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Call it what you like: Global Pandemic, COVID-19, or Coronavirus outbreak.  I, for one, am getting sick of it.  
Upon waking each morning, I take a quick inventory of my symptoms.  My early morning sniffles come with a 
moment of panic.  Are these the first signs after a chance encounter down at the local grocery store?  A sore 
throat from allergies and potential forest fire smoke from California give cause for concern.  Every time I 
instinctively reach out to shake hands with someone, I feel like a latter-day Typhoid Mary.  Based on my recent 
conversations, many of you feel this way as well.   
 
Yet, we all carry on.  AHTD members have soldiered through what is now a full six months of this Corona-crap.  
Not only do we have families and companies to support, but we also play a vital role in keeping the North 
American economy rolling.  Based on these survey results, we are holding our own and even slowly improving.   
 
Business Level Results 
In our last iteration of this survey, we noted a bell-curve forming.  This continues to formulate around a 
median number of down 10-19 percent.  While our survey does not provide a more precise number, further 
exploration reveals distributors and suppliers alike are slowly moving upwards from the down 18-19 percent 
range to numbers a few points better.  While still not wonderful, any improvement is worth celebrating.    
 

 

ASP/Distributor Business Levels 

 



 

 
Supplier Business Levels 

The Backlog Situation 
We asked both distributors and suppliers to (once more) compare the backlog situation to 30 days ago and to 
a typical time before the COVID crisis.  The results were mixed but the upward trend continues with current 
backlogs equal to or greater than 30 days ago being extremely impressive.  At this point, we may optimistically 
call this a positive trend. 
 

 ASP/Distributor Supplier 
Backlog greater than or equal to Pre-COVID 
conditions 

42% 44% 

Backlog as greater than or equal to last 
month 

67% 82% 

 
Thoughts on Business During These Times 
While there has been a bit of cost-cutting, most distributors feel confident in their ability to survive this 
turmoil.  The much-feared supply shortages shared in April and May have mostly proven to be false.  Reports 
from the field indicate distributors are closely watching inventory levels and, when supplier lead times make 
the decision appropriate, they are increasing the frequency of orders for commonly sold items.  In normal 
times this would be viewed as a drag on the productivity of purchasing people.  The reduced business levels 
justify the increased time spent ordering. 
 
As distributors push for more business, there may be new downward pressure applied to margins.  A few 
manufacturers report increases in requests for special pricing agreements (SPAs) as distributor salespeople 
struggle to convert customers.  One distributor salesperson indicated the only people openly interested in 
talking about new business were purchasing people.  While one comment does not scientifically point to a 
trend, the potential for this is high.    
 
The biggest shift has taken place in the sales department where customer interaction continues to be deeply 
affected.   Anecdotal evidence suggests some of our sellers are getting the hang of phone selling; however, 
most still struggle and miss the visual indicators which steer their questions and customer recommendations.   
 
 
Are Sales Activities Closing in on Normal? 
The simple answer is no, and the situation is far worse for manufacturers than distributors.  Follow-up 
questions tied to this survey indicate distributor salespeople who provide some type of service along with the 
calls are more likely to be welcomed into customers than those viewed strictly as a sales resource. 



 

 
A few quick calls to several larger suppliers demonstrate that companies are taking a very conservative 
approach to business travel.  One company indicated any travel involving airlines is prohibited unless written 
permission is obtained from the VP of Sales.   
 

 
Distributor Outside Sales Call Activities 

 

Supplier Outside Sales Activities 

Suppliers who rely on sales calls to generate new leads and growth opportunities are suffering.  Many are 
attempting new lead generation methods.  Most send this information to their field sales teams for follow-up 
by phone.  Sadly, some of these leads are judged as not worthy of being passed on to distributors.  In a lot of 
these cases, the leads might be valuable to the distributor because even though the customer is not interested 
in the supplier’s product, they may need other products sold by the distributor.  At this point, most distributor 
salespeople have the extra bandwidth to reach out to the prospect. 
 
 



 

Sales Process Advice 
Distributors who provide value-added services are positioned to tie sales calls to previous work.  Rather than 
asking for a sales call, the visit might be proposed as a quality/service inspection.  Here might be a scenario: 

• Review prints from previous projects for consumable items, products known to experience wear or 
products with new revision levels.  Identify these in the project. 

• Call the customer and discuss your review of the existing project as part of your ongoing service. 

• Offer up suggestions for improvement, calibrations needed and consumable items that may need to be 
inspected. 

 
Review of Distributor Programs 
The surveys have explored this before, but the topic deserves to be revisited.  Clearly, 2020 has served to set 
back both distributors and their supply partners.  Distributors and suppliers achieving growth during the 
Pandemic are a rare commodity.  At the same time, sales efforts and continued support are paramount to 
maintaining and growing market share.   
 
Thinking more about the selling effort and continued support, distributors are better positioned and, because 
of travel issues tied to COVID, quite possibly the only local resource available to move this effort forward.   
 
Many view incentives, rebates, and additional margin opportunities as optional rewards for distributor 
performance.  A few believe the plans are designed as a sort of profit-sharing between distributors and their 
supply-partners.  However, most manufacturers state the primary purposes of the plans are to: 
1. Drive the right kind of behavior in their distributor channel. 
2. Provide a method to segment distributors who provide more and often costly services on behalf of the 

manufacturer.   
 
To the second point, these distributors are continuing to provide the services, and now more than ever they 
need their supply partners’ support. 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
What Happens if the Rebate/Incentives do Not Come? 
The majority (80%) of distributors have seen no adjustments made to distributor programs.  An equal 
percentage of people view this as impacting their profitability.  Even more importantly, most are currently 
planning to continue pushing forward, but ultimately the lack of funding could inhibit their ability to offer the 
same services to customers.    
 
When asked what message they would give to their suppliers, the advice touched on variations of four points 
(quoted): 
 

“Every manufacturer should be looking more at activities than sales dollars during these times.  If 
the distributor is doing the basics, “blocking and tackling” stuff, this is a good indicator the 
distributor is supporting the brand.  Also, they (the manufacturer) should look at how the distributor 
is positioning themselves for the future, who is investing in resources for the future growth of their 
product line.” 

 
“Many manufacturers have changed their internal goals.  If that is the case, they should certainly 
adjust the ASP growth targets.” 

 
“If you have not changed your program goals, please consider changing them.” 



 

 
“Get real, there is still a lot of denial in the supply chain.  Nothing magical is going to happen in the 
last two months of the year that will make all of this go away.” 

 
Co-op Dollars and Joint Marketing Programs 
The graphic below tells the co-op story.  Nearly every distributor is involved in supplier-driven co-op programs.  
Generally, these programs fund things like hats, golf balls, customer events, outings, and logoed shirts for the 
sales team.  A few distributors can use these dollars for demos, training, and samples.  Our survey hoped to 
pull out some of the more creative uses of the funds. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Happily, the survey uncovered some innovation taking place in the co-op arena.   
These include: 

• Addition of a product specialist 

• Webcams for better quality customer outreach 

• Innovation Fair highlighting customer-based training on new technologies. 
 
Further, the funds are being employed to upgrade the distributor web presence.  Along these lines, several 
AHTD suppliers have announced joint venture funding of distributor webstores employing well-known AHTD 
Strategic Business Partner KYKLO.   
 
Sadly, several distributors reported a few of their manufacturer partners are sticking to a “follow the rules” 
strategy.  This translates into the most innovative thing they have done with co-op money is the purchase of a 
“swag bag” to hold product literature.  And, at least one distributor reported their supply-partners have 
suspended their programs due to COVID.  Perhaps this survey data will serve as a wake-up call to suppliers not 
thinking outside the box. 
 
Joint Marketing Plans with an Electronic Component 
The survey asked suppliers if they used an electronic component in their marketing programs.  The graphic 
below indicates a large percentage of them do so.  Other feedback indicates these “electronic-centric” 
programs are mostly new to the organizations and in most instances, it is too early to judge the success of the 
programs.  Like all areas of innovation, there will be a lot of fine tuning and adjustments made through the 



 

next few months, even years.  Not every program will work.  However, as an industry, we need to pull the best 
practices from other industries and make them work in our world. 
 

 
Supplier Marketing Plans with Electronic Component 

Some closing comments 
As stated earlier, I suspect we are all getting weary of this COVID-driven pandemic.  Most of us believed in our 
heart of hearts we would be in full recovery by now.  The bad news is there is no end in sight, but there is more 
to the story.   
 
We have seen a slow and steady improvement in our industry.  We continue to innovate and improve 
processes that will serve us well in the coming years.  Distributors and their supply partners are exploring ways 
to better cooperate and drive more opportunities into our coffers.  We also continue to grow as a community.   
 
Early on in these surveys, we cited the power of AHTD as an organization.  Over the past six months, this 
power of association has continued to grow, multiply, and produce new levels of strength.  I have been 
privileged to be included in many candid conversations and enjoyed a front-row seat watching friends helping 
friends through tough times.   
 
Many of you will be happy to hear that this will be the last of these surveys.  I will be here, however, if you 
want to share your experiences or use me as a sounding board.  Good Lord (and Delta Airlines) willing, I will be 
attending the AHTD Fall Meeting in Salt Lake City.  If you are there, let’s social distance together.  If you can’t 
be there, please take advantage of the online simulcast.  We can compare notes later.   
 
Now if only Roy Rogers and Dale Evans were here, we could ask them to sing a chorus of “Happy Trails to You… 
until we meet again.” 
 
 


