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Customer Service is the Cornerstone of Distribution
Each time a customer reaches out by phone, email 
or even online chat with the hopes of interacting 
with a real human being, a distributor is given the 
opportunity to differentiate themselves from the local 
distributor down the street. Whether a large national 
distributor with a thousand locations to even the 
omnipotent Amazon—customers want attention and 
service when they need it. The scenario repeats at 
distributors for virtually all lines of trade. The customer 
emails or calls, someone on the inside answers and 
value flows. But the question arises, are we properly 
using this costly resource? Let’s explore.

Looking back in time, distributors viewed the position 
of inside sales as a secondary function serving as the 
human link between customers and the company’s 
computer system. Customers would call in to check 
inventory, confirm delivery schedules, acquire new 
pricing and ultimately, place orders.  The inside 
salesperson was asked to provide some technical 
product assistance, but in most cases customers 
saved these questions for the well trained outside 
salesperson.

Inside sales was the place for new outside sales 
trainees or those that preferred to have more 
administrative, solitary job tasks. The salaries were 
low, and the position was thought of as a stepping 
stone rather than a career. Things have since changed.

In the mid-90s a progressive manufacturer sponsored 
a series of distributor customer surveys, basically 
absorbing a large share of the cost to their distributor 
channel with the caveat that summary data be fed 
back to the manufacturer. One major revelation: 
customer perception of the distributor’s quality of 
service was based on the inside sales function.  Simply 
put, outside salespeople made the phones ring, but 
well trained, effective inside salespeople kept the 
phone ringing and created loyal customers. This was 
an emerging trend before the internet, ecommerce, 
demographic and other accelerating shifts. Since, the 
changes have flowed fast and furiously.  
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Customers are Doing Business Differently

Research indicates customers no longer seek outside salespeople 
for product information.  According to the 2014 State of B2B 
Procurement study from the Acquity Group, 94 percent of business 
buyers research online when looking for new products. The 
“Millennial Generation” has further skewed numbers as they prefer 
not to engage with sellers until they have questions.

This customer view of the “right kind of sales interaction” doesn’t 
correspond well with the traditional distributor model. Outside 
salespeople find it increasingly difficult to line up appointments.  
Conversely, inside salespeople are swamped with emails, phone 
calls and other interactions, yet continue to be distracted by and 
consumed with the same menial tasks of the 1990s. Tasks like 
manually entering orders into the company’s ERP system are back 
office responsibilities that add no incremental value to the sale and 
are inefficient for the company. Customers, seeking a source for 
meaningful answers, find themselves on hold, speaking to a person 
with limited technical skills or being bounced to the voicemail of a 
salesperson on the road.
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Many distributors on the vanguard of the industry 
started taking a different approach. Rather than 
select inside sales with an eye towards outside selling 
potential, candidates are carefully screened for traits 
tied to communication skills, problem solving and 
technical prowess. Since inside sales is viewed as a 
career path, leading organizations invest in specialized 
training geared toward customer applications and 
complicated product features which create customer 
stumbling blocks. Many have gone a step further, 
adding phone based product specialists with deep 
knowledge of the complexities of the products sold.  

Recognizing the competitive advantage of providing 
the customer with fast and efficient answers on their 
own terms, these companies have also put emphasis 
on the team and staffed their groups with leaders 
capable of coaching and further developing the 
necessary skills.

In spite of investments made, even the best 
distributors find the old problems linger. Referring 
to a previous comment, the group continues to be 
challenged by routine clerical work. Emailed and faxed 
orders must be transposed into the company’s ERP 
system.  

While engaging the customer on the phone and 
getting orders are end game goals, these phone 
calls generate even more clerical work. In amongst 
technical questions, recommendations and value 
creating conversations, some customers want to place 
orders verbally, thus, even more transcription and 
data entry.

Unfortunately, these valuable inside resources 
continue to be sucked away from their best use by 
“old school” issues. Even EDI, which promised the 
industry major efficiency breakthroughs, has largely 
turned out to be a bust when it comes to customer 
relationship management.  Few customers purchase 
enough to justify the employment of EDI technology 
for most distributors. Some distributors even employ 
pseudo-EDI solutions which can best be described 
as an electronic post box. It looks like EDI to the 
customer, but on the inside there is massive human 
interface as orders are transcribed from the “EDI 
system” and manually entered into the distributor’s 
ERP system. Looking back, the reasons for this failure 
are complicated, many of which revolve around 
setting up customizations for each customer.  Further, 
customers are changing their stance on EDI usage.

Progressive Distributors Began 
Rethinking Inside Sales

Yet, Old Problems Persist
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Distributor customers are tiring of the ongoing EDI 
issues. EDI promised seamless transacting, but when 
exceptions are introduced the process becomes 
problematic. A recent study by Real Results Marketing 
indicates customers want to deal with real people 
by email. Going further into the research, they state, 
“72 percent prefer communication with companies 
to happen through email.” Since this demographic is 
important to many distributors, the results indicate, 
“Males aged 35-44 were the biggest fans (of email 
communications) with 87% preferring email as their 
favorite channel.” The same study also discovered that 
76% of all distribution customers prefer to place their 
orders via email over any other channel. 
 
A properly trained inside sales team responding to 
emails and, when the customer prefers, phone calls 
is the ultimate Amazon slayer. They provide the value 
ultimately not available through the internet. Let’s 
examine some of these attributes.

Inside sales can discuss the differences in products as 
they relate to the customer’s specific application.  A 
simple example is a case from electrical distribution. 
One lighting system might be perfect for most 
applications, but if the customer’s environment 
includes sanitizing wash downs or steam cleaning, 
the temperature and humidity will create issues with 
common products. Here the inside salesperson might 
contrast differences in gasket materials for moisture 
and the ability to handle temperature extremes. The 
customer ends up with the right product.

Similarly, an inside salesperson might provide a bit of 
on-the-spot training for the customer on the different 
lighting technologies available, including tips and 
pointers anticipating the customer’s unique needs. 
This training could also provide ideas on the best 
method for mounting the lighting for best operation.  

Extending the example, the insides salesperson would 
recommend the proper hanging brackets and other 
accessories important for the lighting system’s use. 
This ensures the customer has everything required 
to make their main purchase work, and in some 
instances, the inside side sales team might review 
previous orders to determine what the customer 
typically keeps in their storeroom and make 
suggestions based on this unique understanding.  

Virtually all of these valuable, loyalty-building activities 
can be delivered via email or phone.  The customer 
wins and the distributor differentiates themselves 
from the pack. However, value creation takes time. 
As previously mentioned, while emails create the 
desired customer interaction with improved accuracy, 
they also carry many of the issues of transcribing 
information from the email into the distributor’s 
order entry system when a customer accompanies 
communication with a purchase order. The time/value 
drain continues.

Customers Prefer Email for Order 
Placement

An Illustration of How Inside 
Sales Provides Value
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The short answer is yes. After reviewing the strategic 
role of inside sales, one might wonder why few 
distributors take the time or effort to analyze the 
workflow and processing load in the group. Starting 
with the simple and progressing toward modern 
analytics, here are a few suggestions:

Track the source of orders coming in by phone, 
fax, email and other sources. We have discovered 
that best practices include tracking by both 
volume and number of lines on the order.

Spend a day job shadowing one of your inside 
sales team members. How do they spend their 
day?  Track time this way; speaking directly with 
customers, providing information to customers or 
entering orders into your ERP system.

Review incoming emails for inside sales. What 
percentage of the incoming emails are tied to 
incoming orders vs. other business issues? Based 
on volume, what is the percentage of time spent 
entering these orders into your ERP system?

Run your entire inside email system through 
a scientific analysis. We’ll talk about that in a 
minute.

Should You be Evaluating Your 
Inside Sales Activities?
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What if the technology now existed to pull information 
directly from emails and automatically turn the 
information into an order in your system?  How much 
time would it save over manual entry? What if it was 
100 percent accurate without human interference?   

This is not to be confused with the old error prone 
Optical Character Recognition (OCR) systems of the 
past. This automated technology works directly 
from the data files provided as PO attachments by 
the customer in their emails. Of significant note, 
no special email address is required, allowing the 
customer the perception of dealing with an individual, 
not a machine.

Imagine the extra capacity for doing real value-added 
work when the inside team is freed of order data 
entry. By eliminating the tedious, customer service is 
improved and the need for extra staff is eradicated. 
Ultimately, offering unparalleled customer service is 
your company’s competitive edge. 

What if technology could be put to work to help 
us understand the financial and human impact of 
eliminating the order transcription? We could send 
thousands of incoming customer emails through a 
system capable of telling us what percentage come 
with orders attached. We suddenly understand the 
number of order lines which would no longer need be 
transcribed.  

Conexiom Sales Order Automation offers a unique 
cloud-based solution for turning emails containing 
purchase order information into actual orders in 
your ERP system. Conexiom Sales Order Analytics is a 
proprietary algorithm designed to programmatically 
recognize customer orders, regardless of complexity 
and configuration. There is no other solution like 
it in the industry. The system is scalable, allowing 
distributors of all sizes to take advantage of the 
process.  The time for efficiency is now.

What if We Could Eliminate the 
Drudgery of Transcribing Emails?

Conexiom Makes it Happen 
Today
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About Conexiom
Conexiom® allows manufacturers and distributors to eliminate manual entry associated with the processing of 
business documents through its 100% accurate automation solutions. Developed by ecmarket, Conexiom is a 
cloud-based solution that doesn’t require customers or their trading partners change the way they do business. 
Customer service and inside sales teams rely on Conexiom to effortlessly capture and convert POs, RFQs, pricing 
agreements, and other sales documents and transform them into an electronic format that can be delivered 
into their organization’s ERP system with 100% accuracy. As the fastest and most accurate automation solution, 
Conexiom is uniquely positioned to prevent costly keying errors, improve productivity, reduce costs, and accelerate 
order-to-cash cycle times.

For distributors and manufacturers, manually keying in documents like purchase orders wastes considerable 
time and offers no incremental value to their business. By digitally transforming these operational inefficiencies, 
companies can lower their cost to serve while improving productivity and customer satisfaction. Conexiom helps 
organizations across the globe maintain a competitive edge and focus on driving growth.
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