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advanced business planning with your 
internal teams and your vendors. 
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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 business. Everyday 
new competitors open 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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In many distribution industries, growth is not easy to come by. Like many distributors, 
you may feel like you have to work very hard to find opportunities for growth. There is 
an increasing move toward a better business planning process to find growth 
opportunities. In fact, good planning processes can double the growth rate1 for many 
distribution industries.  
 
Distributors are increasingly examining their planning processes as a way to drive 
greater success inside their organization as well as in their joint activities with their 
vendors and partners. Advanced business planning provides opportunities for: 
 

• Finding new areas of growth 
• Forcing disciplined thinking for prioritization and planning 
• Improving existing processes around the resources and technology dedicated 

to planning 
 
In order to identify the best opportunities, it is important to share goals and objectives 
with your team and with your vendors that include end user insights that are relevant 
to your products and markets. Access to that end user data and the ability to analyze 
that data puts the distributor in a unique position to successfully lead the planning 
process. The first important step in both your internal planning discussions as well as 
your vendor planning sessions is to present and analyze the available business 
intelligence for markets, geographic regions, products, sales history and customer 
data. It is only through a careful analysis of the actual data that your planning 
sessions allow for the identification and prioritization of growth opportunities. 
 
In this Green Paper, we will explore a framework for advanced business planning 
created in conjunction with Channel Marketing Group based on their joint business 
planning research finding and report.2  We’ll discuss: 

• Areas for planning process improvement identified by both manufacturers and 
distributors 

• Data necessary for planning preparation 
• A framework for advanced business planning that can be used both internally 

and with vendors 
• Use of technology for tactical execution, measurement and vendor alignment 

 

                                                
1 IRI research in Consumer Packaged Good (CPG), http://www.iriworldwide.com/ 
2 http://www.electricaltrends.com/2016/09/joint-business-planning-research-findings-report.html 
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The State of Planning in Distribution 
It is clear that both distributors and manufacturers are committed to business 
planning and the value it brings. When planning works, it is a driver of revenue and 
growth. Planning also creates opportunities for new competitive differentiation by 
building tighter relationships with your vendors as you work together to complete your 
mutual goals. 
 
Unfortunately, the planning process is not working well today. According to research 
by Channel Marketing Group, roughly half of all distributors surveyed indicated that 
they are not satisfied with how their planning process is working. Worse than that, 81% 
of the manufacturers in the survey indicated that they were dissatisfied with joint 
business planning processes with their distributors. What is the reason for this 
dissatisfaction around planning? Both distributors and manufacturers name several 
areas that hinder success: 

• Lack of focus 
• Inconsistent execution 
• Problems with tracking, measurement and accountability 
• Skipping over the needs of end users and customers 
• Missing the big picture of where the market is moving 
• No process for review and correction 

 
Conflicting Targets in Joint Planning 
When it comes to joint planning with vendors, the targets and goals of the distributor 
are often different than those of the manufacturer. In short, manufacturers often target 
sales goals, while distributors target profit goals. When surveyed about what strategic 
objectives they wanted to discuss with their partners, manufacturers were more likely 
to name revenue-related targets like new product offerings, sales alignment, goals for 
market share, long-term product roadmaps and growth goals. Often the vendor 
participants in the joint planning sessions were individual reps and regional managers 
who had very specific growth targets and quotas to focus on. The distributors on the 
other hand were more likely to consider profit-related issues like operational process 
efficiencies, profit improvement and joint staffing or joint funding initiatives. 
Additionally, distributors were interested in goals that increased service revenue or 
drive personnel-related profit initiatives, while such goals only have limited interest for 
manufacturers.  
 
This does not mean that the planning goals of distributors and manufacturers are too 
conflicted to be successful. It does, however, mean that you need to take special care 
long before your planning sessions occur to focus on what is important to your 
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distribution organization so that you can prioritize plans that matter to you and your 
vendors. 
 
The good news is that there is considerable acknowledgement from both 
manufacturers and distributors that the process is important for growth. This creates 
a unique advantage for distributors who are able to leverage their own business 
intelligence and data toward advanced business planning. Because they are a step 
removed from the end user sale, you have an opportunity to influence your vendors 
with discussions around new product launches, sales and customer training, creating 
targeted customer lists, planning for marketing and co-op funding and developing new 
sales and marketing promotions. There may be some important profitability 
discussions you can have with vendors as well, such as help with inventory levels, 
special pricing agreements and allowances, rebates and more; however, discussions 
around customer outreach and growth will bear more fruit in your joint planning 
sessions. 
 

Where Can We Improve Our Planning Process? 
Channel Marketing Group identified four main areas for improvement in their research. 
 

1. Finding meaningful topics that drive results. Because you won’t have 100% 
overlap in goals between branches or with your vendors, focus on areas where 
you can collaborate to add value for your customers. This means you need to 
include a deeper discussion of particular customer needs and behaviors. It also 
means you may want to extend your time horizon in planning from six to 12 
months, to a year or more. This allows you time to evaluate programs and spend 
time with your data to identify new areas for growth. 

2. Need for quality research especially in local markets. This is particularly true of 
granular, customer-level or end-user data. You have a wealth of this data that is 
of immeasurable value during the planning process, especially for your vendors. 
SMP’s unique New Distribution Platform allows you to combine your CRM, ERP 
and business intelligence tools into one solution so that you can explore simple 
and complex data to find hidden data relationships through easy-to-use drag 
and drop interfaces. 

3. Increasing the value of the process. Unfortunately, some distributors approach 
their planning sessions as a simple box to check off at the end of the year. To 
make a difference, planning needs to focus on meaningful and actionable 
outcomes. The key is to minimize the amount of effort you expend in planning 
and maximize your results. Two important ways to do this are to prepare 
carefully with only the right people you need for planning and provide advanced 
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technology that allows your employees self-serve access to data so that they 
can generate new insights without waiting for IT support. 

4. Measuring for effectiveness. Measurement and accountability are the key 
ingredients to successful implementations of your action plans. Your CRM 
system helps you maintain focus on your goals and communicate to your 
teams and your vendors. 
  

Types of Data for Business Planning 
Having the right data as a backdrop for your discussions leads to better prioritization 
and decision-making. It streamlines the process by allowing you to focus on the most 
important aspects of your markets rather than debate the supporting details. Focus on 
these three areas: 
 

1. Macro-level research. This includes market research, macroeconomic trends, 
industry trends and competitive insights. Distributors are typically tuned in to 
certain industry reports and their own internal data and manufacturers might be 
able to share aggregated trends. But there are some unique opportunities within 
your own data that can drive unique insights. Collect and share feedback from 
customer service calls. Start tracking competitors and competitive engagement 
in your CRM system. Develop data visualization “story boards,” that help your 
vendors understand the customer and competitor trends you’re tracking in your 
markets. 

2. Sales History. This data includes things right out of your ERP and CRM systems 
such as product sales trends, pricing trends, customer sales analysis and more. 
Vendors are often unable to gather end-user data even though it is one of the 
most important factors in the planning process. Having this data in easy-to-
understand formats sets you apart from the other distributors your vendors 
work with and it also greatly streamlines your planning process. 

3. Customer Insights. This can include customer segment dynamics, purchasing 
behaviors and more. These are the drivers behind the sales history. Your sales 
history tracks what happened, but behavioral dynamics provide the why. Be 
sure to track things like seasonality, service requests, special requests (non-
stocks, HazMat, kitting components) and customer satisfaction to provide a 
well-rounded picture of your typical and ideal customers. 

 
Create Data Visualizations to Unlock Insights 
Both manufacturers and distributors cited the need for more transparency of data, 
more granular information sharing and better tools to gather and share data and 
trends. Collecting all of this data can overwhelm many distribution companies. Many 
executive teams are unable to quickly access important data locked inside of their 
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CRM and ERP systems in order to make smart planning decisions. The systems might 
be disconnected and the information exists in silos. Even if you have access to the 
data, making sense of it all might take weeks of preparation. It is critical to have a 
single platform that connects business intelligence with tight integrations to your ERP 
and CRM software. This is where SMP excels. SMP allows your teams to create their 
own self-serve data visualizations, slicing and dicing data views as needed with drag-
and-drop interactive interfaces to provide new insights into these macro and micro 
trends. This next-generation distribution platform combines BI with CRM to deliver 
meaningful insights to your team and your vendors where and when they need them 
most. 
 

A Framework For Advanced Business Planning 
There are three key elements to consider in advanced business planning: 

• Developing your own plans and objectives – while this proposed framework 
should be employed both for your internal planning sessions as well as for your 
joint planning sessions with vendors, you should start internally to make sure 
your priorities are clear before meeting with vendors. 

• Initiating joint planning with your vendors – after developing your own internal 
goals, take the initiative to drive discussions with your vendors so that you don’t 
fall into the trap of running the default tactics that your competitors run each 
year. Many distributors simply pacify their vendors by taking on their standard 
promotions. Your goals should be a custom-tailored action plan that fits your 
unique goals and objectives. 

• Driving tactical execution and measurement with the right technology – your 
integrated CRM system is key to making sure you generate alignment, assign 
and track accountability, measure results and report to your teams. 

 
After you have your own goals and priorities settled with the supporting data, you are 
ready to continue the process with vendors. Remember, you need to be selective in 
your process. Target where you want to allocate your resources and work only with the 
vendors who are committed and can directly advance your priorities. Many of the 
distributors and manufacturers surveyed by Channel Marketing Group indicated that 
they either wanted to make the planning process more valuable or eliminate it entirely. 
It would be better to cross some vendors off your planning schedule than to create 
unfocused plans that are largely ignored. Focus your resources where they matter 
most. 
 
This planning process works all along your cascaded cycle, whether meeting with 
individual vendors at a high-level or planning with individual branches on particular 
tactics. The process involves these steps: 
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• Define objectives and participation 
• Research to identify mutual opportunities 
• Establish mutual goals 
• Develop action plans 
• Implement action plans 
• Measure and review 

 
Define objectives and participation 
Objectives and participants are interrelated. Who you invite to your planning sessions 
depends on what you are hoping to accomplish. Not everyone needs to be involved in 
the planning or in every stage of the planning. Lay out the exact objectives you have 
for your company, territories, branches and vendors to make sure you only spend time 
on the most important initiatives. Invite participants from both strategic and tactical 
areas to make sure that your plans fit your long-term strategy and are also realistically 
achievable. For example, if one of your goals is increasing service revenue, don’t just 
include your VP of sales, also include high-performing reps, branch managers and 
service technicians if appropriate. 
 
Internally, you will probably want to involve the following teams for particular tactical 
goals. 

• Sales: Staffing needs, service revenue initiatives, sales goals, market share 
goals, and targeted account planning. 

• Marketing: Product catalogs, content, web and ecommerce, product mix and 
share of wallet goals. 

• Product and purchasing: Product road maps, new product launches, product 
diversification and pricing. 

• Cross-functional or multiple teams: New branch openings, customer 
segmentation, training and events, end user needs, returns and service needs. 

 
For joint vendor planning, most distributors meet with their vendor sales people and 
perhaps a district or regional manager from the manufacturer. Certainly, these people 
are very important to implementing your plans. Unfortunately, the vendor sales reps 
may be very tactically focused on particular plans and goals that may or may not 
match your own goals. To get better vendor cooperation, invite the national account 
manager, sales VP and marketing VP to attend or dial in. The preparative work you did 
with your business intelligence and data visualizations can help you get a larger 
audience and more individualized attention by drawing attention to important insights 
that support your objectives. 
 
Research to identify mutual opportunities 
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Most planning participants agree that better pre-meeting preparation and information 
sharing make the planning process more effective. Everyone involved needs to pull 
together their sales and profit information. If you can share this data with planning 
participants before any meetings along with key initiatives, needs and directions, your 
meetings will be much more productive. 
 
Again, data visualization is key to this process. If you can pull the information together, 
you’re probably well ahead of many of your competitors. But imagine the power of 
being able to present data in easy-to-understand charts, graphs and maps and 
manipulate that data on the fly using self-serve BI tools. You can easily answer 
questions about the role of branches and vendors like: 

• What is our market share? 
• Is there a SKU analysis we could show that would help the vendor plan new 

products? 
• Are there different products, lines and extensions we should carry? 
• What is the product mix or share of wallet for our customers? 
• Where are our strengths and weaknesses as well as that of our vendors? 
• What are the competitors’ strengths we need to overcome? 

 
A self-serve BI tools not only helps you prepare and answer these questions and more 
during your planning sessions, it also helps you share data, charts, and more 
throughout the year at important milestones. 
 
Establishing mutual goals 
The main purpose of your planning meeting is to establish mutual goals. This is where 
your teams and your partners get on the same page. Get all of the tactical issues on 
the table and assign responsibilities to ensure success.  
 
Internally, you probably already have roles and functions assigned to your key 
initiatives. You will have less overlap with your vendors, however. Consider dividing up 
your initiatives into three areas: Strategic vendor cooperation, tactical vendor 
cooperation and internal-only goals. For example, an electrical distributor might make 
the following list of mutual goals: 

• Strategic vendor cooperation for full planning sessions: New product launches, 
sales and customer training, marketing funding and co-op usage, marketing 
promotions. 

• Tactical vendor cooperation for one-off meetings with reps or key vendor 
employees: Inventory levels, line conversions, special pricing agreements and 
rebate opportunities. 
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• Internal-only planning goals: Return policies, shipping rates, in-stock price 
negotiations, and employee incentives. 

 
Develop action plans 
The final stage of your planning sessions should be to assign accountability and 
create your action plans. We suggest the following steps to end your meetings and 
carry your action plans forward during the year: 

1. Build the plan together. Get buy-in from the participants on the exact tactics 
and actions you’re going to take as a result of the planning session. 

2. Agree on metrics. What are the key indicators of success?  
3. Assign accountability. Decide who will be responsible for each tactic and 

program (See the next section on RACI role assignments). 
4. Use software to track execution. Decide how you will use your technology to 

assign tasks, track execution, report on metrics and distribute reports and 
dashboards to the entire team. 

5. Communicate milestones. How and when will you communicate progress? Are 
there particular measures you want to exceed? Are there calendar milestones? 
Your technology makes this communication much easier by planning future 
tasks and reporting dates and metrics in easy to digest charts and graphs. 

6. Remember the relationship aspects on your team. Take the time to say, “thank 
you,” and celebrate while you are reporting on your milestones. 

7. Discuss the need for additional resources, time, people, education, marketing or 
other investments. It is common to discuss this at the end of your planning 
meeting, but when you are in the habit of regularly communicating metrics and 
milestones, you will also identify new opportunities throughout the year based 
on that information. 

 
Implement action plans 
Implementation of action plans is where the rubber meets the road. The key with 
implementation is measuring and reviewing results. Channel Marketing Group 
recommends the Responsibility Assignment Matrix (RACI) methodology for 
implementation and engagement. RACI is an acronym for, “Responsible, Accountable, 
Consulted and Informed,” which helps define and clarify the roles and responsibilities 
in implementing your action plans: 
 

• Responsible: These are the roles of those actually doing the work. Each plan 
needs at least one “responsible,” role although you can include others who 
assist and support. 

• Accountable: This is the role of the person who is ultimately answerable for the 
completion and success of the action plan. Typically, you would only have one 
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accountable person per project. In many cases, the accountable person is also 
the responsible person. 

• Consulted: These are subject matter experts who help with opinions and 
information but do not have a direct role in implementation. You need to plan 
two-way communication of data between these people and the rest of your 
team using your business intelligence technology platform. 

• Informed: These are people who need to be updated on progress and 
milestones. They only require a one-way path of communication when it comes 
to information and data visualizations from your business intelligence platform. 

 
Remember to include vendor personnel in your RACI assignments. In joint action 
plans, many distributors rely solely on their individual vendor sales rep for too much. 
Individual reps often weren’t involved in the planning or maybe they don’t understand 
the entire strategy or available resources. In other cases, distributors may not have the 
right contacts to assign the right resources from the vendor. Sometimes distributors 
do have access to the right contacts, but often wonder why they’re not being used 
correctly and communicated with about implementation. By assigning roles up front, 
you eliminate confusion and improve efficient participation from your vendor. 
 
Measure and review 
The survey participants were more likely to give a higher rating to the perceived 
effectiveness of in-field implementation if measurement was consistent, follow 
through was tracked and periodic reviews were scheduled. They gave lower ratings on 
implementation effectiveness when plans were not tailored to markets and when 
teams lost focus or lacked engagement and accountability.  
 
Measurement and accountability are the key ingredients to successful 
implementations of your action plans. Self-serve data visualization is very important 
when it comes to maintaining engagement and keeping focus. Set up reports, charts, 
graphs and more that show the success and traction you’re achieving and keep 
everyone focused on what is important. Winners like to see the scoreboard and by 
pushing out performance benchmarks to the entire team you will motivate all of your 
performers to try even harder. 
 
When it comes to timing, you should measure and review results as dictated by your 
business needs, not necessarily on a rigid schedule. In the survey, 82% of the 
distributors reviewed their internal goals on a monthly basis but 73% reviewed 
progress with the vendors on a quarterly or semi-annual basis. 
 



www.gosmp.com 

ADVANCED BUSINESS PLANNING 

 

12 

About Channel Marketing Group 
Founded in 2001, Channel Marketing Group is focused on helping distributors and 
manufacturers in the construction and industrial industries develop strategic plans to 
achieve growth goals, marketing plans to differentiate companies and generate 
demand and market research that provides insights to guide decision-making. Our 
goal is to share actionable ideas that help clients achieve results. Learn more at 
www.channelmkt.com, at www.electricaltrends.com (a blog CMG runs in the electrical 
distribution industry) or by reaching David Gordon at 919-488-8635 or 
dgordon@channelmkt.com. 
 

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. 
 
 
 


