOrder,”  sought customer participation as they addressed 
usability issues – navigation, response time, meaningful data, high availability, and reliability.  
Frequent checkpoints with key accounts provided valuable feedback and tuning opportunities 
prior to rollout as well as ensured the perception of value.   
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Results 

 “We have VERY happy customers,”  shares Reid.  “They love the site, love the way it works, 
love the way it looks.  It’ s been a really good experience.  Customers are very optimistic and 
impressed with the integration and real-time features.  We wanted to differentiate our services 
and that strategy is working.”  

In the first five months since opening the site for business, 33 customers placed orders totaling 
more than $1M in sales.  Overall results include an 11% increase in sales with a 13% reduction in 
number of orders.  Average web order size is 2.5 times greater than the average of all other 
orders.  And the sales volume from customers who use the EasyOrder site is up 15% from their 
previous year totals. 

It’ s win/win, improving the buyer experience while reducing costs.  Rook reports, “Flash is 
flying!  We used to get faxed orders with up to 40 lines.  We had to re-key these.  Now the 
customer enters directly on EasyOrder.  It’ s definitely lowered costs.”    

When asked what is next, Rook shares, “With over 550 orders by our customers we had hit the 
million mark.  Hopefully, we can double this in half the time.”  

The lesson learned here is that to turn up the competitive heat, simply combine the mission of 
providing top-quality service to help customers grow more profitably with the vision of how that 
service can be delivered.  
 
 

 
 
Established in 1972, DPS, Inc. works with wholesale distributors to help them find inefficiencies and 
improve their businesses.  Our value is to help them find ways to save money and make money through the 
smart use of technology.  To learn more about DPS and our clients’  successes, please call 800-654-4689 or 
visit our website at www.dpslink.com. 

For more information about 
the 2004 Facing the Forces of 
Change study published by 
the National Association of 
Wholesaler-Distributors, visit 
www.naw.org. 


