Q: Hey Steve! I was wondering if you know of any sources for purchasing items we need for our business (other than the Yellow Pages.) It seems to me there must be some way to comparison shop for things we need like insurance, furniture, and so on, but I am not sure what it is. Thanks -
Mike, Salem, OR

A: Well Mike, you are on the right track. If one trait successful small businesses share is keeping their overhead low (and it is), then comparison shopping is key. I have a colleague who recently remodeled his showroom. “If I didn’t comparison shop and get several bids for the work,” he told me, “I easily would have spent double than what I did. Yes, it was quite time-consuming, but it was worth it.”

Of course the Internet is a boon when it comes to comparison shopping, but the problem here is that most sites are fairly specific. For example, when it comes to health insurance, e-healthinsurance.com is a very valuable recourse for comparison shopping. Similarly, e-loan is a great place to get different quotes for mortgages.
Which begs the question: Is there such a site geared towards the small businessperson? Indeed there is, and the good news is that it offers a surprisingly wide variety of resources. 
The site is www.BuyerZone.com.  At BuyerZone small businesses (the buyers) can get multiple quotes for scores of products and services from a vast network of BuyerZone suppliers. In fact, in just a few simple clicks, a buyer can

· Create a Request for Quotes specifying exactly what they need from more 2,000 Local and National Suppliers, and then 
· Receive multiple bids from the most appropriate BuyerZone vendors
What sort of bids you ask? You can do comparison shopping and get competitive bids on everything from business insurance, computers vending machines, payroll services and forklifts to software, phone systems, graphic design, and everything in between.  In fact, BuyerZone offers bids in more than 90 different categories. 
Obviously, the possibility of saving a lot of time and energy by using this valuable service is enormous. Instead of flipping through the Yellow Pages looking for suppliers and vendors, or searching product catalogs or going to a store, by logging onto BuyerZone, you can get multiple bids for your business needs without ever having to leave the office. Is the Internet era cool or what?
Another thing I like a lot about BuyerZone is that, aside from offering you a great network of businesses that want to bid on your business, the site offers independent “Buyer’s Guides” that present background information about your purchasing decision. The Buyer’s Guides offer overviews of the industry, updates on new trends, pricing guidelines, and tips on how to make the right purchase.
The site also offers small business advice, a syndicated column called The Savvy Business Shopper, and other useful tips and strategies.

All in all, BuyerZone is the sort of site that the Internet seems designed for – a unique service that would be hard to duplicate in the non-virtual world which becomes an amazing service in the virtual world. 
Today’s tip: Good sales contest can be a great way to motivate a sales team, but a bad contest can have the exact opposite effect – a demoralizing downer. What is the difference? A good contest offers realistic, achievable goals, is short in duration, has desirable prizes, and links rewards to performance. A bad contest misses in one or more of these things. 
