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Earlier this week, a distributor from Iowa made this comment, “From this point forward, I consider 2020 to be 
a curse word.”  On Monday, August 10, a windstorm referred to as a “Derecho” swept through the Midwest.  
Taking form in western Iowa and continuing across the state and extending into parts of Illinois, the storm was 
a wall of hurricane-force winds.  Because the term “hurricane-force” is sometimes used to describe gusts, 
allow a clarification.  We experienced about 40-50 minutes of winds moving at speeds between 80 to 140 mph 
which qualify as Category Three hurricane intensity.   
 
What does this have to do with AHTD and this report?  From a personal perspective, plenty.  Trees, powerlines, 
telephone lines, and cellular towers were down, not only here in Davenport, but also throughout the region.  
We were without electrical or internet service for the remainder of the week.  Work, including this report, 
came to a grinding halt.  With all these things in mind, allow me to report–the dog ate my homework.  Now on 
with the show. 
 
How has the second wave of COVID impacted business? 
Reviewing the ASP/Distributor numbers, we see the bell-curve forming around the down 10-19 percent.  While 
there are a few subtle differences, this appears to resemble the numbers previously published.  While it’s not 
great news to say the new norm is trending down, we can say the second wave didn’t negatively impact this 
number. 
 

 
ASP Business Levels 

For our suppliers, the survey shows some variation.  Fewer companies report business as flat with the 
migration being a downward slip.   The chart for suppliers is beginning to resemble that of the ASPs.   



 

 
Supplier Business Levels 

In my last installment, I provided a few bits of information which I felt further justified the conclusions of our 

surveys.  Here are a few more points you might consider: 

• Wesco Reported US Industrial Sales Down 21 percent (for the second quarter) 

While there is a significant business difference between Wesco and the typical AHTD member, they do 

have a wide-ranging presence.  My highly biased opinion is that most AHTD members could sell circles 

around Wesco.  But the company does have a vast network of national supply contracts with our kinds of 

customers.  Most of their sales of our kind of products are MRO in nature.  I suspect they are down more 

than ours. 

• Schneider Electric reported their quarterly numbers for North America as down 20 percent.  

The second wave has not negatively impacted backlog 
As with previous surveys, we asked both distributors and suppliers to provide comparisons of the current 
backlog to pre-pandemic norms as well as against their backlog 30 days ago.  I am guardedly optimistic based 
on the reports.  Thirty-four percent of ASPs rated their current backlog equal to or higher than before the 
pandemic and 77 percent similarly rated their current backlog equal to or greater than 30 days ago.  Further, 
the supplier-driven numbers seem to be moving forward as well.   

 

Current level of business 

compared to BEFORE THE 

PANDEMIC

Current level of business 

compared to A MONTH AGO

+10% 6.7% 25.0%

Flat 26.7% 52.3%

-10-19% 37.8% 15.9%

-20-29% 13.3% 2.3%

-30-39% 11.1% 2.3%

-40-49% 2.2% 0.0%

-50-59% 2.2% 2.3%

Down greater than 70% 0.0% 0.0%

ASP Backlog Comparison



 

 

 

 
Specialist in the AHTD environment 
The topic of specialists is near and dear to my heart.  My first real research and subsequent NAW Institute for 
Distributor Excellence book was The Distributor Specialist: Customer Champion, Profit Generator.  Many 
years ago, River Heights Consulting used the tag line “We wrote the book on Distributor Specialists… really” so, 
looking at specialists in the AHTD world was doubly rewarding for me.  While the book is no longer in print, I 
noticed several used copies on Amazon earlier this week which proves a point:  my wife isn’t the only one 
cleaning out the attic during the Corona lockdown. 
 
AHTD members are using specialists.   Of those taking the survey, 77 percent employ a specialist.   These folks 
could be broken into four categories: 

1. Specialists responsible for a defined product/technology category. In these cases, the specialist drives 
business in a new technology for the distributor.  This is often an expansion area for the distributor 
and the specialist serves as a surrogate sales manager for the products.  In this role, they assist 
salespeople in identifying, understanding, and closing sales opportunities.     

2. Specialists responsible for the growth of a key supply-partner’s business.  Here the specialist serves as 
a champion for an important supply-partner within the distributor organization.  Duties involve 
supplier relations, driving programs, as well as overseeing activities as a surrogate sales leader.  This 
specialist is an imbedded extension of the supply-partner’s sales team.  Further, in many instances, the 
distributor is reimbursed for a portion of the specialist’s compensation by way of rebate, better margin 
opportunities, or through a cash payment. 

3. Specialists charged with a customer segment.  The specialist provides extra domain knowledge to 
create opportunities with groups like food and beverage, packaging, automotive, or something else.  
The specialist typically has an extensive background in the customer segment and commands respect 
among customers in the vertical. 

4. Specialists responsible for opening new accounts which might be turned over to a line salesperson 
(inside or outside) later.   It’s the hunter/farmer story.  These specialists attack new accounts, identify 
opportunity size, and develop the account for handoff to the appropriate person within the 
organization.   

 
The fourth and last iteration of specialist, “the account opener,” is a relatively new phenomenon and probably 
worthy of some exploration.  Let’s digress for a bit of a deep dive into this role which we will call a business 
development specialist. 
 

Current level of business 

compared to BEFORE THE 

PANDEMIC

Current level of business 

compared to A MONTH AGO

+10% 17.2% 37.9%

Flat 37.9% 27.6%

-10-19% 17.2% 24.1%

-20-29% 20.7% 6.9%

-30-39% 6.9% 0.0%

-40-49% 0.0% 3.4%

-50-59% 0.0% 0.0%

Down greater than 70% 0.0% 0.0%

Supplier Backlog Comparison



 

The Business Development Specialist 
Prospecting is tougher than most people imagine.  First, it often involves cold calls or at least a pretty chilly 
reception.  Most salespeople with an established account list never quite find time to handle the task.  Further, 
distributors are (finally) coming to realize salespeople with 100-150 accounts are not doing much to explore 
accounts that fall below the 40 mark in sales volume.  This leaves many accounts that go undeveloped.  Even 
when management places massive pressure on the sellers to call on these undeveloped accounts, the efforts 
don’t pay dividends.   
 
Prospecting isn’t the only issue addressed by this breed of specialist.  They also serve as the first line sales call 
to unassigned accounts who approach the distributor.  This type of unsolicited reach out to distributors is 
happening with increasing frequency.  Think of those customers looking for hard to find components that are 
not represented by their normal suppliers.   For distributors employing an e-commerce webstore, the 
customer may turn up as an unassigned account purchasing an item online.   
 
Progressive distributors follow this type of activity with a sales call (phone or in person).  In the “old days” this 
visit was a casual phone call or drop in from the sales manager, but with daily responsibilities and other 
priorities, these calls are often overlooked.  Here’s where the business development specialist comes into play. 
 
After touching the customer, the business development specialist determines if the customer has potential 
worthy of pursuing.  If the potential is lacking, the specialist sets the customer up with the appropriate inside 
contact for further service or encourages the customer to continue to use the webstore.  When potential is 
high, the specialist begins regular contact with the customer until the account is ready to be assigned a 
salesperson.  The specialist provides a warm handoff to the salesperson and stays involved only until the 
relationship is solidified. 
 
A few more words on Specialists 
When we did the research for the specialist book, we talked to over 400 distributors in over 40 lines of trade.  
We learned the following: 

• The best performing distributors (upper quartile) used the specialist in a sales manager type of role.  The 
rest saw the person as a technical support tool.  The specialist must possess enhanced technical skills, but 
communications and ability to direct teams was more important.   

• The specialists reinforced company culture and sales process.  They were responsible for overseeing 
targeting and prospecting for the areas under their charge.  Further, they regularly developed the core 
ideas for marketing materials.  And, in a good number of cases, the specialist helped purchasing determine 
the right inventory and stock levels. 

• Annual sales plans and marketing activity calendars were developed by the specialists and dove-tailed into 
the annual plans of the distributor. 

• Training and product knowledge for the distributors was channeled through the specialists who designed 
what should be known and individual skill levels of the sellers. 

• Specialist had regular meetings with the sales managers to discuss individual sales performance, 
adherence to process, and development of accounts. 

 
AHTD and fee-based services 
Being long in the tooth, I remember an AHTD meeting back in the late 1990s when a consultant made this 
statement: “AHTD distributors provide some unique services to their customers.  They are a competitive 
differentiator, but they need to start thinking about how to monetize those services.” 
 
A decade later, only a handful of folks had made the move. I found the whole fee-based services topic 
frustrating.  So frustrating that I joined the long list of nut jobs with manifestos.  My book, The Distributors 
Fee-Based Services Manifesto became a best seller on Amazon (for about 3 days).  With this story in mind, I 
am happy to share the chart below. 



 

 

 
  
For those of you considering the move, let me encourage you to jump in.  The concept is proven, and your 
friends and colleagues are already enjoying the results. For those of you with no plans, this may be a good time 
for me to encourage you to read my hundred-page or so rant.   
 
Thinking about the future 
In our next survey, we will continue to monitor business levels and backlogs.  I see backlogs especially as an 
early indicator of recovery.  We will also revisit the state of our outside sales team using metrics similar to 
those employed in a previous survey.  I sense the frustration building within these folks as many feel they are 
now prevented from utilizing their biggest strengths.   
 
Since many ASPs and their Supply-Partners use what other industries call marketing incentives, things like 
rebates, co-op dollars, and performance-based discounting, we’ll take a pulse on the direction of these from 
the standpoint of ASP and Supply-Partner alike. 
 
Finally, on a personal note, I would like to once more apologize for the lag between issues of this AHTD report.  
I received several emails asking if I had died or somehow given up my place as the chronicler of COVID in the 
Automation Channel.  All is well and life is good, especially now that I have electricity.  I would like to say it 
won’t happen again, but 2020 has been a string of strange events. 
 

Click here to participate in the next survey.  
 

 

 

12. Do you provide services for a fee?

Answer Choices

Yes

No, but considering it

No

Don't know

Responses

66.15%

13.85%

20.00%

0.00%

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/FX3TYTB

