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Delivering Success 
Build.com avoids e-commerce headaches with intelligent shipping platform 

by LEN LEWIS 

Remember the line f r o m the movie 
"Field of Dreams"? " I f y o u bui ld 

i t , they w i l l come!" That may be true, 
but the real questions are "When?" 
and " H o w much w i l l i t cost?" 

Answers to those questions are 
imperative for any retailer shipping 
merchandise, but more so for online 
merchants like Build.com, an online 
home improvement retailer whose 
high freight costs 
and l imited control 
of more than 400 
distr ibut ion centers 
were nibbl ing away 
at its bo t tom line 
unt i l partnering 
w i t h Convey, a cart-
to-door delivery 
pla t form that en­
hances the customer 
experience and pre­
vents profits f r o m 
flying out the door. 

Whi le the com­
pany's overall con­
cern was reducing 
excessive shipping 
costs, rising con­
sumer expectations 
for e-commerce 
mean that shipping 
and delivery is an 
important part of 
the online shopping 
experience. 

w i t h great customer service," says 
Marshal Downey, Build.com's director 
of direct marketing. 

The company started 15 years ago 
mainly selling plumbing products, and 
expanded into lighting and a variety 
of "niche sites" which offer specific 
categories w i t h i n home improvement. 
I n 2008 i t acquired another network 
of sites that included the Build.com 
domain. 
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We were leaving a lot of dollars on the table because 
we weren't optimizing our shipping routes." 

— Marshal Downey, Build.com 
FACILITATING 
EXPERTS 

Build.com works w i t h over 350 ven­
dors offering everything f r o m fans and 
faucets to major appliances and, liter­
ally, kitchen sinks. In-house experts 
offering advice for every category and 
product make the company a f u l l -
service retailer. 

" I th ink we're comparable to N o r ­
dstrom as a shopping experience and 

" F r o m there, we started to put ev­
erything under that premium name," 
Downey says. "The niche sites are 
definitely a core part of our business 
strategy, but Build.com is our flag­
ship." 

Traffic on the site is brisk, w i t h 
monthly visits running i n the eight fig­
ures, Downey says. " F r o m a revenue 
perspective we're o n track to do about 

$750 m i l l i o n , so things are on an up­
ward t rend. " 

Part of that success is due to Build, 
corn's in-house product and category 
experts. "We call them experts be­
cause they go through brand-specific 
training for our key brands," he says. 
"We might send a group of sales reps 
out to a manufacturers' headquar­
ters to learn all the key selling points 
about products, even h o w they're put 

together." 

The company 
also hosts what 
Downey calls 
" b r a n d days" 
at headquarters 
where manufac­
turers come i n to 
p i tch their prod­
ucts. " A l l that 
learning, coupled 
w i t h a month-
long training pro­
gram, gives our 
product techs the 
tools they need to 
be experts on fa­
cil itating different 
home improve­
ment projects," 
he says. 

Build.com 
doesn't o w n 
any distr ibution 
centers and very 
little of its mer­
chandise; v i r t u ­
ally everything 

is drop-shipped. "That's one of the 
reasons Convey has been so successful 
for us," Downey says. " N o t all of the 
more than 400 warehouses we use are 
created equal i n terms of distr ibution 
volume, and it's hard for us to inf lu­
ence their operations. 

"Workers i n the distr ibution centers 
are not incentivized to find the best 
possible shipping choice for us. They 
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usually go w i t h what's most conve­
nient because there are a lot of pack­
ages that have to get o u t . " 

The best strategy was to take ship­
ping decisions away f r o m D C associ­
ates and place them i n the hands of an 
intelligent system. 

"Frankly, we were leaving a lot 
of dollars on the table because we 
weren't optimizing our 
shipping routes," Downey 
says. " I t was really an i n ­
ternal pain point , a piece of 
low-hanging f ru i t that we 
never really optimized as 
we continued to grow. 

" O u r shipping logistics 
are very complex and no 
one wanted to take on 
something that w o u l d 
make i t even more com­
plex," he says. "So Convey 
came i n at the r ight t ime . " 

freight shipment. Doubl ing i t is a big 
w i n for us." 

The company had been pitched on 
carrier opt imizat ion services before 
but many of them required fairly 
substantial integration efforts. " W i t h 
Convey, all we had to do was send 
them all our shipping data to get a 
forecast of savings that were on the 
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ANALYZING COSTS 
The company wasn't 

losing money, but simply 
wasn't as profitable as i t 
could have been, Downey 
says. "We looked at a cost 
analysis of our business 
and noticed our shipping 
costs were higher than they 
should be. I t came d o w n 
to carrier selection. We 
negotiate some pretty good 
rates but we were giving 
away a lot of our margin 
dollars to poorly selected 
carriers." 

Since using Convey, 
Downey says the company 
is saving about $15 per 
shipment; because savings 
are continuing to trend up, 
i t might be closer to $16 
or $17. 

"Even at $15 that's a pretty signifi­
cant amount, considering the volume 
of shipments we're doing, and it's 
going straight to our b o t t o m l ine , " he 
says. " W h e n we were going through 
the business forecasts w i t h Convey, 
we were forecasting savings of $8 per 

Appliance Categories 
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1.1 i l 
S h o p b y B r a n d R e f r i g e r a t i o n 

Since using Convey, Build.com 
is saving about $15 per shipment 

table," Downey says. "Basically, there 
was no integration. Implementation 
took no more than t w o weeks." 

A l l that had to be done was on-
boarding the distr ibution centers 
and vendors. Convey managed that 
through its onboarding team, which 
trained vendors on h o w to use the 

portal . "We started w i t h five distr ibu­
t i o n centers and measured results for 
about 90 days," Downey says. 
"Then we expanded, starting w i t h the 
warehouses that had the highest vo l ­
ume and w o r k i n g our way d o w n the 
list. Once the vendors realized how 
much time w o u l d be saved, they were 
eager to embrace the technology." 

Build.com is n o w w o r k ­
ing w i t h Convey on parcel 
optimizat ion. "There's 
not as much savings to 
be had, but there's a lot 
more volume, " Downey 
says. "We just got all 
agreements signed and I 
w o u l d n ' t be surprised i f 
we started onboarding 
some distr ibut ion centers 
to see h o w tilings go. Be­
cause it's parcel, there's an 
additional cost structure 
and we have to make sure 
we're at least covering our 
costs. But there's no rea­
son to believe i t w o n ' t be 
a success." 

The company is also 
w o r k i n g w i t h Convey to 
develop a package tracker: 
Right n o w i f an order is 
shipped, customers have 
to go to the carrier's web­
site to check the status. 
"Since Convey is sitting 
on all the regional car­
rier data, we have been 
w o r k i n g w i t h them on 
standardization i n order 
to get all the carrier infor­
mat ion on display at our 
website," he says. 

"We want to be able to 
tell customers where their 
package is all the way 

through to delivery. We don' t want to 
tell them to go somewhere else. Show­
ing them shipment status w i l l be a 
great customer experience." STORES 

Len Lewis is a veteran journalist and author 
covering the retail industry in the U.S., 
Canada, Europe and South America. 
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