GUIDE:

HOW TO EVALUATE
A B2B ECOMMERCE
VENDOR
Everything you need to know (and ask) when evaluating
B2B eCommerce for your business.
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INTRODUCTION
For many manufacturers and wholesale distributors, selecting an eCommerce
provider is a top priority for 2016. A recent study by Forrester Research found
that B2B eCommerce transactions in the US grew 40% from $559 billion in
2013 to an estimated $780 billion by the end of 2015, with 74% of B2B buyers
doing research online and 30% completing at least half of their work purchases
online.
Simply making the decision to implement eCommerce doesn’t guarantee
success, however. Selecting a B2B eCommerce software vendor to handle your
online transactions is an investment that will have long-term implications for
your business, and it’s important to make that decision carefully.
B2B eCommerce is a relatively new category of software, and the world of
online commerce is changing rapidly. It’s also the case that B2B eCommerce is
not a one-size-fits-all deployment, and the right vendor for your business can
be highly dependent on your particular business needs. For these reasons,
manufacturers and distributors are often looking for guidance to evaluate
vendors following a structured and proven selection process. This framework
should reflect growing buyer expectations, accommodate your business
needs, and execute on your desired customer experience.
This guide will walk you through the top 5 requirements you should prioritize
when selecting a B2B eCommerce vendor:
A well-thought-out customer experience
Support for your current sales and order processing workflows
Integration to your backend systems
A product vision that supports your use case
Comfort with the level of support, scale, and stability
It will also include the specific questions you should ask and actions you should
take during the evaluation process.
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THE TOP 5

REQUIREMENTS FOR A
B2B ECOMMERCE VENDOR

#1

The vendor must offer the
ideal customer ordering
experience.
Your vendor’s ability to offer a standout customer ordering experience is the
requirement you should prioritize above all else, because if your vendor cannot
provide an exceptional buyer experience, your customers will not adopt your
online ordering portal.
In fact, most companies who already have a custom ordering portal in
place choose to evaluate new B2B eCommerce vendors to combat the
poor buyer adoption they are experiencing with their current platform.
Most manufacturers and distributors looking to improve their
customer ordering experiences are facing two types of buyers:
1. The Creature of Habit. The buyer that has been faxing in orders for 20
years, this customer has gotten used to your current ordering process,
despite it being manual or tedious, and they may be apathetic about
changing their behavior. Your B2B eCommerce solution must be a
no-brainer in order for this buyer to change their habits.
2. The Bleeding Edge Buyer. This is the customer who is asking for change.
They are familiar with the (sometimes superior) buyer experience offered
by your competitors, and they are asking you to improve your current
process. In order to become the preferred vendor of the Bleeding Edge
Buyer, it’s important to create a superior user experience, and not just
automate manual processes. It’s the only way to win their business.
As manufacturers and distributors implement online ordering portals in
increasing numbers, it is becoming that much more difficult for vendors to
provide a standout customer experience to both categories of buyers. In
general, however, retailers order more from brands that make it easiest to do
business. Here’s what matters most.
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SIMPLICITY OF USER EXPERIENCE
At a basic level, B2B eCommerce requires your buyer to change the way they
place orders with your brand. Human nature dictates that people are often
resistant to behavior change, and correspondingly, many manufacturers and
distributors have found buyer adoption to be a challenge.
The first time your buyer attempts to place an online order with your brand, the
experience can go one of two ways:

1. They easily find all the items they wish to buy and successfully
place an order.

2. They cannot easily find the items they wish to buy, experience

frustration, and either place a partial order, call you for help, or give up
on the order entirely.

The two factors that influence technology adoption most are simplicity (is it
easy to use?) and utility (does it do what I need it to do?). Correspondingly,
your vendor must provide a simple, intuitive user experience that mirrors
exactly what your buyer would expect. If you can’t get your buyers to use the
portal, nothing else about the customer experience matters.

Pro Tip: With each vendor evaluation, pretend to place an order
in their portal as if you were one of your customers. How was
your experience?
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SUPPORT FOR WEB & MOBILE ORDERING
Your B2B eCommerce provider should be able to accommodate the device
preferences of your buyers, whether they want to place orders on a computer
or a mobile device. According to mobile usability pioneer Usablenet, by 2014,
78% of B2B companies already believed mobile was the future of online
commerce, with half of B2B vendors surveyed already able to support mobile
commerce.
An important distinction to keep in mind, however, is that of native mobile
applications vs. mobile-optimized web commerce. In the mobile-optimized
web buying experience, the buyer will need to have Internet access, and the
user experience will be subject to any interruptions in connectivity. Server
loading times can also drastically affect navigation speed and the completion
times when adding items to the cart or checking out. According to a study
done by Kissmetrics, 40% of people abandon a website that takes more than
3 seconds to load. The user experience itself may also be cumbersome––think
about those tiny form fields you come across when using a mobile version of a
regular website.
By contrast, a native mobile application is one that is installed via an app store.
It’s designed for quick taps and swipes with actions that register instantly. Most
importantly, there is no risk of connectivity issues frustrating your buyer if the
application is functional offline (offline access is a key feature to ask about in
your conversations with vendors).
According to eConsultancy, as high as 85% of consumers favor apps over
mobile websites––a number you should be paying attention to, given the
fact that your customers are also consumers constantly using mobile
devices in their personal lives.
It should be noted that while native is preferred, some companies choose to
implement a hybrid approach utilizing both native and mobile-web. For
example, you may want to utilize the native app for the bulk of your
high-volume customers, where orders placed while walking the store (often
without reliable data access) is a common workflow. At the same time, you may
prefer that customers who only order from you twice a year can do so
without having to install your app. If it’s important to accommodate both of
these cases, make sure to cover this with your vendor.
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QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Do you provide a native mobile app for customer ordering, or will my
customers be placing orders from a “mobile-optimized” website?
Will they need a data connection to place an order, or will the mobile
ordering portal be available offline?

ACCESS TO PRODUCT & ORDER INFORMATION
Outside of table-stakes items like high resolution images and detailed product
descriptions, your customers should have 24/7 access to other important
product and order information. This can include available-to-ship dates,
real-time updated inventory levels for each of your products, or simply
in-stock and out-of-stock notifications. This product-specific information can
help manage buyer expectations, reduce backorders, and encourage the
discovery of new items.
Your vendor should also provide buyers with access to their order history. This
allows buyers to not only identify their most frequently ordered items and
order complementary products based on previous purchases, it should also
enable them to quickly copy and submit a reorder. As replenishment orders are
often a significant portion of the orders placed via your eCommerce portal, it’s
important that your vendor can optimize for this use case.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Can I choose between showing either exact inventory levels or an “in
or out-of-stock” flag for each of my products?
Will my customers have access to their order?
How easy is it to instantly reorder?
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ACCESS TO HELPFUL PRODUCT COLLATERAL
Top B2B eCommerce portals include a section for you to host marketing
collateral that supports the buyer’s ordering process. These assets often
include product education videos, merchandising guidelines, and lifestyle
imagery that brings your products to life and answers any remaining questions
the buyer may have after viewing your catalog.

QUESTION FOR VENDORS:
Is there a place in your platform to host my product marketing
collateral?

SEAMLESS ORDER CONFIRMATION & FULFILLMENT
Orders that are submitted by your customers in the field should immediately
sync to your back office systems. Your customers should receive an email
confirmation of their order, complete with thumbnail images of each item,
which assures them that the order has been placed accurately. Most
importantly, immediate order sync speeds up fulfillment, allowing your
customers to receive their shipments faster than ever.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
How long will it take for my customers’ orders to be received by my
back office?
What will my customers’ order confirmations look like?
Can I customize the order confirmation email template?
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#2

The vendor’s system must support
the way you sell.
B2B sales processes can be extremely diverse. You may sell a single brand or
product year-round, sell multiple brands, or have a highly seasonal business.
B2B sales is also highly personalized. You may utilize a tiered pricing strategy,
price differently by territory, or only want certain customers to be able to buy
specific products from your line. Whatever the case may be, you need a vendor
that can accommodate your specific business rules.

THE CATALOG SETUP
The digital catalog is the cornerstone of every B2B eCommerce portal.
Without it, your buyers have nothing to browse, and you have nothing to sell.
Given the importance of the catalog, it’s important to not make sacrifices
when it comes to your catalog navigation. Your catalog should be ﬂexible and
able to account for:
Single or Multi-brand Selling. It should be easy for your buyer to navigate
through your catalog by product category and––one level above––by
brand (if you sell multiple brands).
Multiple Currencies. Critical for brands that sell internationally, your
portal should display the region-specific currency that is relevant for each
buyer.
Seasonal Selling. If your business is highly seasonal, you should be able to
hide or show specific products or collections based on the rules you set. If
you sell across different continents and hemispheres, you may be selling
multiple seasonal collections at once, so make sure you can set these
controls on a customer-by customer basis.
Flexible Navigation. You should be able to set up your own category tree
for optimal buyer navigation (e.g. 5 top level categories and 2 levels of
nested categories, or 8 top and 3 nested, for instance).
Any Number of SKUs. Whether you sell 10 or 10,000 SKUs, your catalog
should be able to package an offering of any size.
Variants. Products that come in multiple colors, sizes or materials should
be displayed in an organized manner. Ideally, they should be displayed in a
grid-view, which makes for clear and easy ordering.
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Product Search. Product search has now become a navigation necessity
for any eCommerce experience, allowing your buyers the option of
quickly jumping to an item they are looking for, rather than browsing a
catalog category by category. Ideally, your catalog should allow your
buyer to search by SKU, product name, or keyword.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
How can I organize my online product catalog?
Is there a limit to the number of SKUs I can represent in my catalog?
How are product variants––like size, color, or material––displayed?
Can customers search for products in my catalog? Can they search
by SKU, name and product attribute?

PERSONALIZED SELLING
B2B selling is complex and tailored; most companies sell to different
customers in different ways. For this reason, it is important that each time your
buyer logs in, they are able to view a catalog that is specifically tailored to
them. This means viewing speciﬁc:
Pricing. If your business uses a dynamic pricing strategy or “tiered pricing”
(for Gold, Silver and Bronze customers, for example), it is imperative that
the specific price your buyer has access to is represented accurately in
your portal. If your vendor cannot support customer-specific pricing, it
will create confusion and/or slow the sale down dramatically, as your
customer service team will need to manually correct the order and notify
your customer.
Product Assortments. For some businesses, it is important that certain
customers only have access to specific products in their line. Your B2B
eCommerce vendor should allow you to set rules to accommodate these
customer-specific catalog views so you do not accidentally expose
products to your customers that they are not eligible to buy.
Promotions. Top B2B eCommerce providers allow you to show targeted
marketing promotions to your customers upon login. This means you can
show your gold customers a free shipping message, your silver customers
5% off their order, and so on. Promotions can be static (shown to every
customer upon login) or dynamic (reactive based on the order state),
e.g. “if you order these 3 SKUs you’ll receive a free display unit.” Given
the prominence of dynamic promotions in B2B selling, your vendor
must be able to accommodate these specific rules.
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QUESTION FOR VENDORS:
Can I set up my portal so that my customers see the products,
pricing, and promotions that are meant for them?

SUPPORT FOR B2B-SPECIFIC SELLING TERMS
The B2B buying experience is differentiated from its B2C counterpart in a
number of ways, many of which are reflected in the terms listed below. Your
vendor should be able to accommodate the following:
Minimums & Multiples. Many B2B sellers have order and product rules in
place. These include:
Order Minimums. The buyer must spend a minimum amount to
place an order.
Product Minimums. The buyer can only buy a specific product if
they buy a minimum number of units.
Product Multiples. Products can only be ordered in multiples of a
certain number––often referred to as case packs.
Payment Terms. The B2B buyer buys on payment terms, so your B2B
eCommerce vendor should be able to display the customer-specific terms
you’ve set, whether it’s Net 30, Net 60, COD, etc. You should also be
able to set a custom payment term if your business has its own rules and
workflow set up.
Start Ship Date. When they’re placing an order, your buyer should be able
to set the date after which they’d like to receive your product shipment,
allowing them to manage their cashflow and/or limited shelf space.
Cancel Date. As a protective measure for your customers, you should be
able to allow them to set a cancel date, i.e. the date upon which they are
able to cancel the order if they have not yet received the shipment.
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BUSINESS RULES ENGINE
What may seem like a simple promotion or selling process devised by your
business can often break through the logic systems in common eCommerce
platforms. For this reason, it is critical that your vendor provides an engine
that allows you to set up, validate, and notify your customers based on your
specific business rules.
For example, going beyond the simple use case of order minimums -- let's say
you have a business rule where you will only accept customer orders for a full
truckload of products, but that the truckload also has to be under a
certain total weight. A robust business rules engine will allow you to:
Set up the particular rule (in this case, that an order cannot be submitted
successfully unless it is a full truck load and under a specified weight
maximum).
Validate whether the criteria within this rule has been "met" when a
customer submits an order.
Notify the customer if/when the rule criteria has not been met, so they
can modify their order accordingly.
A business rules engine is necessary to accommodate the complexities of
your selling processes. Therefore, it is important that you share your granular
business rules with your vendor to confirm they will be supported.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Is your platform designed specifically for B2B selling?
Can your system support the specific selling terms that are relevant
for my business?
Can your system support my specific business rules?
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#3

The vendor must integrate to your
backend systems.
For most manufacturers and distributors, a B2B eCommerce platform that
cannot integrate directly with their backend systems is automatically
disqualified, and how they want to handle this integration depends on two
main factors:

1. The level of sophistication of your in-house IT team.
2. How important it is for your B2B eCommerce portal and backend systems
to be updated in real-time.
There are several important considerations to keep in mind with respect to
integration.

INTEGRATION OPTIONS
The customer and order data coming out of your B2B eCommerce solution
must get into your back office system, wh ether it ’s ac counting software li ke
QuickBooks or a full-blown ERP like NetSuite or SAP. Your B2B eCommerce
vendor should provide you with a range of integration options, because while a
simple integration may be useful to get you up and running quickly, you
may prefer to move to a tighter integration over the long term.
Your vendor should provide the following integration options:
Flat File Integration. The simplest (and most manual) option, this will allow
you to export a spreadsheet of your customer order data from your B2B
eCommerce solution and upload it directly into your ERP.
Scheduled Import/Export. This will allow you to schedule recurring data
imports and exports, a less manual process than the flat file approach.
API Integrations. API integrations are superior to more simple approaches
because they allow you to write a more flexible and reactive integration,
giving you much more control. It’s a collection of programs, written by
programmers, that allows you to trigger exceptions when bad data
comes in, route different orders to different places, and translate
between formats in different systems (for example, maybe “Fedex” in
your B2B eCommerce system is “Shipping Method #2” in your ERP
system).
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A truly real-time and modern integration, API integrations are critical
for businesses who want to ship an order out moments after it’s
received or who must have accurate inventory levels in their ordering
portal.
API integrations usually come in one of two ﬂavors.
Turn-Key. Many B2B eCommerce providers have developed
turnkey API integrations for common ERPs and accounting
software, and these are relatively quick to set up. It is ideal if your
vendor has a turnkey solution for your particular ERP, and this can
often be a determining factor when committing to a particular
vendor.
Custom. If you run your business on a very old, niche, or
complex ERP, you or your B2B eCommerce vendor might need to
build a custom integration. Often, custom integrations are not
built from scratch, as your vendor should be able to leverage
integrations done from the same ERP system to give the project
a head start. A technical discovery conversation between your
team and the vendor should produce a timeline and cost
associated with any custom work.

Pro Tip: If you are considering an API integration, ask to see
your vendor’s API documentation. This will give your IT team a
better idea of how easy your vendor will be to work with.

ORDER REVIEW CONTROLS
Some B2B eCommerce portals allow you to determine whether or not your
customer service team can review an order before it’s sent to your ERP for
fulfillment. Choose a vendor that can accommodate both workflows. This will
give you the flexibility to have more oversight when you first deploy your
solution, as well as the ability to automate the process over time.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Do you integrate with my specific ERP or accounting software?
Can my customer service team review an order before it is sent for
fulfillment?
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#4

The vendor’s vision and strategic
direction are aligned with your use
case and business goals.
More than anything, because B2B eCommerce implementations embed you in
(at minimum) a several year relationship with your vendor, it is critical that you
are aligned with their product vision.
Do they have a clear understanding of the challenges and opportunities you
face as a B2B seller? Do their technical competencies align with your business’s
workflow? Failure to initially align with your vendor can lead to wasting time
and money on rolling-out an alternative B2B eCommerce solution. In addition,
deploying yet another portal can cause a disjointed user experience that
results in confused customers and lower usage of this highly efficient channel.

UNDERSTANDING THE SOLUTION'S STRATEGIC DIRECTION
B2B eCommerce platforms come with varied featured sets. The two most
important considerations here are:
A B2B vs. B2C Focus. B2C Commerce is focused around a single product
purchase conversion. It’s entirely optimized around getting an often
anonymous buyer to buy anything at all. Conversely, in B2B Commerce,
your customer is known, has specific pricing and product needs, and
requires a buyer experienced optimized around volume purchasing.
Because they are logged in and all of their checkout information is
already stored, checkout should be one-click. Their long, rich order
history should be leveraged to make reorders and recommendations
easy. Ultimately, B2B Commerce platforms are focused on productivity
and business efficiency from an existing customer who already intends
to buy from you, so it’s critical that your vendor has an online
ordering platform optimized speciﬁcally for B2B.
When you try to retrofit a B2C solution to make it work for your B2B
needs, it requires either a great deal of custom work by your team or
contracted developers to reconfigure the entire system, or installing a
number of B2B extensions (to hide retail pricing, for example) to patch up
the B2C holes. This approach, referred to as “Frankensteining,” is not only
costly, but also difficult to maintain, as a core platform with this level
of customization becomes nearly impossible to upgrade.
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Some companies have taken this a step further and attempted to
Frankenstein their CRM into a B2B eCommerce platform. Given that
CRMs are not commerce systems at all, this approach involves building an
entire commerce platform from scratch––not for the faint of heart.
A Direct vs. Marketplace Model. Brands facing the decision to implement
B2B eCommerce are typically choosing between the Marketplace or
Direct model. Marketplaces aggregate multiple retailers in a central
location where they can order your products along with other brands.
Usually marketplaces are attractive to very small or new businesses that
see them as a customer acquisition strategy. By contrast, the Direct
model is more suited for companies with an established customer base
who are looking to improve the way they serve their customers.
Brands who want to differentiate from their competition and build
higher-value, direct relationships with customers tend to choose
this approach. The decision to go with a Marketplace or Direct solution
is one to seriously consider, as it has long term impacts on your business.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Is your product built specifically for the B2B use case? What are the
B2B-specific features included in your offering?
Is your solution a marketplace selling environment, or will my
customers have access to only my brand’s line?

GO-TO-MARKET STRATEGY ALIGNMENT
Again, because the feature set and capabilities of B2B eCommerce are still
evolving, it is important to know and agree with your vendors’ vision for the
future, as you will be the recipient of their evolving product road map. The two
most important considerations related to your vendor’s product vision are:
Commitment to Omnichannel Selling. According to Forrester, 60% of
companies report that their B2B buyers spend more overall when those
customers interact with multiple channels. The offline, human element of
sales is still essential in manufacturing and distribution, where
relationships are often maintained over years or even decades. The role of
your B2B eCommerce portal is to give your customers a self-service way
to access product information and easily place orders or re-orders.
Offloading so me of th is tr ansactional ac tivity to yo ur B2 B eC ommerce
portal allows your reps to focus on identifying new sales opportunities
and building stronger relationships with each in-person interaction.
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If sales is part of your go-to-market strategy, your vendor should
understand and optimize for a complementary relationship between your
portal and your sales reps. Ideally, they will offer m obile o rder w riting
software for your field reps that shares the same centralized order
management hub as your B2B eCommerce platform, and they should
advise you on a rollout strategy that gets your reps to become advocates
of your portal. At the very least, they should not necessarily suggest that
B2B eCommerce should completely replace the human element of sales.
This is a strong indicator that your vendor does not understand the
nuances of omnichannel selling.

Platform vs. Piecemeal. Does your vendor offer a s tandalone B 2B
eCommerce solution, or is online ordering one component of a more
comprehensive sales and ordering technology platform? Vendors that
are committed to omnichannel selling offer a platform that includes web
and native mobile B2B eCommerce as well as mobile order writing
applications for your field sales team. This approach is ideal for the
following reasons:
A Consistent Brand Experience. Your customers, reps, and internal
operations teams will be using consistent interfaces, which means
questions are less likely to arise.
Feature Parity. Your suite of ordering technologies should all offer
the same features and functionality to provide the most seamless
user experience possible.
A Single Integration Point. A benefit to a platform is that it only
requires one integration to your ERP or accounting software. A
piecemeal approach will require an integration for each
solution, which can be time-consuming and resource-draining.
Managing One Vendor Relationship. To put it simply, managing one
vendor relationship is much easier than managing four. If you’ve
found a company you trust and love to work with, you should stick
with them.
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Open Platform vs. Closed Application. Understanding your vendor’s level
of technical sophistication as well as their product roadmap will allow you
to confirm how freely you can integrate to other systems and whether the
product is evolving according to your needs. Most important here is:
Open vs. Closed APIs. Does your vendor have an open API? If they
do, you will have flexibility to integrate related best-in-class
solutions such as email marketing software or customer support
widgets directly into your portal. If they don’t, your
integration options will be limited, requiring you to buy any
subsequent technology that connects to your portal from that
same vendor. If you want the freedom to choose from a range of
options (or to have access to technologies your vendor does not
build), you should choose an open-API solution.
Customizable vs. Out-of-the Box. While APIs refer to bringing data
in and out of your system, customization is about the data within a
system. If you have very specific requirements around importing
custom data into your platform, have custom business rules, or
need a custom user interface, you need to determine the
platform’s level of support. Which parts of your vendor’s solution
can be customized, and which can’t? Can you do the customization
yourself, or does the vendor have to do them for you?
Typically, a vendor will do a first round of customizations for a customer to
guarantee a successful portal launch, but then open up access to more
customization tools in the future. You should confirm your vendor’s approach
to ensure that the level of customization you need can be accommodated.

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Can you describe your vision for the future and provide a glimpse into
your product roadmap?
How should I be thinking about B2B eCommerce and my sales team?
Do you only offer B2B eCommerce, or is your offering part of a more
comprehensive platform?
Do you have an open or closed API?
To what extent can your solution be customized?
Will your team customize the solution, or will it be handled on my end?
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#5

The vendor must provide stability and
support for your business.
Even if your vendor has a product and vision that perfectly supports your
business use case, if you cannot trust them and their service, you should not
move forward. You can assess whether you can trust your vendor to do their job
using the following framework:

STABILITY
Your B2B eCommerce solution is a 24/7 ordering destination for
your customers, and therefore, the performance and constant availability
of your portal is key. Your B2B eCommerce website is stable if it’s up and
running, fast, and responsive. Your B2B eCommerce mobile app should
be fast and responsive -- not crashing.
B2B eCommerce vendors are either SaaS or On-Premise solutions. SaaS
solutions are built and maintained by a third party vendor and are
typically hosted in the cloud. By contrast, On-Premise solutions require
you to deploy and maintain the servers that the software is hosted on. By
their very nature, a SaaS B2B eCommerce solution’s cloud infrastructure
offers a highly reliable, stable experience. To remain competitive,
SaaS vendors must meet best-in-class benchmarks for performance
and reliability, and therefore have developed a core competency and
expertise in maintaining those standards.
To achieve this standard with a licensed solution, a company must make a
significant investment in hosting infrastructure and dedicated personnel that
deploy, monitor and maintain the solution. For this reason, most companies
are moving away from assuming this responsibility to maintain focus on their
core strengths as a business.
The true test of your vendor’s stability is testing performance based on your
specific data dimensions. Whether you have 100 customers and 10,000 SKUs
or 10,000 customers and 10 SKUs, it’s important that you ask whether your
vendor has had experience supporting your number of customers and
products.
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QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS:
Is your solution SaaS or Licensed software?
What is your uptime percentage?
How does the site speed of your solution compare to industry
benchmarks?
Have you had any data loss incidents?
Can I add large amounts of data without the app losing functionality?
How will I handle upgrades?
Have you had any data loss incidents?

SCALABILITY
Scalability refers to long-term stability under an increasing load, and because
it is often future-focused, it is difficult to vet for during an evaluation
process. With any B2B eCommerce deployment, data in the form of orders
placed, new customers, and new products grows exponentially over time.
While your vendor may be able to accommodate your current level of data, it
might be the case that after several years of order history in your platform,
performance will suffer. This is why it’s critical to ask whether your
vendor has experience supporting customers with your level of data––that
have been on their platform for several years. This will be your best chance
at evaluating your future use case with a potential vendor.

QUESTION FOR VENDORS:
Can you provide an example of how you’ve helped one of your
customers scale over time?
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LEGITIMACY
The lifecycle of a B2B eCommerce portal can span years, making it important
to dig deeper into the financial health and leadership of the vendor in question.
Your vendor’s legitimacy is made up of two main components:
Financial health. If the company is publicly traded, review financial reports
and their quarterly or annual report. If they’re private, research the
investor support for the company and the recency (and amount) of their
latest funding round.
Leadership. Research the senior leadership team of your prospective
vendor. If at all possible, try to meet them in person. This will give you a
chance to ask any questions directly.

Pro Tip: If your prospective vendor is publicly traded, review
their quarterly or annual report to assess their financial health.

REFERENCABILITY
Referencability is a concept common in software evaluation and refers to your
ability to reference customers, particularly ones that you can identify with, as
part of your decision-making process. There are two things to keep in mind
with respect to referencability.
Relatable brands. Most B2B eCommerce vendors showcase their
customers on their website. Refer to their Customers page to
identify brands they work with that are in your industry, at a similar
company stage, or of a similar company size.
Reference customers. You should ask your vendor to provide the
contact information of reference customers so you can address them
directly with any questions or concerns. Ideally, your reference
customer would be in your industry or represent your use case, so you
can get the best idea of how your own roll-out might look!
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Pro Tip: Research the “Customers” page of your vendor’s
website to determine whether they have customers that are in
your industry or are at the same size or company stage.

ONBOARDING AND SUPPORT SERVICES
The comprehensiveness and quality of support you can expect to receive is one
of the most important considerations when evaluating a B2B eCommerce
vendor. Ranging from your account setup, training of all stakeholders, and the
continued maintenance of your portal, you need to feel confident that your
implementation will be seamless and that you have a clear path to resolving any
future questions that may arise.
One important thing to note is that in most scenarios, it is the brand, and not
the B2B eCommerce vendor, that provides support for the end-customer. Put
another way, if your retailers have questions while placing an online order, they
will be contacting your customer service team (rather than the B2B
eCommerce vendor) for help. This is the preferred route for most brands, as
they want to control and maintain their customer relationships.
This is why it is imperative that your team is properly trained by your vendor
to answer any customer questions that come up as they place an order.
Given the importance of onboarding and support, you will find a
comprehensive question list on this topic on the next page.
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QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS REGARDING ONBOARDING:
What documentation do you have describing your account setup and
onboarding plan?
What are the implementation challenges that might arise given what
you know about my business’s workflow?
In what format do I need to provide my catalog data?
Can I achieve my account set-up without internal IT resources?
What kind of training will I receive on your portal?
What are my options for integration with my ERP or accounting
software?
What can I expect from my ERP or accounting software integration,
depending on my preferred method and/or system?
What is “covered” in my onboarding and what is at additional cost?
Who else in my organization do you recommend training (e.g. sales
reps, customer service team, marketing)? Do you handle this
training, or am I expected to?
What is your estimated deployment timeframe?

QUESTIONS FOR VENDORS REGARDING GENERAL SUPPORT:
Do you provide support over phone, email, chat and/or social media?
What are your support hours?
Within what time frame can I expect a response to my support
request?
Will I have an account manager? If so, what can I expect from my
account manager?
Do you have a knowledge base?

| How to Evaluate a B2B eCommerce Vendor | www.handshake.com

23

CONCLUSION
Your chance at a successful B2B eCommerce implementation is directly
correlated to the effort you put in when evaluating your options. An optimal
search for a B2B eCommerce vendor must include a well-thought-out
customer experience and support for your sales and operational workflows.
You should be aligned with your vendor’s product vision and roadmap, and
comfortable that they can provide the support, stability, and scale that you
need for your business.
The framework and questions provided in this guide will help you execute a
comprehensive evaluation of B2B eCommerce solutions, ensuring that
no question goes unanswered, and put you in the best possible position to
make a great technology decision for your business.
If you’d like to to talk in more depth about evaluating B2B
software,
contact
Handshake
via
email
at
eCommerce
info@handshake.com or by phone at 855-532-9044 or +1-646-434-2553
(intl).
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Appendix:

Compiled List of Questions for Vendors
#1. The vendor must offer the ideal customer ordering experience.

• Do you provide a native mobile app for customer ordering, or will my customers be
placing orders from a “mobile-optimized” website?
• Will they need a data connection to place an order, or will the mobile ordering portal be
available offline?
• Can I choose between showing either exact inventory levels or an “in or out-of-stock”
flag for each of my products?
• Will my customers have access to their order history?
• How easy is it to instantly reorder?
• Is there a place in your platform to host my product marketing collateral?
• How long will it take for my customers’ orders to be received by my back office?
• What will my customers’ order confirmations look like?
• Can I customize the order confirmation email template?
#2. The vendor’s system must be ﬂexible enough to accommodate your sales process.

• How can I organize my online product catalog?
• Is there a limit to the number of SKUs I can represent in my catalog?
• How are product variants––like size, color, or material––displayed?
• Can customers search for products in my catalog? Can they search by SKU, name and
product attribute?
• Can I set up my portal so that my customers see the products, pricing, and promotions
that are meant for them?
• Is your platform designed specifically for B2B selling?
• Can your system support the specific selling terms that are relevant for my business?
• Can your system support my specific business rules?

#3. The vendor must integrate to your backend systems.

• Do you integrate with my specific ERP or accounting software?
• Can my customer service team review an order before it is sent for fulfillment?

#4. The vendor’s vision and strategic direction are aligned with your use case and business goals.

• Is your product built specifically for the B2B use case? What are the B2B-specific features
included in your offering?
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• Is your solution a marketplace selling environment, or will my customers have access to
only my brand’s line?
• Can you describe your vision for the future and provide a glimpse into your product
roadmap?
• How should I be thinking about B2B eCommerce and my sales team?
• Do you only offer B2B eCommerce, or is your offering part of a more comprehensive
platform?
• Do you have an open or closed API?
• To what extent can your solution be customized?
• Will your team customize the solution, or will it be handled on my end?
#5. The vendor must provide stability and support for your business.

• Is your solution SaaS or Licensed software?
• What is your uptime percentage?
• How does the site speed of your solution compare to industry benchmarks?
• Have you had any data loss incidents?
• Can I add large amounts of data without the app losing functionality?
• How will I handle upgrades?
• Can you provide an example of how you’ve helped one of your customers scale over time?
• What documentation do you have describing your account setup and onboarding plan?
• What are the implementation challenges that might arise given what you know about my
business’s workflow?
• In what format do I need to provide my catalog data?
• Can I achieve my account set-up without internal IT resources?
• What kind of training will I receive on your portal?
• What are my options for integration with my ERP or accounting software?
• What can I expect from my ERP or accounting software integration, depending on my
preferred method and/or system?
• What is “covered” in my onboarding and what is at additional cost?
• Who else in my organization do you recommend training (e.g. sales reps, customer service
team, marketing)? Do you handle this training, or am I expected to?
• What is your estimated deployment timeframe?
• Do you provide support over phone, email, chat and/or social media?
• What are your support hours?
• Within what time frame can I expect a response to my support request?
• Will I have an account manager? If so, what can I expect from my account manager?
• Do you have a knowledge base?
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ABOUT HANDSHAKE
Handshake provides the B2B Commerce platform for manufacturers and
distributors that powers standout ordering experiences both in-person and
online. Companies using Handshake transform their sales effectiveness and
drive operational efficiency, delighting customers and growing lasting
relationships.
Email: info@handshake.com
US Toll Free: +1 (855) 532-9044
International: +1 (646) 434-2553
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