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company against online competitors by 
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Sales Management 
Plus: Distribution-
specific CRM 
 
 

 
SMP Mobile: Solutions 
to bring your data in and 
out of your office 
 
 
 
DataView: Profiling, 
analysis, meaningful 
data and instant graphs 
 
 
MarketPro: Rich 
electronic marketing 
campaigns designed for 
distributors 
 

 
ERP Integrations to 
leading distribution 
systems like Eclipse, 
P21, Infor SX.e, Mincron 
and more 

 
Support and training 
from a team with years 
of experience in the 
distribution industry 
 

 
 

 
  

Sales Management Software 
Designed for Distributors in 
an Easy-to-Implement 
“Software as a Service” Model 
 
Distribution is a tough industry. Everyday 
new competitors start-up in your own 
backyard. Margins are eroding. Costs are 
increasing. New sales are harder to find 
than ever. 
 
SMP is set apart from the competition by 
its “Software as a Service” or SaaS model, 
providing hosted applications for CRM, 
sales and marketing collaboration, as well 
as e-marketing. We license our products 
to distributors, allowing them on-demand 
access to Sales Management Plus and 
MarketPro. This service model eliminates 
the overhead of server purchases, regular 
maintenance, dedicated IT staff, and 
takes the burden of ongoing backup and 
disaster recovery planning off of the 
client. Our service model allows us to 
handle all that for you. 
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Your customers and prospects are turning to online sources in record numbers. 
According to a recent survey conducted by Acquity Group1, 68% of B2B buyers now 
source their products online, up from 57% in the previous year’s study. The study 
shows that your customers’ buying habits are continuing to change in many dramatic 
ways: 

• Buyers who spend 90% or more of their budgets online doubled from 9% to 18% 
• 44% of buyers research products on their smartphone or tablet 
• 30% of buyers research almost all of their products (90%) online before 

purchasing – that is, before ever talking to your sales people 
• 16.6% purchased from Amazon Supply alone 

 
The research shows that there is a large gap between the way B2B buyers are sourcing 
their products and the way B2B suppliers are meeting their needs. If you want to stay 
competitive – or even just stay in business – you must find ways to both compete 
against and add value through online channels. 
 
In this Green Paper, we will explore how the most effective distribution sales teams are 
using CRM and user-driven, self-serve business intelligence to: 

• Differentiate themselves from online sources 
• Transition sales roles from a transaction-based interaction to specialized 

engagement 
• Use visual storytelling to underscore their value and add insight 
• Improve their online presence through email and social marketing 
• Leverage business intelligence to generate vendor cooperation and other 

advantages 
 

Differentiating Your Company from Online Sources 
Can your sales and operations teams carefully articulate the differences between the 
value they provide and the value that B2B buyers must be seeing in their online 
experience? What is the difference between your company and an online shopping 
cart? 
 
Real brand differentiation happens when the combination of the products you offer 
and the services you provide meet your customers’ needs in a far superior manner 
than other options in the market. The most obvious difference between an online 
shopping cart and a distributor are “low price,” vs. “personalized service,” respectively.  

                                                
1 Acquity Group , 2014 State of B2B Procurement Study, summary at https://www.accenture.com/us-
en/insight-state-b2b-procurement-study-uncovering-shifting-landscape 
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There are, however, numerous ways for a distributor to differentiate their brand. Here 
are just a few examples: 
 
Innovation 
Many distributors work creatively with their customers to develop new solutions, 
something no customer can get from an online shopping cart. You customers may like 
the convenience of ordering a commodity product online, but what do they do when 
they need a custom assembly or require a tight job delivery schedule. Innovation can 
be a difficult differentiation strategy to sustain over time as it requires creative 
thinking and new investment . Online shopping carts, however, will never be able to 
keep up with your creative customer interactions and planning. 
 
Customer Experience 
Different companies offer different experiences to customers. Online shopping can 
only offer one type of experience, and if that experience is flawed because of 
confusing checkout processes or slow load times, customer experience can actually 
be a negative differentiator. In contrast, distributors are able to influence customer 
experience in real and meaningful ways. Some examples may seem trivial but still 
create important differentiation for many customers that sway their purchasing 
loyalty, such as espresso machines in the show room, basketball tickets, rounds of 
golf and thank you gifts. Other examples make specific business differences such as 
personally fixing delivery mistakes, meeting with customers’ customers to help sell 
new deals or offering product support in multiple languages. Even something as 
simple as an unusual payment option or a personal response to an email can set you 
apart from the robots. Experience can make a real difference in your sales, as 
evidenced in research from CSO Insights2 that shows by reaching higher levels of 
sales relationships and process implementation, organizations can achieve a 31% 
higher win rate, help 21% more reps hit quota and experience a 43% lower sales rep 
turnover.  
 
Service 
Numerous studies show that customers who have multiple interactions you’re your 
employees are more loyal than customers who have little or no interaction. Human 
relationships matter, and that is especially true with your customer support teams. 
These bonds go much deeper than price. Providing your customers with a consistent 
support experience can help you win customers away from your online competitors 
and keep them longer. Self-serve data visualizations can help your support team in a 
number of ways. For example, building a dashboard of calls, requests and interaction 
ratings by industry, product, geography, etc., can help you understand your customer 
                                                
2 https://www.csoinsights.com 
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base much better and develop new ways to better serve them. If you have service level 
agreements with customers, you can easily track response times and urgency/severity 
across any number of variables. Your team can also quickly analyze support topics for 
patterns and outliers to find new ways to focus your resources and drive 
improvements. 
 
Price 
Low price is one of the primary differentiators of your online competitors, but rarely a 
profitable differentiator for a distributor. 
 

Moving From Transactions to Engagement 
For decades, the typical sales model went largely unchanged. Distributors focused 
their efforts in innovation around value-added services, shipping guarantees, specialty 
stock and other areas. Their sales teams operated in a transactional world of buy and 
sell. Sales reps were given a territory, an industry, or some other list to work and they 
set off using traditional sales techniques to get the deal done. 
 
The introduction of online competitors like Amazon Supply changed the world in which 
your sales reps live. Online suppliers understand that their main advantage may only 
be price.  So they reduced their cost of sales by reducing or eliminating sales reps, 
customer support, education, office leases and more. As we discussed above, this 
allows them a unique advantage in differentiation – price. Online suppliers might be 
able to reduce their prices by as much as 20% and still turn a healthy profit. 
 
Traditional distributors might have more than half of their operating profit dedicated to 
sales and marketing. In the past, these employees helped educate customers and 
prospects about products and services. But most B2B buyers are empowered to do 
their initial research online as well. In fact, according to research by Sirius Decisions, 
67% of the “buyers journey,” is completed digitally. 
 
So there’s nothing left for a distribution sales rep to do, right? Wrong. The truth is that 
your sales force matters more than ever and distributors who have learned to 
transition their sales force into a differentiator are the ones who will beat out both 
traditional and online sources. The availability of online sources has not eliminated the 
need for sales interaction, but the standard for those interactions has increased. 
Buyers are better informed, so they expect more out of your sales reps than they would 
be able to find from an online catalog or shopping cart.  
 
The key differentiator your sales team can bring is specialized engagement. If they 
cannot match the 24/7 availability and low-cost operation of an online supplier, they 
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can more than make up for it in valuable insight and expertise. There are a number of 
ways you and your sales people can pivot to become more effective: 
 
Focus on Insight 
Your sales reps need to start delivering real insights to their customers. What are new 
opportunities in their markets, new ways to improve their business, new ways to grow 
and become more profitable? Real, one-to-one insight cannot be mass-marketed 
online. One of the key values a face-to-face sales rep brings are a set of experiences 
and insights derived from those experiences. Delivering important insights is how you 
move from being an ordinary supplier to being a trusted advisor. 
 
Unfortunately for many distributors, insight is not easy to come by. Without the right 
set of analytical tools, your sales reps have to rely on anecdotes and gut-level instincts 
to help guide your customers to greater success. But with self-serve business 
intelligence and data visualization, your reps can find patterns in your customer base 
that could make important differences in your customers’ businesses.   
 
Realign Your Sales Patches 
You need to make expertise a core selling skill stand out. When competing against a 
national or global online supplier, geographical focus becomes less important in your 
sales team. Typically, distributors divide their customers based on geography more for 
their own convenience than for customer satisfaction. It is easy for a distributor to hire 
in a region and try to reduce sales costs with a regional focus, but there is little benefit 
to the customer. Many customers would prefer to talk with someone with expertise in 
a particular product line or industry, regardless of where they live. Consider ways to 
realign your sales patches with ways that add the most value to your customer. 
 
Track Customer Value More Closely 
There are a number of methods distributors use to determine the value of their 
customers. Some use sales revenue, but unfortunately revenue doesn’t tell us if we’re 
making money or not. Some use gross profit but that doesn’t show which customers 
are more expensive to serve and support. Some use days sales outstanding, but while 
DSO helps us manage cash it doesn’t necessarily tell us anything about the real long-
term value of each customer. One of the reasons distributors track these metrics is 
that they are easy. Unfortunately, you might be incenting the wrong behavior in your 
sales reps and support teams if your analysis of customer value is too simplistic. With 
self-serve business intelligence combined with CRM, you can analyze your customer 
base quickly and easily in ways that matter most to your company. In our Green Paper, 
Turning Good Customers into Great Customers, we discuss how to analyze frequency 
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and order size to drive more value in your organization (available at 
gosmp.com/greatcustomers). 
 
Work With Customers on Value Adds 
An online shopping cart cannot analyze the depth of value added services offered to 
propose new solutions to customers. We have heard many stories among distributors 
who have used value adds to compete against online competitors. For example, one 
distributor used self-serve BI tools to analyze sales of certain products among the 
plumbing contractors in their customer base. When a contractor customer was asked 
why he didn’t buy a particular product, his response was that he needed that product 
all the time so he bought large quantities to keep on-hand. Since he had to buy so 
much at a time, he simply looked for the cheapest online source. When the distributor 
showed the contractor that they could keep the stock for them so they never ran out 
and didn’t have to tie up money in large orders and carrying cost, the contractor 
started buying the product from them. After a similar analysis with another contractor 
customer, that customer told the distributor that he liked the smaller pack sizes 
offered for a particular product by an online supplier. The distributor offered to break 
down the larger package size they typically sold for that product. The contractor was 
happy to consolidate more of his purchases with his favorite source. 
 

Employ Visual Storytelling 
Many distributor sales reps fail to paint a picture of the entire value your company 
provides to each individual customer. This is usually because of a lack of data 
visualization tools. With the right tools you can quickly pull together the right data to 
tell your story to your customers in a way that differentiates your company from online 
competitors. 
 
SMP can provide your reps with data visualizations that can tell quickly demonstrate 
many areas of value that you provide your customers, such as number of meetings, 
technical support or education calls, value-added services, purchases and purchase 
history, product categories and more. Your reps can then create client specific 
storyboard presentations of what you’ve provided each client, further demonstrating 
the value that you offer beyond an online cart. And if your customers and prospects 
have questions, you can answer them immediately with real data, no delays, no waiting 
for decisions.  
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Improve Your Online Presence 
The growth in online procurement represents an opportunity to your business more 
than a threat. This is not simply a “if I can’t beat them, I’ll join them,” concession. 
Online is easy compared to the value a distributor adds. Distributors have already done 
the hard part: physical locations, customer relationships, logistics planning, on-site 
consulting, and more. By improving your online presence, you can compete in ways a 
purely online company cannot even imagine while beating them at their own game. 
Here are some suggestions for where to start: 
 
Improve Your Website 
Many distributors still lack even the simple ability to take orders online. Many of the 
distributors who do have online ordering capabilities have not done much more than 
offer an electronic catalog to purchasers. Can you imagine if your sales reps showed 
up at a customer location, tossed a catalog on their desk and left the office? That is 
essentially the approach of these simple e-commerce websites. You need to take it a 
step further by answering common questions your sales people might face through 
blog articles and reports and provide research, industry information and more. 
 
Embrace One-to-One Marketing 
Your relationship with your customers is the most unique advantage you have over 
online competitors. Yet when it comes to marketing, many distributors still take a one-
size-fits-all approach with standard product literature blasted out to any and all 
customers and prospects. One-to-one marketing involves considering each of your 
customers’ needs and preferences and interacting with them on a personal level. Every 
customer is different and they want to feel special. Unfortunately it can be challenging 
to provide meaningful touch points between large purchases for some of your best 
customers. That’s where email campaigns and social media come into play. With SMP, 
all of the tools you need to interact with your customers are in one place. Your sales 
reps can access integrated CRM and ERP data for profiling lists, quickly build reports 
and visualizations of buying trends and customer profiles and send email campaigns 
with the exact right message to the right customer group. 
 
Put “Online” in the Hands Of Your Sales People 
Providing mobile access to your data is truly the “best of both worlds,” when 
combining your online strategy with your traditional sales strategy. Giving your sales 
reps mobile access to your information while they are in the field provides a number of 
advantages: 

• Higher Close Rates: by having the right information at the right time in the right 
place, your reps are able to sell face-to-face when your prospect has the highest 
level of urgency, driving close rates higher. 
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• Improving Sales Effectiveness: Your entire sales process becomes more 
effective with mobile tools, from entering and accessing notes in the field, 
scheduling follow up meetings, one-click driving directions, voice-to-text notes, 
AR, Open Orders, Open Quotes, Transaction history and more. 

• Better Customer Experience: Of course the most important aspect of your 
differentiation against online competitors is your customer relationship and 
experience. Mobile sales tools allow you to collaborate immediately with your 
customers with their own data, bringing them insight where and when they 
most need it. 

 

Leverage Insights to Generate Vendor Assistance 
Vendors understand the value you provide over online shopping carts. They share in 
your best interests because they want the same thing you do – higher and more 
profitable product sales. In most cases, online sites sell at the lowest possible profit to 
customers with the lowest brand loyalty – exactly what your vendors don’t want. 
 
Vendors often feel out of the loop when it comes to customer relationships because 
they are at least one step removed from the end user of their products. That’s where 
you can provide more value to your vendors so that they can help you improve the 
penetration in your local markets.  
 
There are numerous ways to provide help to your vendors: 

• End-user Data: Most vendors are unable to get good data about their end users. 
This in turn makes it challenging for them to provide price changes, product 
announcements and other important messages. With SMP, you can easily 
analyze and profile your customers to help your vendors communicate and 
discover new opportunities for growth. 

• Email Marketing: Because of a lack of end-user data, one-to-one marketing is 
almost impossible for your vendors. SMP ties your marketing capabilities 
together with your ERP system so that you can build dynamic lists based on 
ERP data and communicate directly to the customers and prospects who would 
be most receptive to a message from your vendors. 

• Proven Comarketing Value: How do you show the value of the comarketing 
funds your vendors have provided? The same way you demonstrate the value of 
your customer relationships – through self-serve data visualizations. SMP 
allows you to quickly demonstrate the effectiveness of your go-to-market 
strategies so that you can ask for new volume targets, special incentives and 
new marketing funds. 

• New Opportunities: Your data and data visualizations can help your vendors 
make important decisions about where to invest. You can show them the 
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products and markets that are underserved and become an indispensible 
partner in your vendors’ future plans. 

  

About SMP 
Durable goods distributors deserve powerful, efficient and integrated sales 
management software built to save time, increase sales and optimize their sales and 
marketing efforts.  With more than fifteen years of proven success in the distribution 
industry and integrations to the leading distribution software systems, SMP 
understands your unique needs and opportunities. 
 
We believe distributors need a sales management system that: 

• Leverages proven sales and marketing techniques from the best-in-class 
companies in the distribution industry. 

• Integrates easily with distributors’ legacy and new business system platforms 
like Eclipse, Prophet 21, Infor SX.enterprise, Mincron, MS Dynamics, and many 
others. 

• Provides powerful tools that help distribution sales leaders to categorize sales. 
• Combines real-world distribution experience with advanced cloud-based 

technology. 
• Provides comprehensive solutions to sales, marketing and customer support. 

 
Most importantly, we didn’t set out to build the typical kind of CRM system that forces 
you and your team to adapt to our processes—we set out to build a system that would 
match distribution best practices from your first day of installation. No other sales 
management system integrates directly to your distribution software system to gather 
data, provide actionable analysis and help you create specific sales and marketing 
plans that lead to growth. We understand how you run your business—from identifying 
and reaching potential customers all the way to post-sales follow-up and customer 
marketing. 
 
 
 


