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Make Corporate America Work for You

Corporate America wants your business -- badly. But who can you trest% How to find
the vendors who truly "get it"

From: Inc. Magazine, July 2003 By: Alison Stein Wellner

Andy Arons loves his bank.

And who wouldn't? For more than 20 years, even as it underwent severalimogeership, Arons's
bank has stood loyally by the New York City entrepreneur's side. lthees Wwith patient advice in
1981, when Arons was a 22-year-old starting his first company, a gopratktet importing operation
called Flying Foods. It was still there six years later whesohe to Kraft Foods, and five years after
that when he launched his next company, Gourmet Garage, which has simee@mB50 employees.
Account managers at what's now Chase bank have personally introduced Arotent@l investors,
provided key real estate adviceard even treat him to lunch a couple of times a year. "Chasealby
nice when | was less than a million-dollar company,” Arons saysl tAey've been equally nice now
that we're pushing $50 million."

Bob Witeck, by contrast, was on the verge of firing his health-insenarovider. The CEO of Witeck-
Combs Communications, a 12-person marketing firm in Washington, Dit@égR/épecializes in
advising large corporations such as IBM and American Airlines on tiragkie gay and lesbian
consumers. In the process, he often urges clients to offer thelimyeas domestic-partner benefits. But
when Witeck approached his own insurance provider, Care First, abtig ¢fe¢ same benefits for his
employees, he was told it was not available for companies in.@ealea with fewer than 50 people.
"When you're a small company," Witeck grumbles, "they just don't take yiousg."

Love them or hate them, the fact is you couldn't survive without your big edepaendors. Whether
they're providing financial services, telecommunications, technologypoatation, insurance, or a
range of other functions, such outfits supply the very infrastructure omwbic company operates. A
good vendor can be a true partner and enhance your business tremendouslgnenagpreneur w
tell you, a bad one can cost loads in terms of time, frustratoihm@ney. The challenge is
distinguishing between the two.

That job certainly isn't getting any easier. With spending by big businessteetly soft, Corporate
America is increasingly looking to entrepreneurs to bolster Sateaputer Associates, which has long
designed super-sophisticated systems for the world's largest compacaesly launched a new
division focused on small and medium-size businesses. Software gRnpuS introduced SAP
Business One, its second product targeted specifically at snmaitisize companies. And the familiar
faces are redoubling their own efforts. Intuit, for example, hadrgpked its product line for small
companies. Says Susan Lindner, owner of Lotus Public Relations, enfployee outfit in New York
City: "American Express and Discover card call me literdlhee times a week; and both Microsoft :
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Dell direct market me for services on every conceivable product.”

It should be a match made in heaven -- they covet your business; you needspaodiggrvices that
work. And yet as often as not, the relationship between small corsgardetheir big vendors is more
like a marriage on the rocks, marked by frustrations and unmet expestdv/hy the disconnect? "It's
different paradigm,” says Edward L. Cain Jr., CEO of MyBertdfitsce Inc., a 150-employee benefits
firm in Atlanta that helps broker deals between small compantetaege insurers. "People who don't
run a small business find it difficult to identify with the entreyenar."

That shouldn't come as a surprise to anyone whao's ever tried to get aipbanstdlled or been stuck
on hold waiting to talk to a customer-service rep. But it's not coglplropeless. A number of big
companies truly seem to understand what entrepreneurs need to suee€€d/&sWho Get It" below).
While such outfits remain in the minority, the responsibility foatirey productive vendor relationshi
ultimately belongs to you. Take the process seriously, invest the propent of time and energy, and
with a little luck, you can have Corporate America working for you.

The Importance of Face Time

"Working for you" is the key phrase to keep in mind. Smart entreprernkearsnes who get the most

out of their vendor relationships, select a new service provider rhackay they would hire a new
employee: They do research to identify potential candidates, condutsiggtenterviews, even check
references. After all, you're not just looking for a quick, one-traesaction as much as a partnership, a
reliable relationship that can grow along with your company and be therel shimgjs go awry.

"Interview the heck out of these guys, even if you're pretty sure about theys James C. Walker,
president and CEO of Octagon Research Solutions, a 60-person scoftwgo@ny in King of Prussia,
Pa. Depending on what he's purchasing, Walker will meet with poteatidbrs as many as five times.
"It's not an easy thing to do to put aside the time. But for uslli#baut 'the feel' and whether we can
have a good relationship with these people." Doubt your instincts at youiSaseral years back,
Walker felt uneasy about a recruiting firm he was considering thbytrice was right, and he went
with the company anyway. The result: "We were getting gouged on findes,gjfetting low-quality
people --and were still having a hard time with turnover," Walker gripemitiht as well have burnt ¢
the money | spent.”

Just like hiring a key employee, finding the right vendor is more artsttiance. There's no single
approach, but a good start is to compose a list of questions thakrgpregr company's "critical
criteria,” and simply make your way down that list. How long wilhke to receive replacement parts?
Under what conditions will the vendor increase your line of credit? ékdaternet search or trip to the
library can reveal loads. A news story about how your vendor plans to regasngall-business
marketing strategy, for example, would be helpful to know about in advayoeiointerview. Cain, of
MyBenefitsSource Inc., advises entrepreneurs to study a potential \semiszion statement. "It's very
simple,” Cain says. "Are they in business to serve customerafé@rey in business to provide service
at a price?" In nearly all cases, it makes more sense fordpe latter. "You want people who will lose
sleep over your problems," says Cain.

It may seem easier to conduct some of these discussions over the@hdne.other hand, would you
select, say, a new manager on the basis of a few phone calisPtbink so. That's why smart
entrepreneurs insist on as much face time as possible. If yoummesat'tvith a CEO or other key
decision maker, get lots of face-to-face with field sales oeplse reseller who will be servicing your
account. After all, in any relationship attitude is everything. Will be an important customer, or
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you simply another small-company account? Who does the vendor send to timgP€at you get
access to key executives, or are you constantly dealing with juniorska¥l Do they send the same
person to each meeting or a different rep each time? That migeh&mtow less-than-par service to
come or signal problems with turnover.

Nancy Connolly, president and CEO of Lasertone Corp.-employee toner manufacturer in Littleton,
Mass., takes the commitment to face time one step furthémeBghe'll sign a contract with a vendor,
she insists upon regular site visits to the supplier's officesréTiees to be a personal meeting between
me and the president of the company,” Connolly says. "It's got totstlaettap, and I've got to have a
commitment from them." For example, when she recently interviewade new supplier, Connolly
demanded a site tour, during which she met not only with the company's présitialso with the
purchasing manager and other key executives. "If they're not willing toybawbere, openly asking
guestions, what do you think is going to happen down the road?" The question, ofisatest®rical.

Trust Your First Impressions

Forget everything your mother told you. When negotiating a contract with aipbvemdor, you often
can -- indeed, should -- judge a book by its cover. After all, everyarehest behavior at the
beginning of a business relationship. So assume that the way your vendos lyandi¢ the start is the
best treatment you're ever going to get. Likewise, any badly handled cedgeguest at this point
should send up a red flag. "If you're in the initial stages, and if ygetteg no attention, that problem
will continue when the stakes are higher," says Gourmet Garageis.Aome early warning signs: no
or slow return calls, form letters, any kind of rudeness or impagieArons recalls dealing with one
very large vendor that gave him the bad vibe immediately. "You try to dbusnyess with them, and
they treat you like you're nothing," he complains. "We haven't been ableute seedit with them, and
we have credit with 400 vendors. They won't answer our phone calls, I'adegttine president of the
company and gotten nothing...the whole place has a discombobulated féel to it.

Don't Be Patronized

One of the biggest annoyances business owners encounter is what midleidbdneacondescending
parent syndrome." For all the millions of dollars that Corporaterea spends studying the small and
medium-size business market (and make no mistake: They spend glemtyne point that seems to
stand out is the most obvious: You're smaller than they are. "Typiaamaller company doesn't have
a support staff. It's the owner that's making decisions, so they're Idokiagrusted adviser,” says Gi
Foner, senior vice president of SMB at SAP America in Newtogwaf, Pa. "These companies don't
have 16 vice presidents to deal with everything," adds Gerry Golub, semaging director at
American Express Tax and Business Services in New York City.

Sure, but it's what many large companies do with those insightsdldattte problems. To some, a
smaller work force implies a lack of sophistication and a neeldaiodholding -- which can prove
mighty irritating, particularly to sophisticated entrepreneurs whaovdliag to invest a little time in,
say, choosing the right mission-critical software, or who havellagkechnologist or financial pro on
staff.

Take Fischer Sports USA, a Concord, N.H., outfit that distrébatel markets ski equipment. The
company's sales have grown 50% over the past three years, overwhelmutdated accounting
system. So David Allely, comptroller and head of operations at tHesr@oyee outfit, got the green
light to purchase a new system. What he thought would be a simplér&sked into a six-month
ordeal. Allely contacted about a dozen different vendors, including the nyidusading player-- and
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met with little more than frustration. Sure, the salespewphe friendly and solicitous. But Allely
consistently found himself treated like a novice.

"Anytime | asked a pointed question, they wouldn't answer it," he ssghelf eventually decided on
Icode's Everest accounting system. What prompted the decision? "Thegeqibet a CD-ROM with a
five-hour demonstration that allowed us to really get into [the sadfwand see how it would work for
us." Everest "was the only one," Allely says, who treated himaligeownup. Make it clear that if you
getting patronized, you won't be that vendor's patron. You're the customea)lafiad you know what
that means.

Listen for "no"

"No" may be the most important syllable you can hear when negotiatergieescontract. Be very
afraid if a potential vendor never utters it. "The people who suarare the people who just 'yes' you,
who never say, 'No, our product can't do that,™ says Allely. He's fooemire lookout for honesty, for
someone willing to say, "No, we can't do that. But here's aweesdiution to get around the limits of
our product." Adds Octagon CTO Kirk Gallion: "If they don't say 'no’ &t leace, I'll keep asking
tough questions, even if it goes way beyond what | want or need.” Thin&sohitredibility litmus test.

Don't Be Pigeonholed

When you think about your business, you probably think in terms of what your company aiges:
an IT service provider, say, or a marketing consultancy, or an intexsogn shop. Corporate America
doesn't see things quite that way. In a bid to simplify the vast, &aiga world of small and medium-
size businesses, many big corporations segment the market by numietafezs or annual revenu
company has, then design their products and services accordingly. Gatel@P are just two
companies that take this approach.

Whether or not you think of your own business and its needs in such quantgatigeit's worth
determining how you fit in your vendor's segmentation scheme. On the bgsig @mployee count,
for example, you may be tracked into certain programs or serhi@egdu might not want or need, st
as a less sophisticated accounting system or a larger inventory-memaggstem. Ask to see all of
their offerings for companies smaller and larger than you. If yog@eething you like that's available
for a larger or smaller company, ask for it. Vendors that régdly' small companies are the ones that
provide access to the same bells and whistles they offer beealctients. Plus, they're willing to scale
their products, so you're not forced to buy something designed for a multinaboiggdbmerate.

Bear in mind that there's no industry standard here. Depending on who you lmappelealing with,
your company may land in different segments. If you have 150 employees, rigslexane vendor
might lump you with companies that are made up of 150 to 500 employeesandtiter would put yc
into a segment that's 200 and under. "If you're at the bottom end of tree dierej you may not get as
much attention as you would like," cautions Golub, of American Expréssi.ré no longer the big fish
in the small pond." How does AmEXx get around the problem? By treating @apany as an
individual, regardless of size, Golub says.

When Things Go Wrong
You'll know Corporate America is really working for you when your vendor cahtesgh when

things, as they inevitably do, go wrong. Octagon's Gallion says he iksuedidwing warning to
vendors while he's in the selection process: "How you manage is$uoes vge decide whether we we
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to continue to work with you." And he repeats it often throughout the relhipridell Computer won
him as a repeat customer after an incident that almost hagdlkimg away from the computer
manufacturer. Octagon had recently purchased five laptops, only to diitaveeveral did not
function properly. Gallion called his account manager at Dell, who echaician call him. Without
even seeing the laptops, the technician figured out right away thabtherbvoard had to be replaced.
Gallion asked them to replace the motherboards even on the laptopsridat showing the problem,
and Dell complied. "Dell provided service above and beyond what we woul@liiperpect,” he says.

In your interview process, lead prospective vendors through disasterisse and ask them for
specifics -- including statistics en how they've handled customer crises in the past. For example
ask software vendor Intuit about their troubleshooting for QuickBooks custaimeyse able to tell yc
the average wait time for a phone conversation with a technical $@mgineer, by week, month, and
year. (Between April 2002 and April 2003, for example, the average QandisB-ustomer waited just
2.28 minutes to talk with a tech support person, the company says.) Fimdathér you'll be in phone
menu hell when things go wrong, or whether you'll have quick access to samadlists. Hewlett-
Packard, for example, recently beefed up its small and meslzenbusiness expertise call center, w
its reps get special training in the differences between largesmalleompany tech issues, says Ro
M. West, vice president of SMB Americas at the Houston-basegany.

Don't Be Afraid To Go Local

It's nice to think of having Corporate America on your side, but itites sense, think local. After all,
firms that are both nearby and similar in makeup to your own can offenadized attention that may
be harder to come by with the big guys. New York PR agent Lindner, fonpdsauses a small, local
outfit to host her company's website. "Sure there are problems swmsaehut | don't get put on hold for
three hours, and | get an explanation within hours -- sometimedlyloger instant messenger,"” she
says. "That's service."

Because many local vendors don't sponsor pricey television advertising gaspaw can you find
the good local alternatives? The best bet is to ask your locales@raiders, especially your
accountant or your lawyer, for recommendations -- after all, thelyigged into the local business
community. And whether you're going local or national, start smalt.dtgs vendor before signing
over all your business. That's what Susan Gilbert, owner of Caié ipark, a restaurant with seven
employees in San Diego, does. In her line of work, she says, "inventmagh flow. So when I'm
dealing with a vendor, | need to know how quickly can they deliver, how quicklytcan over the
inventory and keep it all tight." If she needs, say, 100 Danish delieaddday to serve hungry throi
of tourists, she'll start out with an order of several dozen and évdlaa the vendor she's selected
performs. She says that she takes the same approach with evemngiraffice supplies to delivery
services.

Finally, even if you get frustrated, don't give up hope. Even the mostitexnal vendor can have an
epiphany that leads to better service. Remember Witeck, the Myemhimarketer looking for domestic-
partner benefits? After he was turned down by his health-insurancegmoamnd after he searched
without success for an alternate carrier willing to provide thefitghe didn't simply throw up his
hands. He contacted other entrepreneurs in the area, and even #rdistigoport of the Washington,
D.C., mayor's office. After a year of pressure, Care Rimsbunced in May that it would begin offering
the benefits to small companies. "The decision made not just mpdayy year," Witeck says. It's an
important lesson: Small companies account for 99.7% of all emplioy#rs United States. Wield that
market clout, and you'll be surprised at just who you can get to work fc
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5 Who Get It

Finding a vendor who really understands the needs of entrepreneurs is tougitis-not impossible.
Meet five big players who have figured out how to think small.

1. Intuit Inc.: Willing to Customize
Intuit takes an uncommonly nuanced approach to entrepreneurs, defining thenmioybiez and
complexity of financial transactions they make. The result: produatsare neither more nor less
than what you need. Intuit also customizes for specific industriesingf different versions of
QuickBooks for retail, construction, health care, and nonprofits, wotle on the way.

2. The Principal Group: Size Is No Object
No one likes to be told that they're too small to matter. The PahGroup, one of the leading
suppliers of 401(k) plans to small companies, understands this. Unlikgoothelers, this Des
Moines-based outfit offers entrepreneurs the same featuresghaitrts expect, such as the
ability to design their own plans, and sophisticated advice on tough iBke@sanaging risk.

3. Dell computer: on call When Things Go Wrong
When your technology fails -- as it is wont to do -- Dell works on deedbffering support
within two hours, whether the problem is an individual hard drive or your aoyigpserver.
What's more, they can often solve the problem over the phone because thep-keelate
records of exactly how your system is configured.

4. Wells Fargo & Co.: Always Innovating
More than most banks, Wells Fargo constantly rolls out new sefeiceatrepreneurs,
transforming a bank into more than a place to park cash. Sure, thdéoaraprograms tailored
specifically to the entrepreneur's financial needs and an award-winabgjte. But Wells Fargo
also reaches beyond traditional banking services, offering entrepremegsslike payroll
services and retirement plans.

5. United Parcel Service Inc.: The Human Touch
UPS wants to be an extension of your own company -- your own personal &idfilause.
That's why they've rebranded 3,000 Mail Boxes Etc. outlets into UP Sidrere they'll help
pack your wares. And if you're shipping more than the store can handl@rof$&s the same
kind of services that the big guys get: Instead of combining your load withsotiadier
shipments, UPS will commit to a delivery date.

Alison Stein Wellner is a freelance writer in Brookline, Mass
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