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Executive summary

The counter can't wait on a PDF folder
Distributors compete on catalog breadth — and on how fast that breadth turns
into an answer while a customer is standing at the counter or waiting on the
phone.
A cross reference, a port size, a fire-safe rating: the answer usually lives in a vendor's spec sheet
or cut sheet, filed wherever that vendor happens to publish it. Multiply that by every supplier a
distributor carries, and a single lookup can mean opening a half-dozen separate PDF folders
before the customer gets a straight answer.
Wipfli's 2026 Distribution Industry Outlook frames this as a defining issue for the year ahead:
pricing pressure, tariff uncertainty, and a tightening labor market are pushing distributors toward
digital tools as the difference between protecting margin and falling behind.

This whitepaper introduces Alessia, Back Bay Automation's AI coworker for technical distribution.
Alessia indexes catalogs, cut sheets, and cross-reference guides from every vendor a distributor
carries and turns them into cited answers — so counter sales searches once instead of five times,
inside sales quotes with a source attached, and new hires ramp without shadowing a senior rep
for every lookup.
We look at three roles where shared vendor knowledge changes the outcome for a distributor —
the counter, inside sales, and outside sales — and how Alessia turns a multi-vendor search into
one cited answer.
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01

Why multi-vendor catalogs slow the counter down
Distributors don't control the documentation they depend on. Every manufacturer they carry
publishes specs, cut sheets, and cross-reference guides in its own format, on its own site,
updated on its own schedule. A counter rep fielding a substitution request has to know not just
the product, but which vendor's PDF folder to open — and whether the version they find is
current.

COUNTER SALES

Before   Open multiple vendor PDF folders
for one lookup

With Alessia   One search across indexed
catalogs

INSIDE SALES

Before   Ask a senior rep for the right cross
reference

With Alessia   Cited alternate from the
cross reference guide

OUTSIDE SALES

Before   Send a submittal without verifying
the spec page

With Alessia   Confirm fire-safe rating or
port size before you email

1 in 3 distribution employees are eligible to retire within five years,
industry workforce surveys estimate — taking
cross-reference and fit knowledge with them that was never
written down.
NAW Institute for Distribution Excellence, Industrial Careers Pathway survey
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The average age of a skilled worker in wholesale distribution is now over 50, and most of what
that person knows — which fittings actually cross-reference, which substitute to offer when a
product is out of stock — exists only in their head. None of this is a documentation problem so
much as a search problem: the specs exist, scattered across every vendor a distributor carries.

Alessia gives distributors a shared layer of vendor knowledge — catalogs
and cross-reference guides from every supplier you index, searchable in
plain language, with every answer traceable back to the vendor page it
came from.
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Alessia: an AI coworker for technical distribution
Alessia is built for counter speed and multi-vendor catalogs — where the right spec exists, but
not in a format any one search engine was built to index.

2.1 — Bring vendor context into every quote
Inside sales shouldn't need a separate tab open for every supplier. Alessia surfaces spec sheets
and cross-references from every vendor you index in one search, so a quote goes out backed by
the right vendor's own documentation.

2.2 — Respond while the customer waits
A substitution request doesn't pause the line at the counter. Alessia turns those requests into
cited answers before the customer leaves — pressure class, port size, and material compatibility
confirmed against the source document, not memory.

2.3 — Preserve what senior reps know
Cross-reference knowledge is one of a distributor's most valuable and least documented assets.
Alessia captures it as it's used, so new staff ramp on searchable documentation instead of
shadowing every senior rep for every lookup.

What that looks like day to day
Four ways Alessia shows up in a distributor's daily counter and inside-sales workflow.

01 Search every vendor

IP ratings, port counts, and wire sizes from data sheets across every supplier you carry,
in one search instead of five.

Catalogs from every indexed supplier

Filter by manufacturer when needed

Cited answers in plain language
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02 Pull vendor specs fast

Inside sales checks ambient limits, port sizes, and lead times from cut sheets without
leaving the quote they're building.

IOMs and cut sheets side by side

Manufacturer hubs with doc counts

External links where you keep them

03 Verify before you quote

Every answer cites the vendor page, so a rep confirms before pricing or emailing instead
of trusting a half-remembered spec.

Page-level citations

Built-in PDF preview

Copy with source attached

04 Ramp new counter staff

New hires ask Alessia instead of shadowing every senior rep for catalog lookups, so
ramp time depends on the documentation, not who's on shift.

Real questions from your library

Same tool for counter and inside

Live in weeks with vendor docs

What is the closest alternate to vendor A model 4402?

Vendor B AR-4402 matches pressure class and port size per the cross reference table.

Cross reference guide
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01 Secure document upload and indexing
Hand off your existing vendor catalogs and cross-reference guides as-is.

02 Pilot with one vendor catalog first
Prove the model on a single supplier's line before expanding to the rest.

03 Typical rollout in about three weeks
From document handoff to a working pilot your team can pressure-test at the counter.

Conclusion

One search beats five PDF folders
The distributors who win at the counter are the ones whose people can answer with confidence
— while the customer is still standing there, with a source they can point to. The documentation
to do that already exists across every vendor you carry. What's been missing is a way to search it
as one library instead of a folder per supplier.
Alessia is that layer: a shared, cited, AI coworker for technical distribution, built on your own
vendor catalogs.



See Alessia on your
documentation.

Hand off your vendor catalogs and pressure-test Alessia against how
counter and inside sales work today.

Book a demo

Live in 3 weeks Cited Isolated
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