
This would be a great opportunity 

to publish an article extolling the in-
credible benefits of fiberglass doors, or 
nuances that Special-Lite’s engineer-
ing and manufacturing teams would 
elaborate on, that create or work to 
perfect a sound foamed-in-place, 
highly- engineered and meticulously 
constructed door. Instead, I hope to 
make the case for dealers large and 
small to build a sales force.

It may even sound crazy to put forth an 
idea during such busy times. I’ve heard 
the various old and trite sayings almost 
everywhere across North America:

“I’m as busy as a stump-tailed bull in fly 
season!

“We’re feeling like we’re drinking from a 
fire hose!
“Of course there is no grass growing 
under our feet!

Most door and hardware dealers, 
distributors, manufacturers, etc., are 
experiencing some good business 
times, and it’s a great time to be in the 
business. Regardless of the strength 
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I am impressed with the level of 
knowledge on codes, hardware, 
security, installation, etc. that every 
member of these teams often holds. 
I suspect that this industry, more 
than most, has individuals who have 
worked their way up in many differ-
ent positions, starting with installa-
tion work or other entry level posi-
tions. It is an industry with significant 
technical proficiency. 
On the other hand, I have also quick-
ly learned that most of these same 
dealers/distributor organizations do 
not have strong front-end sales or new 
business development organizations. 
This is not simply my own observa-
tion but one that is shared widely with 
people at all levels from across the 
industry, including these very same 
dealers and distributors. Currently, 
the sales title or responsibility seems 
loosely applied to someone working 
in estimating or project management. 
These are important roles or posi-
tions that require a separate focus in 
ensuring accuracy so that our custom-
ers are taken care of, but it should not 
be confused with the need for a sales 
or business development role. These 
sales positions should have a prima-
ry and measurable responsibility to 
develop and grow end-user sales. 

The need and the opportunity 
for change are now

As I stated earlier, I suspect a number 
of you reading this article may well 
dismiss this notion at the moment, 
considering the current book of busi-
ness. Waiting until business softens to 
move on a strategic initiative such as 
this will place too much pressure on 
quick results. 

I’ve actually heard from some dealer 
principals who have commented, 
“We’ve tried that and after a couple 
months we didn’t see any results.” A 
thoughtful and deliberate plan, given 
the right amount of time and sup-
port, coupled with the right individu-
al with a laser focus on new business 
development, will deliver healthy 

of the current market, we continue to 
hear the concerns of eroding margins 
and market competitiveness. So now 
is the time to be thinking strategically 
and thinking ahead to build a stron-
ger business for the future.

I’ve spent the last two years getting 
acclimated to the door and hardware 
industry. I’ve had the opportunity to 
meet with distributors and dealers, 
independent representatives, and 
other manufacturers and their sales 
teams from all over, and I must say, 
I am excited to be in this industry. 
This industry is not far from the 

architectural and furniture-related 
product and service world in which I 
spent nearly 30 years. There are some 
differences however, that are relevant 
to this discussion.

I am impressed with the technical 
skill sets held by all the distributor/
dealer team members. All of the disci-
plines, whether it is the owner, presi-
dent, project manager or the installer, 
have individuals that are as, or more, 
technically savvy in this industry 
than their peers from any industry 
that I have encountered. 
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top- and bottom-line growth. That, 
however, is certainly not a couple of 
months of effort.
The reason to start this effort imme-
diately is due to the growth in factors 
that are occurring; that increase in the 
importance in our industry of having 
a seat at the planning table:

 The importance of life safety and 
security has never been higher.

 This industry has a large impact on 
other business issues, such as:

 Energy efficiency
 Building operations budgets

 Sustainability

 Industry consolidations

 Margin deterioration

Life safety and security can 
often trump ROI analysis

If you spend much time speaking 
with facilities management profes-
sionals, they will often tell you that 
the decision to invest in interior or 
exterior facility improvements is 
typically supported when a satisfacto-
ry answer is received to the question 
from those in the C-suites, “What is 
the return on investment?” “How 
many years will it take to pay for it? 

In today’s world, if it isn’t a maximum 
five years or ideally less, you better arm 
your customer with another rationale. I 
was reminded again recently by a vice 
president of facilities, that if there is an 
employee or customer safety factor tied 
to the product, the ROI question may 
very well take a back seat. We don’t 
have to look far to realize that the need 
for safety is not diminishing; in fact it 
is top of mind for those in the educa-
tional, government, food production, 
manufacturing, and corporate worlds, 
among others.

A good friend of mine, also an architect 
for a firm doing significant work with 
educational institutions, shared with 
me recently that regarding school secu-
rity, it is “the number one topic of con-
versation in either the interview stages 

with architectural firms or in the early 
building programming or planning 
phases.” It is important to remember 
safety and security go beyond keeping 
bad people out of buildings. The need 
to protect employees, visitors or other 
building occupants from natural disas-
ters as best we can is growing, as is ev-
idenced by the growing use of Florida’s 
High Velocity Hurricane Zone (HVHZ) 
designation into the mid-Atlantic and 
certainly other coastal areas.

Safety and security, accompanied with 
this industry’s ability to have an impact 
on the energy efficiency, sustainabil-
ity and building operations budgets, 
makes our products and services more 
relevant than ever to facilities lead-
ership. Today’s wired world and the 
growth of building management sys-
tems and their connectivity to building 
entry solutions, provide us with even 
further justification as to why the 
end-user should wish to talk to us.

Industry consolidations and 
the impact on distribution

Two additional significant trends have 
developed in this industry. The first 
trend has been the manufacturing 
consolidation that has and continues 
to take place—manufacturers looking 
to expand their offerings and increase 
their overall product presence in an 
effort to gain customers.
In addition, many manufacturers, 
some of the very same that are busy 
with acquisitions, have grown their 
own end-user sales force very aggres-
sively. While the goal may not simply 
be to relegate dealers to a lower mar-
gin transactional role in the typical 
bid process, the results of these moves 
may have such an impact if door and 
hardware dealers don’t work to posi-
tion themselves strategically in these 
end-user relationships.

I have had the opportunity to discuss 
this with a handful of dealers who 
have actually expanded their end-user 
sales team, and their experiences to 
date are consistent with what I expe-
rienced during my own time leading 

A thoughtful and 

deliberate plan, given 

the right amount of 

time and support, 

coupled with the right 

individual with a laser 

focus on new business 

development, will 

deliver healthy top- and 

bottom-line growth.
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a product and service dealer. When a 
strong relationship exists directly with 
an end-user’s facilities management 
team, the following will likely occur.

 Improvement in profit margin
 Improvement in Receivable or Days 

Sales Outstanding (DSO)

 Some of the delivery and installa-
tion timeframe stress minimized, 
due to better planning

 Tighter relationships with archi-
tects and general contractors as 
they recognize your end-user 
relationships

 Opportunity to participate in nego-
tiated work with end-users or even 
general contractors on projects 
that are “at risk” or use a grow-
ing Integrated Project Delivery 
Method, etc.

 Most importantly, a higher level of 
customer satisfaction!

Both the rationale and the opportuni-
ty exist, and as previously mentioned, 
we are seeing some growth in this 
effort. To have success, it is more than 
getting a body into such a position, 
and that alone can be challenge in 
these times. But as I’ve seen in my 
previous industry, having strong sales 
or business development positions in 
these dealerships/distributorships is 
key to increasing the relevance of our 
industry with the end-user, and ideal-
ly, changing the game. This requires 
building a strong business develop-
ment organization.

Building a successful business 
development team

As the old anonymous saying goes, 
“success begets success.” I remember 
the early days of sales when getting 
that first sale was the toughest. A 
sales mentor provided some words 
of encouragement to me in my early 

days of selling, saying, “When you’re 
pressing for a sale, you won’t get it; 
but when you’ve done your work and 
are focused on execution, even the 
accidental visitor to your sales office 
hoping to simply use the restroom is 
no match!”

He shared with me how important it 
is to have a plan and work it; to not 
be singularly focused on project sales 
dollar value but rather on listening to 
your customers, knowing your prod-
ucts and services, developing your 
target accounts, and then consistently 
executing on your plan. 

Finding and developing 
the right people

I realize I am touching on topics that 
many readers have plenty of experi-
ence of their own on which to draw. 
The added complexity in finding the 
best teammate is that many people 
interview well, and as a salesperson 
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Regardless of whether the individual 
comes from inside or outside your 
company, make certain they have the 
following character or personality traits.

1. Fiercely competitive and a
self-starter

2. Outstanding entrepreneurial
mindset

3. Commitment to networking and
building business connections

4. Comfortable in communicating
with customers at all levels of
management

5. Strong curiosity and passion for
growth

Take control of the sale

In our world, the single most im-
portant effort a sales person and or 
company can do is to get to the top 
decision maker—the people who are 
the senior most managers involved in 
facilities management at the end-user. 
If those end-user top decision makers 
want you, your products, and your 
company’s knowledge and service, 
you will win; it really is that simple. 
Of course, there are outside influenc-
ers in the process that also deserve 
our attention. However, if you have 
the support of the end-user, you will 
face fewer objections and challenges 
by architects and general contractors, 
and instead be understood as a key 
member of the end-users’ inner circle. 

Too often a sales person takes the path 
of least resistance and puts a primary 
focus on the influencers and not the 
person who can completely tip the 
scale in your favor. It is tougher get-
ting an audience with the end-users. 
Your competitors or other industries 
are often pressing these same facility 
managers daily for appointments. 
An architect or general contractor 
will usually welcome you or anyone 
knocking on their door offering to 
share new product information or 
another competitive bid.

In the construction process today, 
after programming and designing, the 

goal for the architect is to find multi-
ple competitive products to ensure a 
competitively bid project that lands 
within or below budget. This runs 
counter to our goal of a negotiated 
win-win position that gets the end-us-
er, in theory, the best solution and 
with a fair margin for the product and 
service provider. 

Finally, I was reminded many of times 
in my career by some very good archi-
tectural and general contracting own-
ers, as I asked how we work to ensure 
our success in the sales process. Each 
time, their quick response or lesson 
for me was “get to the end-user and 
make your case before we get there; 
we’re not going to fight their wishes.” 

Build your network and  
manufacturing resources

Getting to the end-user is about the 
salesperson’s efforts, but working 
smarter and having a strong sales 
network will improve on your short-
term results and virtually guarantee 
success in the long run. Your sales 
network must consist of people and/
or companies that will engage in a 
mutually beneficial relationship. These 
individuals or companies should have 
similar goals as your own business 
and be willing to support you in your 
effort. Your network should include 
the following:

 Sales people from adjacent 
industries

 The architecture and design com-
munity and their associations

 Independent architectural specifi-
cation writers

 Community leaders

 Real estate professionals – these 
“pros” know everyone and 
everything

 Industry associations, including fa-
cilities management and engineer-
ing, Producers Council, real estate 
networks, chamber and communi-
ty organizations, etc.

myself, I find it easy to warm up to 
all the candidates. It is important to 
expand your thinking on potential 
sales candidates.

One real potential opportunity for a 
door and hardware dealer in finding 
talent is to first look around you. As I 
said earlier, I think this industry has 
some of the most talented technicians 
you will find as potential candidates. 
Within your team, you may find 
installers, estimators and project 
managers with the right technical 
background and passion.

If you couple that with right support 
and even sales training, you will 
have shortened that learning curve. 
While nothing can be more positive 
than promoting from within; if not 
managed correctly, it can be especially 
tough if the Peter Principle comes into 
play. It is a balancing act between not 
losing a good employee and not keep-
ing a good employee growing. 

In our world, the single 

most important effort 

a salesperson and or 

company can do is to 

get to the top decision 

maker—the people 

who are the senior most 

managers involved in 

facilities management 

at the end-user.
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 Outstanding reciprocat-
ing relationships with 
your key and niche 
manufacturers

All of the above offer op-
portunities to make intro-
ductions and get connected 
in the market. Again, if you 
can be introduced into an 
account through an existing 
relationship, it can be huge-
ly beneficial.
I would like to talk a little 
about strategic dealer/
manufacturer relation-
ships. Developing strategic 
relationships with those 
niche manufacturers that 
demonstrate a best in class 
product offering and cus-
tomer service support are 
essential to your short- and 
long-term success. These 
manufacturers with unique 
products and services, that 
solve unique challenges, 
are a high priority to these 
facility managers. 

Finding a receptive audi-
ence increases when you 
can ease or eliminate that 
customer pain point. When 
that strategic relationship 
includes joint sales calls 
between the representative 
or manufacturer and the 
dealer salesperson, the 
opportunity for success can 
be outstanding. 

Take control of your 
future

I was recently reminded of 
the old fable about the lion 
and the gazelle that I first 
heard in the later 1980s as 
I began my sales career, 
and that was popularized 
more recently by Thomas 
Friedman in the book The 
World is Flat.

Every morning in Africa, a 
gazelle wakes up. It knows it 
must run faster than the fastest 
lion or it will be killed. Every 
morning, a lion wakes up. 
It knows it must outrun the 
slowest gazelle or it will starve 
to death. It doesn’t matter 
whether you are a lion or a 
gazelle: when the sun comes 
up, you’d better be running.

I think it would be appro-
priate for dealerships and/
or distributors as a whole 
to consider themselves as 
either the gazelle or the 
lion. The key is to run with 
a plan that makes certain 
that none of the changes 
in the door and hardware 
industry negatively impacts 
your business, now or in 
the future. Developing an 
outstanding sales force will 
allow you to stake out a 
position that puts you in the 
best position to succeed. 
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