
eration is the crux of the supplier/distributor model; they need 

each other. But if both sides gave in to their philosophical 

druthers, their interests would veer off in different directions. 

Suppliers want flexibility. “It’s just like when you ship something 

UPS, you’re going to get charged more one day versus the 

next day, or one time versus the next when they change the 

rates,” says Jeff Lederer, execu-

tive vice president of Prime Line 

a supplier that slimmed down 

its catalogues this year and re-

fers distributors to its website for 

latest pricing. “You buy a car 

one time versus the next time, and the car price changes. 

The standards shouldn’t be different for this industry.” Distrib-

utors, on the other hand, want certainty. “I would hate it if 

everything in this industry became that way, that everything 

is negotiable or variable day-to-day,” Vernon states. “That 

creates more hardships for customers and distributors.” The 

Future Is Now, the notion that all distributors are adverse to 

these technological changes, however, is just a stereotype. 

“If you’re a distributor like us,” says Chuck Fandos, president 

of Gateway CDI, “that’s more technology based and we 

do almost everything  electronically, it’s not going to have as 

big an impact on us.” Some welcome such changes; others 

know they will simply have to adapt. “It would depend on 

who the supplier is,” Parker says about working with suppliers 

who jettison their printed cata-

logues. “And if they’re a good 

core supplier, then guess what 

– we don’t have a choice.” Dis-

tributors say it’s a gutsy move to 

be the technological trailblazer 

without a printed component. They wonder how much busi-

ness supplies might sacrifice in making the change. The reality 

is those suppliers are already out there. Russ Rowan Mogell, 

president and CEO of Seven Sourcing Inc, started his com-

pany a year ago armed with the belief that distributors end 

up going to websites to get the most current information. He 

didn’t even bother to create a print catalogue – an advan-

tage, he says, because he put the money he saved into prod-

“I think most suppliers think, ‘Well 
just go check my Web site, it’s 
easy.’ But it’s not that easy.”
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uct development. “I think in our industry we’re kind of used to 

printing catalogues, so I think it’s new to folks,” says Mogell, 

who says that no distributor has refused to do business with 

him because he doesn’t produce a traditional catalogue. 

“They’re going to the website anyway, but I think they’re used 

to asking for an actual catalogue to begin with.”

Other tech-savvy companies felt they were sending the 

wrong message by relying on snail mail. That’s what techno-

gadget supplier Direct Connections realised with a program 

called “Sticky- Drive,” preloaded on their USBs. Distributors 

get instant access to Direct Connections’ online catalogue, 

special distributor deals, and content and prices that update 

every time the USB is plugged in. “We’re selling this software 

and telling our distributors what a great idea it is and how to 

use it,” says owner Mary Crug 

about making the switch for 

2009, “and we just decided 

to put our money where our 

mouth is and do it ourselves.” 

Why are the suppliers making 

the switch? Web pricing allows 

for extreme flexibility in a volatile market; not only do suppliers 

avoid being held hostage to a printed price, they can take 

fewer  gambles with their margins by not over or underesti-

mating at the beginning of the year. Also noted is the green 

factor of not using and throwing away reams and reams of 

paper – a concern that can’t be discounted when environ-

mental awareness is the order of the day. And, most impor-

tant, costs can be minimised by avoiding printing and reprint-

ing catalogues in the first place (one supplier estimates that 

printing costs have shot up 15%-20%). “I think that as we all get 

squeezed a little bit from a price point of view,” Fandos says, 

“you have to look at what are some of your costs, and I think 

that catalogues are a big expense for suppliers. I’m not saying 

those expenses can go away, but if they cut them in half or by 

three-fourths, that’s a big issue.” In many regards, distributors 

are showing in their own actions that they are lock-step with 

suppliers in these changes. Gateway CDI utilises the web to 

sell to clients and has just switched from pen and paper plan-

ners to electronic to-do lists. Bluegrass uses virtual samples and 

industry search engines in addition to supplier catalogues to 

show off its wares. Target has its own online catalogue, uses 

electronic quotes and culls web links from preferred suppli-

ers to drive customers online. Their reasons are the same as 

anybody: It’s the speed of society today. “This day and age, 

commerce is moving very quickly,” Leahy says. “When clients 

have an interest in a particular product, they want answers 

immediately, within the hour. The kind of business we do on a 

national basis, we just can’t hop in the car and run over and 

get a couple catalogues to them and show them some ideas 

in a catalogue. The days of sending them three or four cata-

logues are very limited.” And, it seems, the transition away 

from paper catalogues is a permanent one. Not only are 

distributors’ customers getting more adept at working with 

the web, but the demographics are changing too. Gen Xers 

and Millenials, those who have 

lived with computers their entire 

lives, are gaining a foothold in 

the working world and attaining 

greater buying power. These 

are the customers of today, not 

just the future. And distributors – 

fans of the printed catalogue or not – see the change. “We 

as distributors have to meet that demand,” Leahy comments. 

“I think eventually distributors are going to have to change ul-

timately with the clients.” For now, that means a rough meld-

ing of print and internet, catalogue and website. All it takes 

for confusion and strained relations is for a distributor to simply 

quote the old price in a catalogue by mistake. Inflexibility on 

either the supplier or distributor’s part can cause a deal to 

fall apart. And keeping clients in the dark can only exacer-

bate the problem. Says Parker: “That’s why we as distributor 

salespeople have to be educating the end-user that there is 

volatility out

there on the cost of goods.”

With thanks to ASI counsellor magazine.

“We as distributor salespeople
have to be educating the enduser

that there is volatility out
there on the cost of goods.”
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