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When jan/san industry manufacturers and distributors attempt to communicate, challenges can arise. That’s where independent manufacturer reps such as President Richard T. Friedman, of The RTF Group Inc. enter the conversation. 

Friedman, owner of a Chicago-based independent manufacturer’s rep firm that services accounts in Wisconsin, Illinois and Indiana, established his company in 1984. The company is contracted by manufacturers to provide support for distributors purchasing products from those manufacturers. The contracts also set up rates for commission sales. The RTF Group earns commissions on the sales it generates rather than the manufacturer’s own internal salespeople earning the commissions. Product costs are not affected by the group’s work. Distributors pay the same amount regardless of whether the product is purchased directly from the manufacturer or from The RTF Group. 

Friedman said the primary value that independent reps bring to the table is that they serve to remove communication barriers so both manufacturers and distributors can focus on strengthening their businesses.

As a rep agency, The RTF Group is charged with serving as the conduit between the manufacturers it represents and the distributors it works with on a daily basis. While independent rep organizations act as sales and marketing firms, their status as  “manufacturer’s reps” is somewhat a misnomer. Successfully promoting its represented lines is certainly the lifeblood of any rep organization, said Friedman, but an independent rep organization’s approach to the marketplace aligns it as much with individual distributors as with manufacturers. 

As such, The RTF Group’s efforts are not limited to serving manufacturers’ interests. Distributors also make use of reps by ensuring that information flows both ways. Just as the rep carries the manufacturer’s message to the distributor, the rep also is there to take the distributor’s message back to the manufacturer, said Friedman.

“One of our functions is to really be that liaison between the distributor and the manufacturer,” said Friedman. “Sometimes, it’s frustrating for distributors, and they tend to think they’re no more than a number to the manufacturer. Of course, that’s not the case. Many times, there is simply a communication gap, and our job is to fill that gap by working for both distributors and manufacturers. A lot of distributors rely on reps because we have that rapport with the manufacturer.”

What Can You Do For Me?

Friedman said there are many variables in the equation that serves as the backbone of a successful independent rep organization. Communications coordinator is merely one hat a rep wears as he strives to meet the needs of those at both ends of the distribution spectrum. True success is rooted in how effectively a rep firm can bring real value to both through realizing profitability and sales growth, and Friedman, who worked as a vice president of sales on the manufacturer’s end for 18 years before founding The RTF Group, said there is a synergistic relationship between manufacturers, independent reps and distributors that evolves from one basic question:  ‘What will it do for me?’

“In other words, how can everyone in the relationship mutually benefit the others,” said Friedman. 

He also spoke of the values that an independent rep can bring to distributors and how the distributors can use a relationship with a rep as a business advantage.

“When you provide value for a distributor, it’s a new ball game,” said Friedman. “Solve a few of those unsolvable problems for a distributor and you can develop a relationship that is impregnable.”

Friedman said that, when he began as an independent rep in 1984, he discovered that distributors were not always enamored with the relationships they had with independent reps in the industry.

“When a problem appeared, distributors historically went directly to the manufacturer because reps were not equipped to answer all of their concerns. Today, the most successful approach is to operate for the distributor at a higher level,” said Friedman. “Today, we’re saying, ‘Give us the problem. We want the problem.’ That’s one way we demonstrate our value. We know that 40 percent of the distributor’s problem is simply identifying it. When they call us and say, ‘Here’s the problem,’ they’ve done all they need to do. That other 60 percent is the solution, and that’s what we provide.”

There is, of course, more to the value that distributors can find in a rep. Along with providing solutions to the day-to-day problems that distributors face, rep groups can serve as one-stop sources for answers. Because they represent multiple manufacturers, rep groups can address multiple concerns with one call. 

“It cuts down on a lot of the phone time that a distributor would otherwise have,” said Friedman. “It’s also important in terms of value to the distributor’s customers. Part of the value we bring to a customer is in the multiplicity of the lines we represent. To sell a distributor one line can be profitable, but it’s more profitable and it becomes a more effective relationship, when we’re talking about four or five lines. Then we’re talking about more efficient and more productive sales time and economies of scale for both the distributor and its DSRs.”

RTF Group Vice President Jeffrey Huml, also a key investor in The RTF Group, added to Friedman’s point.

“It’s great to do sales meetings and to go into the field with a distributor’s salesmen to be in front of his end customer,” said Huml. “If the distributor is only buying one line, though, there’s only so much a rep can offer. When the sales manager tells his salesperson to work with me for a day, the first thing that person does is to think about where he can take me.” 

If a rep group is only selling soap to a distributor, the rep can only work with the salesperson in that single area, said Huml. 

Along with asking reps to work with salespeople in the field, distributors should also demand that rep groups provide extensive sales information based upon purchasing trends to help distributors grow their businesses. Knowledge is the key to management, said Friedman.

For example, The RTF Group provides distributors with detailed sales charts that allow information to be defined in a variety of ways. The program not only provides ‘big picture’ details about total annual sales by product and per distributor. It also provides month-by-month figures, which provides the distributor’s sales professionals with a valuable resource, said Friedman.

“In many cases, the distributor depends on us to provide that information. That’s where we can be an enormous help,” said Friedman. “We can help the distributor understand what he is selling during a particular period, and we can suggest what he isn’t selling but should be selling.”

Another advantage to working with an independent rep group, said Friedman, is that distributors are able to take advantage of the strength-in-numbers principle.

“We bring value to the distributor due to the relationship we have with each manufacturer. What people don’t understand is that, if we handle more than seven figures in volume, we represent an integral part of the manufacturer’s pie,” said Friedman. “That individual distributor, who might do $20,000 to $40,000 with a particular manufacturer, doesn’t always have the magnitude to go in and say to the customer service manager, ‘Look, here’s what we need to do.’ As a rep group, though, we can do that, and we use that carefully, judiciously and effectively. Our manufacturers have come to learn that we have their own best interests at heart even when we seem to be speaking to them on behalf of the distributor.”

Friedman also provided tips, based upon his own company’s model, regarding how distributorships can prepare their sales teams for success in the marketplace. 

“We give our salespeople an absolutely pristine opportunity to sell in the marketplace. All they have to do is worry about one thing: S-E-L-L. They don’t have to worry about samples. They don’t have to worry about literature. They don’t have to worry about checking on orders. All they have to do is sell,” said Friedman.

Giving salespeople the necessary tools is the cornerstone upon which sales success is built, Friedman said. These tools begin with proper education, including product knowledge and sales training. A portion of the product knowledge that is passed on from a rep to a distributor comes from literature provided by manufacturers. This literature helps the company market a variety of manufactured goods, and the same literature is helpful for distributors trying to sell the products to their own customers. Reps help by organizing the information and keeping tabs on what new information will be important for particular customers.

When new information is made available, distributors should expect that an independent rep will make that information available immediately. That, of course, requires the use of technology, which has increasingly been a key communication tool. Internet technology, modern telephony and portable computer systems can be used to increase efficiency and strengthen the flow of information between manufacturers and distributors.

“One of our salespeople recently had a question that was specific to a manufacturer,” said Friedman. “He sent the question to us, and we fired it off to the manufacturer. Within an hour, I had an answer. Realizing that it was something educational for all of the company’s employees, I forwarded the response to everyone in the organization. We like to think that, if you combine the people-to-people business approach and the computer, it makes for an interesting synergy.”

Customer service is another important area for both rep groups and distributors. Friedman thinks of customer service as support for his sales team. It is the customer service department that enables the salesperson to focus on sales.

“You must be completely behind the salesperson every step of the way,” said Friedman. “When there’s a question the salesperson can’t answer, when there’s a problem with a product or when there’s a problem regarding an order, the salesperson can turn to the people in the office. When you give salespeople this pristine field of play, they’re going to sell. They don’t have to worry about anything else. That’s not just a theory. That’s the way it is.”

Friedman said the company’s sales professionals gain a higher level of confidence and comfort when they have such support.

“Distributors should take the same approach with their own salespeople. Imagine how the salesperson feels about the organization behind him. Imagine the enthusiasm and the comfort he feels,” said Friedman. “Bundle that together with proper education and the sense that he brings true value and you have an arsenal of weaponry for him to use. You have to realize that the least confusion, the least encumbrances and the least incoming fire are directly related to successful sales results.”

Educating The Customer

The group most aware that being properly equipped is crucial to The RTF Group’s ability to help distributors succeed is the sales team itself. That team is led by industry veteran and company vice president Huml and fellow Vice President Tim Twitchell. Both have played key roles in the company’s growth. The other two members of the team are Mike Simerly and Jack Vitacco. The four reps, along with Friedman, represent more than 100 years of experience in the jan/san industry.

Twitchell has been with The RTF Group for 14 years, all of which postdated his spending more than five years working directly for manufacturers. Huml has been with the company since 1994, having joined the team after several years spent with his father’s Chicago-based distributorship, which is now under different ownership. 

Both Twitchell and Huml brought new experiences when they joined the company, and Friedman said their ability to understand the industry from both the manufacturer’s perspective and from the distributor’s perspective, along with the perspective brought by Simerly and Vitacco, has been a key to the company’s success.

“We mutually benefit from their past experiences and unique perspectives,” said Friedman. “We get a neat blend.”

Because they have established themselves at a professional sales level, they are well-versed in what it takes to succeed in the distribution business. One key, explained Twitchell, is to transform a distributor’s sales associate into a top producer. This is especially important given the scarcity of established salespeople in the job marketplace.

Huml said distributors ask often whether he knows of any capable salespeople looking for new opportunities. The reality is that most successful salespeople are not looking for other opportunities. Therefore, distributors must learn how to develop their best prospects.

“The biggest mistake a distributor makes is to hire a guy, and, if he doesn’t produce sufficiently after six months, terminate him,” said Huml. “Sometimes, it takes 18 to 24 months to establish yourself in this business. There’s simply a lot to learn. A lot of distributors spend an afternoon with a guy, hand them a book and send them out to sell. If they go to the next step, it’s a situation where the salesperson meets with 10 reps in two days. There’s no way anyone can assimilate all of that. 

“When I train a new DSR for a distributor, I say, ‘I know you’re not going to remember all of this. Just get down the basics. If you have questions, call me.’ If you can make them comfortable enough that they can go out and intelligently talk about it, they’ll be successful.”

Twitchell added, “Sometimes, it’s a matter of the distributor making a definite investment in helping the person become successful. That’s valuable.”

The patience of a sales manager is also a necessity.

“As Jeff said, some distributors give a guy six months, and, if he’s not writing enough business, he’s gone. Well, in many cases, they don’t provide any true training in terms of product knowledge, and they don’t provide any sales training,” said Twitchell. “New salespeople need that training. Just trying to get past a voice mail system can be a daunting task today. The good distributors provide the necessary training.”

Twitchell qualified his statements by pointing out that it’s not only the fault of the distributor. In some cases, it’s a matter of finding a prospect who is willing to dedicate himself to becoming a professional salesperson.

“The flipside is that I see a lot of salespeople who aren’t honing their craft,” said Twitchell. “They’re not spending any time going through sales booklets, and they’re not going through magazines. I get every magazine in the industry, and I read them to see what people are doing and to look at the new products that are out there. There are but a handful of guys at the distributor level who are doing these things, and they’re the guys at the upper echelon. There’s money to be made in this business, but the bulk of the salespeople are not doing what is necessary.”

Friedman also said the industry could use a boost of young, enthusiastic talent.

“The industry needs those guys who succeed because they don’t know that they can’t climb to the top of the mountain. Youthful confidence breeds success, and the industry could use more of that,” said Friedman.

Distributors Receive Customer Service Support

Along with providing sales advice, independent manufacturer’s reps provide distributors with customer service support, said Friedman.

For The RTF Group, that support is provided by Pat Leahy and Barb Law. Both work through issues daily for distributors, and some distributors are surprised at the level of assistance the two provide.

“A few people who call are, at first, upset. So I acknowledge their frustrations and attempt to soothe them,” said Law. “Ordinarily, these people have never called before, and they don’t realize how much we can do for them. When you promise that you’ll get back to them in a few minutes with answers, and when you act on that promise, they’re surprised and thankful. It’s a relief to them when they come to understand that we’re going to take care of the problem.”

The key, said Law, is that a rep group often has a stronger rapport with the manufacturer than an individual distributor and can, therefore, accomplish some tasks that are more difficult for the individual distributors. In fact, Law speaks daily with nearly all of the manufacturers that The RTF Group represents. Along similar lines, rep groups are often better able to translate the information supplied by a manufacturer into the response that a distributor requires. This alleviates some of the communication problems that might otherwise arise.

“There are times when a manufacturer will have a certain protocol,” said Huml. “They have a way of doing things. At the same time, distributors can be demanding. If we bring up an issue with a manufacturer, it’s not just to ask for it. It’s something that needs to happen. Our manufacturers understand when something requires a break from the normal way of doing things. They’re usually very accommodating.”

For some distributors, though, it’s not only the result of an inquiry that is desired. For many, it’s simply that there was a result. The “when” aspect of the feedback that manufacturers provide to The RTF Group is crucial. Law, who has been with the company for more than five years, explained that she always seeks to respond with swift, definitive replies.

“I always keep in mind that distributors like to know dates. They don’t want uncertainty,” said Law.

Huml said communication problems develop when the distributor never receives a clear answer. Distributors should demand clear, exact responses from a rep, he added.

“Distributors don’t want to hear when it should arrive or when it could arrive, and that’s because their customers won’t accept those responses,” said Huml. “If it’s going to take three weeks for a product to arrive, the distributor wants to know the truth up front.”

Friedman added, “If it’s a matter of having to pass on bad news, then that’s what we’ll do. No one wants bad news, but it’s better than no news because, at the least, bas news provides the distributor an opportunity to deal with the situation. We never accept no response because we can’t ask distributors to settle for no response. Barb gets a response, end of story.”

Another key to strong customer service is the knowledge brought to the table by the company’s customer service staff. Distributors can turn to rep organizations for a variety of questions and concerns, and customer service personnel must be equipped with the knowledge to deal with many different issues.

“A lot of the distributors call to check on order status,” said Law. “If they’re sending an order that needs to be rushed, they’ll give us a heads-up so that we can expedite it. We then call the manufacturer and gain feedback so that the distributor knows when the order will arrive.”

Intelligence is not a replacement for knowledge where customer service personnel is concerned, said Huml. While intellect certainly lends to the effectiveness of a customer service representative, specific industry knowledge is as valuable.

“Barb was a little intimidated when she first started because she couldn’t really help every caller,” said Huml. “After five years of gathering knowledge, though, she’s equipped to answer at least 99 percent of the questions she receives.”

Leahy, who has been with the company for seven years, said product knowledge is her top area of concern.

“You have to know the products,” said Leahy. “Most of the questions are basic. We don’t mind answering them, and we understand that the distributor needs a quick answer because he has to get that answer to his customer. Therefore, knowing the products is really important.”

Leahy said something as simple as reviewing catalogs can help a customer service person at the distributorship level gain familiarity with various products.

“A lot of customer service people don’t even do that,” said Leahy.

Huml said distributors can also utilize rep groups to train and educate their customer service departments.

“The distributor’s customer service person fields a lot of calls,” said Huml. “If the end customer calls in, that customer service person is the chief contact, and the impression customers get from the customer service person is equal to the impression they get of the distributor’s overall business. If the person on the distributor end of the phone can’t answer a question or doesn’t know about the products the company sells, the customer is going to form an opinion.”

Law said quick response time is one area of customer service that can always benefit from improvement. Her personal goal is to resolve each issue the company faces before the end of a workday.

“It doesn’t always happen that way, but it’s always my goal. If I’m still working on it at the end of the day, I let the customer know that. They appreciate knowing the status even if I can only tell them I’m still waiting for an answer,” said Law.

Asked how distributors can seek out the level of professionalism that is ingrained in The RTF Group’s customer service department, Leahy explained that there are some basic qualities that suit a person to the customer service field.

“A person with a sense of humor and common sense goes a long way in customer service,” said Leahy. “If you add knowledge on top of that, you’ll have the perfect person.”

Another aspect of customer service is simply to ensure that all members of the team are working toward the same goals. Leahy has filled that role for The RTF Group for a number of years. 

“A lot of my goal is to ensure that everybody is on the same page and that there are no surprises,” said Leahy.

She also plays an oversight role and helps the company develop its vision for the future.

“I try to ensure that we don’t slip up,” said Leahy. “It’s our job to understand where the distributors are coming from and where the factory is coming from, and I do my part to make sure we handle that responsibility well.”

Understanding where the factory is coming from has been somewhat more difficult in recent years, said Leahy. In fact, adapting to the merger and acquisition changes that have taken place at every level has been challenging for many companies in the jan/san industry.

“It reached the point where manufacturers which were part of one or two distributor buying groups had become part of most of them. You almost need a scorecard to figure out which manufacturers are involved with which buying groups and which distributors are members of which groups,” said Leahy.

Huml said Leahy’s work has been instrumental to the sales team’s success.

“Pat has really sorted through the changes to make our jobs easier. I can go to a customer today and say, ‘We represent six companies that are a part of your buying group, but you’re only buying from three of the companies. Is there a reason you’re not buying from the other three?’ That really impresses some people. Sometimes, the distributor has no idea which manufacturers are aligned with certain groups,” explained Huml.

When distributorships are not involved in a buying group, The RTF Group does its share of bringing them together.

“We find non-competing distributors, and we bring them into our facility to meet with a manufacturer that might be rolling out a new product or that needs some feedback about products that were introduced in past months,” said Friedman. “The synergy, enthusiasm and knowledge that is created in that kind of setting is tremendous. We try to be a conduit for that level of communication. We offer the same services to the distributor. Many times, the distributor brings in his own customers.”

While independent manufacturer’s reps certainly play a role in the success that distributors and manufacturers enjoy in the jan/san industry, Friedman realizes that the goal of seamlessly moving product through the distribution channels at the greatest profitability to all involved is a multi-faceted endeavor.

“We work hard here, but we’re only part of the pie in terms of what makes this whole thing work and in terms of what sells that product,” said Friedman, who is looking forward to celebrating his company’s 20th anniversary in 2004.

Friedman said the most remarkable aspect of the industry is the successful result that springs from the work of so many people and so many organizations. In short, he loves the synergy. Of course, industry interaction today is, in many ways, a path to a greater tomorrow. In fact, much talk in recent years has focused on the importance of strengthening partnerships and creating synergy all along the supply chain. 

Through such relationships, the operative question appears to be evolving. As the industry moves forward, perhaps Friedman’s vision of an interrelational marketplace will come to full fruition. If that takes place, the operative question will likely be transformed. No longer will the expression “What can you do for me?” dominate. Along with that will be a new question: “What can we do for us?”. 

It’s precisely that perspective that Friedman believes will lead the industry to new heights in the years to come.  
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Fax: (847) 234-7301.

Web site: www.rtfgroup.com.
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