ECi CEO Ron Books on the American office products market
“Customers want service, every hour, every day”

When it comes to the office products trade, there are quite a few differences between America and the Netherlands. Power channels are strongly represented in the United States, and the logistics are different. There are also similarities. The assortment, for instance, is almost the same. Ron Books, CEO of software company ECi discusses developments in the American office products industry. “If you don’t use e-commerce you’re in trouble.” 
By Jaap van Ekeris
It’s not easy to get an appointment to see Ron Books. He’s only in the Netherlands for a short time, and it’s quite a puzzle to decide which location is most suitable. We settle on the ECi Europe offices in Hoofddorp. Despite his grueling schedule, Ron Books takes the time to talk to us. A long distance flight on Monday, Cambridge, UK on Tuesday and Wednesday, the Netherlands on Thursday (for activities including meeting customers), back to the States on Friday. The ECi boss confirms that that’s what life is like these days. The heavy workload doesn’t show. The American looks fresh and sharp, and answers questions at lightning speed. And he knows it:  “Just interrupt me if I go too fast” he says at the start of our interview. 
Power channels
Ron Books has been President and CEO of eCommerce Industries Inc, the American software company with headquarters in Dallas, Texas for a year now. He has been working for the company for ten years, starting out in sales. “I have seen this company develop from up close”, he comments. In a relatively short time, ECi has grown from an online retailer to, in Books’ words, a software solutions provider. The company develops and supplies ‘industry-specific software’. It employs around 450 people. Until recently, acquisition was high on the agenda, but now the focus has shifted to existing industries. 
The company mainly serves the office supplies market and related industries. Almost half of the more than 5,000 customers are office dealers. The home market has changed considerably over the past few years, Books explains. What is the office products industry like in the country of unlimited opportunities? “The main difference with Europe and the Netherlands is the strong presence of power channels like Office Depot. This is a challenge to us. Staples, for instance, invests millions of dollars in e-commerce. And Office Depot investment in their website is almost on a par with Amazon. The online trade is growing at an amazing speed.” 

Two big buying groups
He points out that online business these days means a lot more than just web ordering. “Customers want service, every hour of every day. As far as prices go, informed customers take their own decisions. A couple of clicks of the mouse will get you the all the product details you like.” Is the American assortment in office products the same as the Dutch? “There is an extensive overlap. Office equipment, furniture, supplies, etc.” Do you have companies like our professional office retailers in the US?  “We’ve got the so-called small dealers. Different types, varying in size, also active in e-commerce. We also have wholesalers, and contract stationers, of course. The big boys like Herman Miller (chairs) and Hayworth (manufacturer & designer in office decoration). There is a significant difference when it comes to logistics. “Individual dealers take care of distribution in a variety of ways. There are two large buying groups: BPGI and IS Group. The latter has its own regional distribution channels. Another difference: dealers take care of their own transport needs; they have their own trucks on the road. The passionate CEO is full of praise for the office products industry in his country. The independent dealers fascinate him. “They are creative, they are excellent entrepreneurs, they are competitive and know their way around. They are also flexible; almost everyone provides next-day delivery.”
E-commerce
He mentions Pinnacle, an ECi customer that is market leader in, among other things, video editing solutions for the consumer market. “They work with extensive dealerships. That’s where our technology comes in. Our software is extremely flexible. We are adaptable. Next day delivery, with the help of our ERP (information and management) system.” The question is whether everyone in the market is fully aware of all the options provided by modern technology.  “I don’t think so. Those who use available technology to the full extent have an advantage. It is developing all the time.”
Books used to work for Linux (operating systems) and has ten years in the American office product business under his belt. What would he say is the biggest difference between ‘then’ and ‘now’? “E-commerce. If a dealer cannot offer e-commerce, a customer will go to a competitor.  I believe this is also true for the Dutch professional office retailers. If you don’t use e-commerce you’re in trouble. Are all office products suitable for online sales? The commodities certainly are. But growth continues. In the States, forty to fifty percent of orders in the supply business are processed online. The percentage for contract stationers is even higher: seventy-five to eighty percent.”
Independent dealer
The inevitable question comes up: what is the effect of the economic crisis?  “It affects everyone. Office dealers have had to cope with losses of on average six to ten percent last year. And I expect this will continue for some time. Does the crisis affect ECi?  Yes, it does. Business is getting tougher and smarter and we will have to take some more strategic decisions. I don’t mean to say there will be layoffs. We cannot control the economic situation. We can, however, ‘guide’ our dealers. These are hard times. Absolutely. But I think we have hit the bottom. I expect people will start investing again.” 
He repeats that he believes in independent dealers. “They will be successful. And those who are successful will survive. We want to be the partner for those dealers. Our success depends on their success one hundred percent. We will have to operate in an even more partner-focused and company-focused way. I’m looking forward to that.”

ECi in Europe
ECi is represented in Europe by subsidiary ECi Europe, with offices in Cambridge and Lincoln in the UK and Hoofddorp in the Netherlands. Two years ago, ECi Europe took over Dutch software firm e-Buzz (founded in 1989 as kærtSoftware). Rian Faay acts as vice president sales from the Netherlands. The developer of industry-specific software has had great success with products including web application EasyOrder. The order system, which also functions as a self-service portal, is used all over the office products industry.
