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Introduction 
Ecommerce professionals in the Industrial Distribution space tend to have a deep appreciation for product 
data challenges.  Relative to their B-to-C peers, they are asked to create online shopping environments 
with lower budgets for more complex products sourced from less cooperative manufacturers.  In short, if a 
B-to-C retailer spends $100 to create a web site for 10 beach towels, an industrial distributor spends $50 
for 20 pneumatic power tools. 
 
There are several reasons industrial distributors have been slow to invest aggressively in ecommerce 
relative to B-to-C retailers: 
 

1) Low revenue Per SKU1 – Industrial Distributors2 tend to exhibit lower “revenue per sku” than B-to-
C retailers.  It is not uncommon to see an industrial distributor with $100 million in annual revenue 
carrying 50,000 active skus.  This creates a culture highly resistant to “per sku” fixed costs, 
particularly for slow-moving items. 

2) Weak initial investment leads to weak initial results – Bad websites saddled with expectations 
to fund their own growth can get stuck in first gear for years.  Weak online sales resulting from 
insufficient funding can reinforce initial skepticism, caution, and cost-aversion.  Often the tangible 
threat of losing a large customer is required to break the cycle and create a C-Level mandate for 
change. 

3) Lack of holistic ecommerce solutions – There is no service provider with expertise in industrial 
distribution that offers a one-stop shop for a web platform, data, search technology, web analytics, 
and product information management.  Compounding the issue of limited budget, industrial 
distributors are often left to cobble together solutions amidst a sea of over-hyped, piecemeal 
technology offerings. 

Although each industrial distributor faces unique challenges in the context of existing technology and 
budget constraints, we find that there are 5 key areas of web content that differentiate industrial distribution 
websites in the eyes of customers.  These 5 data challenges are described below, along with best practices 
and common signs of struggle associated with each. 
 
Taxonomy 
Taxonomy, or product classification, is the basis of online navigation, attribute normalization, and 
meaningful analytics and reporting.  Taxonomy is the ultimate expression of a distributor’s ability to keep 
their products organized and is often the most over-looked data element in the ecommerce experience. 
 
Best Practices:   

 Dedicate resources to maintaining a custom taxonomy based on the unique product breadth and 
depth.   

                                                 
1 “SKU” is a colloquialism for a “Stock Keeping Unit,” or warehouse item. 
2 The term “Industrial Distributor” will be used in this document to refer, in a general way, to distributors of industrial supplies, including MRO, HVAC, Plumbing, 
Electrical, Electronic Components, Building Supplies, Hardware, and Metalworking 
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 Leverage taxonomy as a basis for detailed financial reporting and analytics.  For example, a more 
granular taxonomy can allow an organization to report sales trends of wrenches by type (e.g. 
“combination wrenches,” “box end wrenches,” “adjustable wrenches,” etc.), rather than being 
limited to reporting and analyzing “Wrenches.”  Increased sales of specific types of wrenches could 
indicate trends within specific customer segments. 

 Optimize taxonomy for meaningful online navigation.  In tandem with keyword search, taxonomy 
allows customers to quickly navigate to and isolate relevant products. 

 Route frequent search terms directly to relevant nodes of taxonomy to ensure search result 
relevancy. 

 Use terminal taxonomy nodes as the basis for defining and normalizing product attributes (detailed 
below). 

Signs of Struggle:   
 Leveraging a third-party data structure that is too broad in some places and too narrow in others. 

 Product attributes are not normalized at the terminal taxonomy node (the lowest level of 
classification). 

 Print catalog index repurposed as web taxonomy. 

 Taxonomy nodes are not intuitive or are redundant (see Figure 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



5 Data Challenges for Industrial Distribution Websites 

 

 
bytemanagers.com 

 
 
Product Attributes 
Structured, normalized product attributes are essential for faceted product navigation, particularly for 
Industrial Distributors, who often stock hundreds of similar products with incremental attribute differences.  
For example, if a distributor offers 500 socket head cap screws, it is important that a customer can navigate 
within (not just to) these products.  The ability to “drill down” by selecting values from thoroughly-populated 
and normalized primary attributes is a simple enough concept, but nearly every online supplier encounters 
challenges with this data element. 
 
Best Practices 

 After thoroughly defining a meaningful taxonomy (see above), define a short list of “Navigation 
Attributes” that will be leveraged by the search engine for drill down searches within each terminal 
node of the taxonomy.  “Navigation Attributes” should not attempt to capture all possible product 
attributes, but rather isolate attributes that are relevant to every, or nearly every, product in the 
category.   

 Once navigation attributes have been defined, aggressively normalize and populate values for all 
items in the category, returning to manufacturer source materials where necessary. 

 Understand that “Navigation Attributes” are merely a subset of possible product attributes. The 
creation of an “Extended” attribute scheme that contains all possible product attributes is a much 
larger task. 

Signs of Struggle:  
 No normalization of product attributes across similar products.  Many distributors are forced into 

this scenario with an overly general taxonomy, or the inability to manipulate un-normalized data 
that is stored “as is” when received from manufacturers.  This scenario is extremely common – 
even large retailers like Sears and Target struggle to display structured attributes within taxonomy 
nodes. 

 Attempt to create faceted navigation using existing, un-normalized data (i.e. “If the data’s not 
structured, just use what we have.”)  This approach results in multiple “fragmented” attributes with 
similar meanings, which can preclude the customer from isolating similar products.  While it creates 
the impression of faceted navigation, it often does more harm than good and can cause extreme 
customer frustration. (see Figure 2) 

 Blank Attribute Values.  For example, if a customer uses the attribute “Length” as a drill down, 
products without a value for length will be invisible to the customer.  Empty values for key attributes 
causes distributors to systematically under-represent their product portfolio. (see Figure 3) 

 Too many Navigation Attributes. The less essential an attribute is, the less likely it is that attribute 
values can be consistently populated.  The goal, with many exceptions, is to have 100% fill rate for 
navigation attributes. 
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Product Images 
While apparel and consumer electronics retailers are debating the impact of zoom and “in use” images on 
their online conversion rates, industrial distributors struggle to simply have an image for many products. 
 
Product Images are essential to industrial distribution websites.  Images not only create consumer 
confidence that a product “is what the text says it is,” they are also valuable visual cues in product 
navigation.  Our experience indicates that customer perception of product image quality is highly correlated 
to customer perception of overall website quality. 

 
Best Practices:   

 Define image standards and image governance procedures that account for both print and web 
requirements. 

 Leverage digital asset management tools that streamline image management and deployment. 

 Engage manufacturers directly and systematically to obtain the most up-to-date (and highest 
resolution) product images available. 

 Once manufacturer source materials have been exhausted, leading distributors often take pictures 
themselves for key items with missing images. 

Signs of Struggle:   
 Responsibility for product images resides within vertical silos of Product Management, creating 

inconsistent image quality across product categories. 

 Complete reliance upon a subscription service.  The quality of subscription image repositories 
varies by industry, but invariably results in large missing image rates and often achieves lowest-
common-denominator image quality. 
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Product Titles (Short Descriptions) 
Along with images, product titles are the most immediate visual cues for online shoppers.  Generally 
speaking, a product title should provide as much information about a product in as few characters as 
possible while avoiding cryptic abbreviations. 

 
Best Practices:   

 Create rules to auto-generate product descriptions.  In advanced product title schemes, rules can 
vary by product category, so that the rule for creating a title for a power tool may not be the same 
as commodity items like nuts and bolts. 

 After generating product descriptions using a rules-based approach, copy edit product titles to 
ensure consistency and meaningfulness.  This one-two punch of structured logic and human touch 
can dramatically improve product navigation and aesthetic look and feel. 

Signs of Struggle:   
 Repurposing product titles from manufacturers without modification.  These “pass through” product 

titles lack consistency, making it difficult for customers to quickly scan lists of titles to find the item 
they are looking for. 

Figure 4:  Product Images and Product Titles for an Electrical Supplier 
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 Repurposing legacy supply chain descriptions with little or no modification.  Legacy supply chain 
data often contains cryptic abbreviations and suffers from a paralyzing lack of consistency, 
accuracy, and completeness.  They were never intended to be used on a website. 

 
Feature Copy 
Not all product information can be captured in a picture, product title or structured product attributes.  Most 
manufacturers provide some form of product information in paragraph or bullet form that can contain critical 
information about a product, its applications, or restrictions.  Naturally, this content (and its usefulness and 
quality) varies widely by manufacturer. 
 
Best Practices: 

 Capture all feature copy and feature bullets from manufacturer source materials, carefully 
extracting information that belongs in structured attributes.   

 With the remaining text or bullets, eliminate language that is “self-congratulatory” (e.g. “the 
screwdriver all contractors prefer”) or that are overly fluffy (e.g. “When’s the last time you reached 
for your tool belt to find that your screwdriver was missing?”). 

Signs of Struggle 
 Total absence of feature copy or bullets.  This scenario typically reflects web platform or product 

information management limitations. 

 Feature copy captured “as is” from manufacturers, without editing before publishing to the website.  
Presence of manufacturer-centric or extremely long paragraphs containing little meaningful 
information. 
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Conclusion 
In an online environment, customers never see the products that they are purchasing3, or the aisles and 
shelves on which they are stored.  Taxonomy and structured attributes are the aisles and shelves.  Product 
descriptions, images and feature copy are the products.  Much like the brick and mortar environment, the 
organization and presentation of products (in conjunction with pricing) will win and lose customers and drive 
revenue. 
 
The data elements described in this document (taxonomy, attributes, images, product titles, and feature 
copy) should be thought of as components in an overall strategy – not one-off projects.  They are highly 
interdependent, and distributors who struggle with one product data element often struggle with many or all 
product data elements. 
 
In the end, the concept is simple:  allow customers to find what they are looking for as quickly as possible.  
Once they find it, provide the information they need to make a purchase decision. 
 
 
About ByteManagers, Inc. 
ByteManagers provides strategic data consulting and data services to large and mid-sized industrial 
distributors facing the data challenges described above. 
 
Headquartered in Chicago, the ByteManagers’ team is fortified with industry domain experts who 
understand the strategic objectives of data sourcing and normalization initiatives. With more than 500 
projects executed successfully since 1999, ByteManagers is dedicated to repeatable, predictable, and 
sustainable results. 
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3 That is, until they arrive via shipment AFTER the purchase 


