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editor’s note

Corporate social responsibility
and charitable giving
Ask a charity the scale
of its dreams and how
they measure progress.

W

hile reading up on what others are
saying on the subject of corporate social
responsibility, I stumbled upon an
excellent TED Talk by Dan Pallotta, who
discusses our broken relationship with charities.
I don’t want to give away his whole talk, which
you should really watch for yourself (visit www.
ted.com and search “Pallotta” for his talk “The
way we think about charity is dead wrong”), but
he challenges us to change the way we think about
changing the world.
Unlike the for-profit sector, he says, too many
non-profits are rewarded for how little they spend:
not for what they get done. The biggest mental
hurdle is the question of overhead in the non-profit
sector: “What percentage of my donation goes to
the cause versus overhead?”

Pallotta focuses on two major problems with this
question. “First, it makes us think that overhead is
a negative, that it is somehow not part of the cause.
But it absolutely is, especially if it’s being used for
growth,” says Pallotta, adding that this leads to
the second problem: “... it forces organizations to
go without the overhead things they really need to
grow in the interest of keeping overhead low”.
What’s better, asks Pallotta: a bake sale with only
5% overhead that nets only $71 for charity, or a
professional fundraising enterprise that nets $71
million? He adds that, rather than ask a charity
the rate of its overhead, ask about the scale of its
dreams, how they measure progress, and what
resources it needs to make them come true.
It’s a compelling argument and, after watching
Pallotta, I’m no longer a bake sale guy.

Keeping to the theme of social responsibility and
giving, Electro-Federation Canada and its members have been helping students across Canada
reach their education and career objectives by
awarding over $600,000 in scholarships through
the EFC Foundation Scholarship Program since
1995. This year, the foundation will award over
$80,000 across 35 scholarships.
“With focus on providing support to university
and college students in their quest for higher education, and their pursuit for an exciting career in
the electrical and electronics industries, the EFC
Scholarship Foundation is fostering a community
of excellence across Canada,” says foundation
chair, Tim Horsman.
What I like about the scholarship program is
that it is unique to the electrical, electronics and
telecom industries, and it’s nationwide... attracting both sponsors and applicants from one coast
to the other.
I applaud the organizations who have stepped
up to invest in our future human capital, and
encourage others to join the program as sponsors for the 2014 installment.
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Dr. Rick Johnson

T

Is your company

a Learning
Organization...
... or the traditional Efficient
Performance Organization?

he title to this article alone begs for
the answers to questions like:

• What is a Learning Organization?
• How is it different from a traditional
Efficient Performance Organization?
• Why is shared information so important in a Learning Organization as
compared to an Efficient Performance
Organization?
A Learning Organization leverages the
initiative and innovation of its most valuable asset: the Employees. It embraces
empowerment, creative thinking, calculated risk-taking and even the ‘Maverick’
principle. The Learning Organization
effectively encourages the concept of
asking for forgiveness instead of asking
for permission. Employees continue to
strive to increase their personal output
and positive results on the job.
The objective is to create an environment that will allow its employees to
operate in Levels 1 and 2 of the initiative scale:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Act immediately
and routinely report.
Act immediately
and immediately report.
Recommend and
act on agreed solution.
Ask.
Wait to be told.

A Learning Organization is one in which
everyone is engaged in identifying and
solving problems, enabling the organization to continuously experiment, improve
and increase its capability. Its approach
is based on values such as: passion for
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The differences between the EPO (Efficient Performance Organization) and the LO (Learning Organization) revolve around all
five elements of organizational design: structure, tasks, systems,
culture and strategy.

Structure
The EPO is based on a vertical structure with a much-defined
hierarchy of command in a more functional design. Very little
collaboration occurs and cross-functional integration of responsibilities is non-existent. The LO embraces a more horizontal
structure that encourages more cross-functional activity without
a caste system getting in the way of efficient communication and
departmental cooperation and efficiency.

Tasks
learning, communication, collaboration, team-building, people
value, caring, culture of excellence, change, problem-solving and
personal development.
The Learning Organization understands the concept that today’s
and future generations believe emphatically that you must work
to live, not live to work. Its cultural development is important to
its success. The culture itself must embrace the concept of becoming employer-of-choice, which means the culture is built upon the
value of its employees. A social, caring atmosphere exists, and
employee issues are taken seriously.
Some companies recognized their dilemma years ago. Many
of the top performers in industry are at the top because they
strive to be employers-of-choice. These are forward-thinking
companies that have found solutions to their recruitment and
retention challenges by adopting/adapting Learning Organization
concepts. Following in their footsteps, however, requires an initial
‘gut check’. Honestly ask yourself how your employees would
answer questions like:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do you receive counseling on a career plan?
Is there a current wage and salary plan in place?
Do performance incentives exist?
Do you receive regular training and instruction?
Do you receive performance updates and recognition beyond
a once-a-year chat with your boss?
Does customer feedback play a role in performance evaluations?
Does employee feedback and participation exist in the strategic
planning process?
Are suggestions reviewed and awarded?
Is there both a formal and informal communication channel?
Does collaboration exist at various levels throughout the
organization?
Are innovation and creativity encouraged?

These questions relate to the basic core competencies of human
resources: staffing, training, rewarding, recognizing and organizing. The business strategic plan cannot succeed without paying
attention to this part of the business. Learning Organizations
facilitate their employees’ involvement and feedback in this process. This basic premise embraces the concepts of a Learning
Organization: human development is critical.

Tasks are clearly defined in the EPO, supported by job descriptions and/or functions that break down those tasks with a clear
description of expectations for performance. The LO, by contrast,
embraces initiative, creativity and the ‘role’ concept. The role may
continuously change and evolve based on specific goals, challenges
and organizational objectives. The team concept is the platform,
which supports each and every role as they evolve.

Systems
As corporations grow and become more complex, the necessity
for formal business systems become mandatory. These systems
not only support operational functions but manage the flow of
information throughout the organization. This role in the EPO is
to manage the complexity of the information and provide a vehicle
for pinpointing deviation from standards. The LO uses systems
to optimize performance by creating a knowledge management
environment, which becomes a vehicle for collaboration and the
capture of intellectual property to be passed on and utilized for
employee growth and development. A ‘knowledge dashboard’
often exists to store information and facilitate collaboration.
A specific communication strategy exists within the LO.

Culture
The EPO culture is more of an autocratic type of an environment that may employ old-school methodology and, in some
cases, may employ the ‘Slap & Point’ method of motivation or
the ‘Carrot and the Club’ methodology. The LO encourages openness, continuous improvement, change, equality and, often, is
described as a family atmosphere, where employees are treated
with respect. It embraces the ‘Lead Wolf Model’ of leadership
(email me for a copy).

Strategy
The EPO develops a strategy at the top of the organization that
often dictates a vision and a mission statement. The strategy supporting that vision is generally developed by top management
only, with little or no input from employees in the organization.
This process ignores the real value of a strategic plan, which is
embodied in the process itself.
The LO recognizes strategic planning as a management tool. It
is used to help an organization clarify its future direction; to focus
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its energy, and to help members of the organization work toward
the same goals. The planning process adjusts the organization’s
direction in response to a changing environment. Strategic planning is a disciplined effort to support fundamental decisions and
actions that shape and guide what an organization is, what it
does and why it does it, with a focus on where it wants to go
and how it is going to get there.
Discipline is a prerequisite to this process because it requires
laser-like persistence to result in a productive strategic planning
initiative. The process raises a sequence of questions that helps
planners examine current reality, test assumptions, gather and
incorporate information about the present, and perform trend
analysis on the future industry environment.
Strategic planning involves anticipating the future environment, creating an end game analysis so decisions can be made
in the present. This means that, over time, the organization
must regularly perform trend analysis to make the best decisions it can at any given point; it must manage, as well as
plan, strategically.
That said, strategic planning is not a substitute for the exercise of judgment by leadership. Ultimately, the buck stops
somewhere. The strategic planning process does not make the
organization work: it can only support the sound judgment
and reasoning skills that people bring to the organization. In
the LO, strategic planning is a creative process, and the fresh
insight arrived at during the process might very well alter
past initiatives.

Planning consumes resources—a precious commodity. As a
process that eventually defines the direction and activities of
the organization, it can be an overwhelming and daunting task.
Despite the overwhelming nature of the process, the benefits of
planning can far outweigh the hard work and pain involved in
the process.
LOs emphasize that the true value of a strategic plan is not
in the document itself, but in the process of creating it, which
involves numerous employees from the bottom up. This empowers them to be more effective and better-informed leaders,
managers and decision-makers.

Compare and contrast
Shared information is critical in a Learning Organization
because its approach is based on values such as: passion for
learning, communication, collaboration, team-building, people
value, caring, culture for excellence, change, problem-solving
and personal development. This is in sharp contrast to the Efficient Performance Organization, where information is treated
as a basis for detecting deviation from standards.
Dr. Rick Johnson is the founder of CEO Strategist LLC (www.
ceostrategist.com), an experienced-based firm specializing in leadership development, strategic planning and sales effectiveness, with
a focus on creating competitive advantage in wholesale distribution. You can contact Rick at rick@ceostrategist.com, and be sure
to sign up for his free monthly newsletter “The Howl”.
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SLEEP
over getting the most
out of your sales
training dollars?
Jim Baston

503

502

501

I

t’s 3 am and you haven’t slept a wink. You have tossed and
turned all night. You went to bed grappling with a problem
that has gripped distributors since their very inception, and
you can’t seem to shake it. Although you’re tired, you resign
yourself to run the question through your mind one more time
in the hopes you will finally be able to solve it and go to sleep.
“How can I get more out of my limited sales training dollars?”

It’s a competitive world out there, and all things point to it
getting even more so. Unless, as a company, you can clearly
demonstrate a distinct competitive advantage—and show your
customers and prospects the value of a relationship with you—
then you are destined to compete on price... and that is the start
of a distributor’s downhill spiral to despair and misery.
You roll over and consider your business’ front lines: your
inside sales, counter and outside salespeople. They have the
contact with the customer. They have the opportunity to explore
and understand customers’ needs, and come up with the
innovative approaches that will help them succeed
in their own competitive environments,
which will differentiate you from your
competitors. But, to do this effectively,
they need to step up their game. They
must become better salespeople.
You are determined to invest in sales
training for them, but funds are limited
and, without realizing it, you’re back to
where you started: How can I get more
out of my limited sales training dollars?
The fact of the matter is there is a lot you
can do that will ensure your training dollars
are well spent. Here are some actions you
can take to secure a superior return for your
investment, and a strong and profitable future
for your business.
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Product knowledge
Start by facilitating a continuous learning environment
We cannot sell what we do not know or understand. Although only
one part of sales success, knowledge of your products and services
is absolutely vital when you want to provide a proactive approach
to addressing your customers’ needs. With knowledge comes
appreciation of the application of the product that, in turn, leads to
how the product can be applied to help a customer achieve his goals.
Knowledge also brings confidence, and confidence brings the
willingness to raise the subject with the customer. We provide real
value when we are able to present to a customer with new ideas
they have not considered and can drive real improvements for their
business. Without knowledge, we become reactive to customer
requests, and this greatly diminishes the value we can provide, and
we are forced to compete largely on price and delivery.
To address the knowledge part of the successful sales equation,
we must foster a continuous learning environment. We cannot leave
this to chance. Our inside, counter and outside salespeople have
to recognize both the value to themselves and to the customer of
having a strong knowledge of the products they are selling. They
must accept that the responsibility of learning as much about the
products and services you offer is theirs, and they should not expect
to be spoon-fed the information they will need to be successful.
Having said that, we must ensure that—as managers—we offer
every opportunity for that learning to take place, and this can be
done in several ways:

APPLY FOR OVER

• Engage your manufacturers to provide regular lunch-and-learns
and other learning opportunities.1
• Have individual staff members teach the rest of your team about
new products and their application.
• While waiting in a customer’s lobby, encourage salespeople to
spend their time reading product information brochures.
• Have a Product of the Week, or monthly focus.
• Have regular tests or quizzes to keep everyone sharp.

Trust-based relationships
Choose a sales training program/approach that integrates proved
trust-building methodologies into the skills and strategy training
People who thrive in sales recognize that, in addition to
their products and services, success comes from mastering and
balancing three more components of successful selling: skills,
strategy and relationships.
As a salesperson, skills are important. We need to know how to
ask questions and how to handle resistance. Strategy is important,
too: knowing when to ask for the order, or understanding the best
time to stand our ground during a negotiation process are two
examples. Relationships built on trust are necessary ingredients
for success as well. Without a strong relationship, we may never
be invited to compete for the sale or, when we are invited, we will
be competing from a distinct disadvantage, and all the sales skills
and strategy in the world will have limited effect.
Despite the critical role that trust-based relationships play in sales
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has been supporting students for over 18 years.
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success, many books and sales programs focus primarily on the
skills and the strategy of selling. They present techniques on how
to handle objections or strategies based on typical sales scenarios.
There is nothing inherently wrong with this; in fact, these are
important components of sales success. However, it is problematic
when sales skills and strategies are presented in exclusion of the
critical role that trust-based relationships play in overall success.
Building trust is a skill and, like any skill, can be learned. To
get more out of your training investment, look for sales programs
that include trust-building approaches as an integral part of the
application of sales skills and strategies. Look for programs that
recognize technique and strategy without trust can be perceived
as manipulation. Ensure the sales training you are considering
gives more than lip service to the relationship part of sales, and
provides proved, tangible approaches that build trust through
every interaction. In this way, the very application of the skills and
strategies that are taught will contribute to the prospect’s trust in
their relationship with your inside, counter and outside salespeople.

Referrals
Encourage repeat and referral business by enhancing
the customer experience
Inside and counter salespeople can take small steps that significantly
enhance the customer experience. Here, the investment can be low
and the payoff very high. Companies that create a positive customer
experience are rewarded through customer loyalty, and their
customers will often recommend them to friends and colleagues.
It is no surprise that companies who create a positive experience
for their customers also tend to perform better. A study conducted
between 2007 and 2009 found that the companies who were leaders
in delivering an exceptional customer experience “... outperformed
the broader stock market, generating cumulative total returns that
were 41% better than the S&P 500 Index and 145% better than ...
[companies that lagged in delivering a positive customer experience]”.2
Start by defining what you want the customer experience to be,
then instill these expectations in your sales team. For example,
how do you want inside sales to answer the phone? How should
your counter team engage walk-in customers? How should your
sales team manage emotional customers? Think about every
possible customer contact and how your sales team should act
to deliver on the customer experience you want.

Cross-selling
Encourage your team to cross-sell and/or up-sell as a strategy
to add value, not a tactic to increase line items
We can improve our profitability by increasing the average number
of line items per order, and this is often achieved by up-selling and/
or cross-selling. It is important to approach this as an opportunity
to provide a higher level of service rather than an activity to put
more line items on a page. The end result may be the same (i.e.
more line items per order), but the enthusiasm for participating
will be much higher in the former.
Our team needs to recognize that one of the greatest services
they can provide for their customers is to explore with them
their purchasing needs to ensure they purchase everything they
require. For example, a customer may come to the counter to
purchase a particular item and may have overlooked a critical

part required for its installation. That customer will thank the
counter salesperson who reminded them before they left for the
jobsite. They will equally appreciate the sharp salesperson who
recommends an alternative product with enhanced features that
better meets the requirements of the customer’s application.

Skills adoption
Coach, support and reinforce
As managers, we are measured not so much by what we do, but
by what our team does. As a result, our own success depends on
us taking every available opportunity to help our teams be the
best they can be.
There is a lot of evidence that directly ties the efforts of the
manager to the effectiveness of a learning program. For example,
a large personnel management association found that training
followed by coaching demonstrated a 400% improvement in
skills adoption versus training without follow-up coaching.3
Other research has suggested that as much as 75% of the overall
effectiveness of a training initiative depends upon the manager’s
actions both before and after the training takes place, and only
25% depended upon the quality of the training itself.
So what can a manager do to drive up the training effectiveness?
Here are a few ideas:
• Introduce all training initiatives by promoting them as important
to the individual as well as the organization, and emphasize
how they will contribute to the overall goal of enhancing the
customer experience.
• At the end of all training sessions, ask individuals to create
personal commitments they will undertake within a specified
time, and follow-up to see how they are progressing.
• Provide ‘mini’ reinforcement exercises to reinforce and allow
practice of the key skills taught in the training.
• Actively coach your team around the core behaviours that will
deliver the customer experience.
If you are losing sleep, wondering how to get the most from your
investment in sales training, you are not alone. This is a common
concern. However, before you look outside for the answers, consider
what you and your management team can do to drive higher returns
from your training dollar. And, when you do this, not only will you see
greater skills adoption and retention resulting in improved sales and
reduced turnover, but you will be able to enjoy a better night’s sleep.

Notes
1.

2.

3.

Some manufacturers have self-learning/online product training
programs for some of their key products. Find out what is
available for your staff.
“Yes, Virginia, There is a Return on Customer Experience
Investments” by Jon Picoult, February 6, 2010.
“Coaching ROI: ‘Wow’ your Clients with Real Results” by Susan
Battley.

Jim Baston is president of BBA Consulting Group Inc., a management
consulting and training firm dedicated to helping technical product
and service firms reap the profits locked in the untapped potential
of their business development efforts.
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Electrical
Council
update

A house divided spells change

E

lectro-Federation Canada’s data collection of
distributor sales across Canada shows a strong
industry sales growth of 5.7%. That is a very
positive number, especially considering the dilemma
in which the rest of the world appears to be. However,
if we take a closer look at that growth, we see huge
swings in readings between the various regions.
Not only does the average ‘speed’ of the collective region’s economy not show a true reading of
what is happening in Canada, but it would also be
a mistake to use that one answer to set government
policy and your corporate strategy.
Alberta—to no one’s surprise—comes in at a
whopping growth speed of 16.7% (based on 2012
sales data compared to 2011). By comparison, the
Atlantic Region (N.S., N.B., P.E.I. and Nfld.) shows
a decline of -5.2%. The range in sales growth is
21.9%—a huge difference when you consider the
Bank of Canada interest rates are now in decimals.
When you have an economy running at across
the board of 5.7%, it is relatively easy to establish
an economic policy for the country. But how do
you set interest rates or determine national policy
when your growth by region ranges by 22%? Having
only one policy means that someone will win and
someone will lose.
It is no secret that our dollar running at par
with the U.S. is based on our Western oil sales. In
economic terms, it is called the Dutch disease; it
is based on the Netherlands finding offshore oil,
which increased their currency’s value but ended
up hurting manufacturing in the country.
Our high dollar is having the same effect on our
manufacturing industry. A recent article in the Globe
and Mail showed that, despite our strong financial
support to bail out the auto industry in the 2008
crisis, only 5.4% of the auto industry investment
since then has been ear-marked for Canadian manufacturing. In just the last two years, we have lost
over 50,000 high-paying jobs in the auto industry
because of the lack of investment. That’s downsizing: 50,000 fewer jobs and about $1.5 billion less in
income tax. Small wonder that Ontario—the auto
province –shows a growth of only 1.7%.
Meantime, we see no programs in place to revive

Canadian Electrical
Industry Dashboard:
REGIONS
Were each of these
speedometers attached
to a vehicle travelling at
speed, what would be the
average speed? And, if we
knew, would it matter?
the auto industry, but we do see a lot of public relations for pipelines to Texas and to the Pacific to
sell more oil. Alberta’s Premier Redford lobbies in
Washington while Ontario’s Premier Wynne fiddles
around with trying to save money and face, placating the province’s power-based, taxpayer-paid
teacher’s union.
More oil sales will make it even harder to compete on the manufacturing level. I like Harper as a
prime minister, but he is clearly a man from Alberta.
From the dashboard diagram above, there is a vast
amount of work that needs to be done to correct the
regional disparity. The federal government needs to
work independently with each region to do what is
best for that region. The provinces need to be more
concerned with their economic output.
From an electrical industry corporate level,
Ontario stills holds 468 of total locations; 103 of
them are Canadian head offices and 82 are manufacturing facilities. In Alberta, where you find all
the growth, there are only nine head offices and
15 manufacturing facilities. Comparatively, sales in
Ontario to sales in Alberta are still 2 to 1, but the
ratio for head offices is 10 to 1; manufacturing is
5 to 1; and total employees in our industry 4 to 1,
respectively. Those ratios will change to match the
dollars. History shows that population and businesses always follow the money.
Regardless from where in Canada the commodity
or the manufactured goods come, I would prefer that
we sell more automobiles than oil, and more Blackberry smartphones than potash or iron ore. I think
it makes strong economic sense to engage Canadians
in healthy, constructive work. Apparently, someone
needs to tell that to our government.

Rick McCarten is vicepresident, Electrical Council,
Electro-Federation Canada.
Visit www.electrofed.com/ec.
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CEMRA forum

CEMRA Manufacturers Group
Kevin Smythe
CEMRA reps will
continue working
with manufacturers
to recognize the rep
model, encouraging
manufacturers to look
to reps as the source
for sales and marketing
of their products.

Kevin Smythe is the CEMRA
chair for 2011-2013 and
president of Adanac Sales, a
manufacturer rep serving the
electrical industry in British
Columbia. He can be reached
at ksmythe@adanacsales.com.

I

n conjunction with supportive manufacturers in
EFC’s Electrical Council, the Canadian Electrical
Manufacturers Representatives Association
(CEMRA) has formed a working group to further
improve the relationship between representatives
and their principals.
CEMRA—a group of independent sales representatives in the electrical industry—was organized
to promote the continued growth of its members
through the strengthening of their sales, marketing
and management skills. CEMRA was also formed to
advocate to both electrical industry customers and
suppliers the advantages of doing business through
independent sales representatives.
To this end, the association develops and
maintains programs, and aligns itself with activities
designed to help independent sales representatives
conduct their businesses in an ethical, efficient and
productive manner.
In an effort to improve working relationships,
Electro-Federation Canada was pleased to support
CEMRA’s recently-formed CEMRA Manufacturers
Group (CMG)—the counterpart to NEMRA’s NMG
(National Electrical Manufacturers Representatives
Association in the States). CMG is an allied group
of EFC reps and manufacturer members who go-tomarket principally through the use of independent
manufacturers representatives.
This group was formed and launched at the
Electrical Council (EC) Conference in Whistler, May
2012, and has become an important part of CEMRA
and EFC. CMG adds value by providing opportunities
for open dialogue between manufacturers and reps,
improving communication and opening the door to
discussions on the management of issues that affect
the working relations of both manufacturers and reps.

The CMG group meets in person, annually, at
the EC Conference, and holds conference calls
every other month. This group is also part of a best
practices forum that allows its members to work
toward resolutions and recommendations on issues
between manufacturers and reps that can be shared
with Electro-Federation Canada members and the
Canadian electrical industry as a whole through
the EFC website (www.electrofed.com). This group
strives to understand expectations, and the impact
of industry and marketplace changes as they occur.
Topics for discussion have included: the impact
of industry mergers and acquisitions; effective and
efficient reporting systems for reps for the purpose
of communicating key information, and using their
time more efficiently so that they are not bogged
down by endless reports.
Reporting is of key importance, and members
have recognized the need for reports to be more
consistent. After all, manufacturers expect to be
better informed about new business opportunities,
new and different approaches, have access to accurately maintained contact information, track project
follow-up, manage key accounts and distribution
issues to assess how issues were solved, including
any further follow-up that may be necessary.
CEMRA reps will continue working with
manufacturers to recognize the rep model,
encouraging manufacturers to look to reps as the
source for sales and marketing of their products.
The next in-person CMG meeting will be held as
an open meeting for all EFC member reps and manufacturers. It will be held at the Electrical Council
conference in Scottsdale, Az., May 27 at 1:00 pm. If
you are an EFC rep or manufacturer member, you
are welcome to attend this open session.
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market mix

The end use markets defined
John Kerr
The electrical industry
defines its end use
markets in three broad
segments: Residential,
Commercial and
Industrial. (Additional
segmentation in a more
detailed view could
include Government
and Utilities.)

T

he end use markets that drive our channel’s businesses are critical for understanding where we
need to promote. Though this understanding, we
can better address the structures of our businesses.
The electrical industry defines its end use markets
in three broad segments: Residential, Commercial
and Industrial. (Additional segmentation in a more
detailed view could include Government and Utilities.)
Each segment operates differently, and each
demands a different product mix and different tactics for covering it. Some distributors are focused on
a niche or segment, some across all.
What follows is an overview or primer of each segment; the drivers and the products that make up the
electrical system or solution for the segment, followed
by a detailed view of the market.

Residential market
The residential market is divided into two sub-sectors:
new construction, where the electrical contractor is the
key target and serviced through traditional counters;
and renovation, which is focused mostly on lighting, and
where the consumer (homeowner) is serviced through
related lighting showrooms and the big box channel.
Often overlooked is the homebuilder niche that has
accounted for 30% of all homes built in Canada. They
operate in mostly urban (highly concentrated) markets
in Canada, and present a unique opportunity for driving
bulk purchasing—especially in lighting.
The industry default here has always been price, price
and lower price. This seems especially true in commodity products, but availability is the key, and being a
reliable and predictable supply partner can win the day.
Continued on page 24

FIGURE 1
MARKET MIX Canada

Broad definition

2012 % of market mix

Commercial/office new construction

Commercial

$805,937,665

13.69%

Commercial/office maintenance supplies

Commercial

$294,828,242

5.01%

Commercial/office renovation/retrofit

Commercial

$316,171,704

5.37%

Other construction

Commercial

$365,073,562

6.20%

Non building construction

Commercial

$185,753,682

3.15%

Datacom/Telecom

Commercial

$110,787,278

1.88%

$2,078,552,133

35.30%

Total Commercial

John Kerr is president of
Kerrwil Integrated Inc., an
electrical industry consultancy
with expertise in channel,
manufacturing and
marketing. It has published
its annual Pathfinder report
on the Canadian electrical
industry since 1985 but, in
2013, will be brought under
the Electro-Federation
Canada banner.

2012

Government

Government

$565,368,450

9.60%

Industrial maintenance & repair supplies

Industrial

$1,067,773,941

18.13%

Industrial new construction

Industrial

$177,927,477

3.02%

Industrial renovation/retrofit

Industrial

$134,175,098

2.28%

Factory automation

Industrial

$251,115,789

4.26%

Original Equipment Manufacturers

Industrial

$462,123,315

7.85%

Total Industrial

$2,093,115,620

35.55%

New home construction (single family)

Residential

$785,165,517

13.33%

Residential renovation (single family)

Residential

$271,959,617

4.62%

Multi-unit residential new construction

Residential

$31,984,911

0.54%

Multi-unit residential maintenance & repair

Residential

$17,188,376

0.29%

Multi-unit residential renovation

Residential

Total residential
Power Utilities
TOTAL

Utility

$44,943,296

0.76%

$1,151,241,717

19.55%

$580,235,538

9.85%

$5,888,277,919

100%

22 Spring 2013 • Distribution & Supply

D&S_Spring13.indd 22

2013-05-07 3:02 PM

go to market

Customer engagement through
digital content marketing
Caroline McGrath

N

ever before have there been so many different
tools and platforms available to target and engage
content-hungry customers. From websites, blogs
and social media to sponsored content, search-driven
advertising and multimedia-based editorial, the new
media ecosystem is reshaping how businesses engage
with their customers.
From a business perspective, social media platforms
such as Twitter are essentially brand marketplaces that
provide a forum for conversations between a business
and its customers. Businesses that are successful at
using social media are deploying analytics tools to
first target their customers and prospects, as well as
the social media channels and topics where they are
engaged. They are monitoring and listening, taking part
in relevant conversations and adding value by responding to requests, providing information and links to
deeper, keyword-rich content.
When customers are engaged, they will not only loyally
follow you, but they can become powerful and influential advocates for your company and products. Their
informal endorsements can create tremendous business
value through their social media reach and influence.
Deploying a content marketing strategy that engages
your customers requires some basic first steps:

Find your voice
Today, your online prospects and customers can find
out more about you and your business than ever before.
Undertaking a basic social media audit is a great way
to look at your business from the outside in... from the
eyes of your customer. A good place to start any content marketing strategy is with an analysis or audit of
your current digital footprint and online identity. Take
stock of all of your current social media handles. Use
search engines and analytics tools to explore what is
being said about your company and products. Where
are the most relevant conversations taking place? What
are the trending topics and #hashtags most relevant to
your sales and marketing strategies?

Define your key messages
Most often used by PR pros, a key message document
is a popular tool that outlines the core statements that
define a business. It uses straightforward yet compelling messages to succinctly communicate your strategy,
vision/mission, corporate positioning, target customers,

Businesses that are
successful at using
social media are
deploying analytics
tools to first target
their customers and
prospects, as well as the
social media channels
market segments, value proposition, competitive positioning, etc. A key message document can be a useful
reference tool for businesses embarking on a content
marketing strategy, as it is easily shared with external
communicators in your organization, and helps ensure
consistency of voice.
Embed keywords and phrases throughout your key
message statements to maximize SEO (search engine
optimization). Pull together shareable and compelling
images, video and audio clips that support key messages and help tell your story.

and topics where they
are engaged.

Listen before you speak
Interacting online with your customers and target
audiences requires you to listen. Monitor the trending
topics in the social media channels you are targeting.
What conversations are most relevant to your business?
Take note of popular #hashtags and monitor the most
influential participants. Listen to what your prospects,
customers and competitors are talking about, and note
how those topics are evolving. Consider how and where
you can provide information and content of value to
those conversations.

Think before you post
Regularly posting content that informs and engages is
at the heart of any good content marketing strategy.
A very helpful tool in implementing this strategy is a
content calendar, where you look ahead and plan posts
that are strategically timed to your business objectives.
Once you’ve identified the social media channels you
want to target, brainstorm content ideas based on current conversations and trending topics on those sites,
as well as what is important to your business. Content
can include posts about upcoming seminars, events,

Caroline McGrath is principal
of CMM Communications
Group—a public relations
firm that provides strategic
communications services
and helps companies tell
their stories. She can be
reached at caroline@cmmcommunications.com and on
Twitter @CMM_PR.

Continued on page 24
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The end use markets defined Continued from page 22

Customer engagement through
digital content marketing
Continued from page 23

new solutions and services, white papers
and anything that might be of interest
or informative to your prospects and
customers.

Engage

Commercial market
The commercial construction segment is
most important, as it touches the full basket
of goods offered at any electrical wholesaler.
All in all, it approaches almost 35% of the
typical electrical distributor’s sales. Sales
direct is limited here, as the dependence on
reliable and accessible MRO (maintenance,
repair and operations) products also gives
the channel the incentive to keep stock
levels high to service this segment. This
product basket is broad, going from lighting and power conditioning to cable tray and
switchgear. In fact, the commercial market
rivals the industrial segment for the broadest
range of electrical products.
Again, the drivers for these projects—
which include offices, stores and shopping
malls, hotels, institutions and other public
buildings—are new construction and retrofits. All result in the construction spike for
demand, and all offer the ongoing sales annuity for the MRO or resulting retrofits.
Key products that drive this segment are:
voice, data, video (VDV), lighting and switchgear. Key growth products might also include
value-added or pre-packaged modular switchgear, energy-efficient lighting, ballasts, solar,
wireless, power-conditioning, etc. (In 2012,
energy-efficient lighting products have been
the key driver.)
The key takeaway here is to understand that
the commercial retrofit market is an important segment and sometimes not as obvious.
Industrial market
In the mid-1990s, 10 million square feet of
auto plant production facilities were being
built in Ontario alone, and this driver in the

electrical equipment market was huge. Prior
to that, the investment in pulp and paper
and resource industries drove the industrial
market here.
With the industrial segment representing
upward of 35% of typical distributors’ sales,
it’s an important niche upon which to focus.
Here, the profile of the industrial sector is
typified by numerous mid-sized entities that
range from small injection moulding, packaging or tooling to food processing... and all
of these firms and entities need electrical
equipment. Many are employing their own
electrical maintenance staff, while others rely
upon retaining electrical contractors to do
whatever electrical work is required.
For the industrial market, an electrical distributor must have a basket of goods that can
range from wire connectors to motor control.
The lineup is extensive, but the distributor
must also possess market knowledge and offer
support like logistics/availability and timely
delivery and, in some cases, full-time 24/7
access. Key ongoing knowledge of competitors, installed equipment base and numerous
plant visits will reinforce any effort.
What must also be understood is that MRO
is the key to a consistent revenue stream
for any supplier or wholesaler; this MRO
approaches 18% of the electrical market’s
volume.
The numbers that matter
Figure 1 table is adapted from Pathfinders
annual market report. The detail presented is
sourced from numerous sources and reports
and brought together in this market summary.
It’s a snap shot view but provides a solid picture of the end use markets in Canada.

Social media is not the place for one-way
communication. If you are going to post
content about a new product announcement or other company news, make sure
it is interesting and relevant to your
audience, and provides an opportunity
for feedback. How will the product or
service help them? What business problem does it resolve? What is the value
proposition? How does it stack up
against the competition?

Social media is also not the place for
marketing-speak, insider jargon or blatant self promotion. A different approach
is required; one that is interactive and
shareable, and builds trust and loyalty.
Be honest, transparent, authentic and
engaging in your posts. This is not an
advertising platform. Respond to your
customers in a direct, personal and timely
manner. Answer their questions, solve
their problems, welcome their feedback
and, when you get it, thank them for it.
Content marketing is essentially about
creating and distributing relevant information to engage and interact with a clearly
defined target audience, with the goal of
building brand awareness, acquiring leads
and, ultimately, generating demand. Businesses that realize how critical content
marketing can be to their customer engagement strategies are thriving in the new
digital ecosystem by being better listeners,
building trust and loyalty, and providing
more value to their customers.
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best practices

The basics of good promotions
Roger Partington
Contractors expect a lot
from their distributors,
and they frequently view
rewards as a symbol of
preferred status.

A

t any given time, a typical distributor branch
is running five to ten promotions. These might
include several manufacturer-designed promotions, as well as both local and company-wide
distributor promotions.
Promotions play a big role in the overall ‘energy’
of the branch: engaging staff at various levels, and
working hard to engage customers. Despite this, success is hard to come by. Promotions compete with one
another for attention, and most employees or customers will get highly engaged in only a few promotions
over the year.
Local promotions have the advantage of local ownership, and that sometimes shows in the results. National
promotions end up the victim of spotty performance.
Some branches and markets like certain promotions,
but others may not.
Were local promotions better at design, more of
them would succeed. So what are the design basics
for good promotions?

conflict between objectives, you need to make compromises. Try to keep behavioural change at the forefront,
and look closely at how to achieve what you want—
even when it’s harder to measure and reward.

Behavioral change: 4 questions to ask

1

Who are you trying to influence? Is it a specific
type of customer, an outside rep or maybe both?
Be as specific as you can.
What do they know about your product? You
need to know where your target is in the stages
of the buying or selling process. Do you need to build
awareness, stimulate trial purchase or encourage
repeat behaviour? Many promotions miss the mark
by assuming that customers or reps are further along
in the adoption process than they actually are.
What are their challenges or hot buttons? The key
to motivating people is to know what they want.
What do you want them to do next? Should they
call the distributor, visit a website, make a sales
call, etc.? Be specific.

2
3
4

4 simple objectives

1

The paramount objective is behavioural change.
At the root of it, you are offering a reward to a
specific employee group or specific customers for doing
something you want. You may be looking for an inside
sales person to ask a qualifying question; you may want
a counter customer to make an impulse purchase; or
you may want a sales rep to introduce a product. A
well-designed promotion needs to be specific about
what to change, and who to motivate toward change.
The promotion should strive to appropriately
reward the desired behaviour. Many promotions
miss the mark by rewarding results, and not the behaviour. For example, a rep with one big order wins, yet
he didn’t even know there was a promotion.
A promotion should be easy to do. You want to
keep paperwork, measurement, input fields and
complex rules to a minimum. Keep it simple and clear.
Lastly, you want to be able to measure the performance of the promotion. Did you get the results
you expect?

2
3

Roger Partington is a
management consultant
specializing in distribution
channels, channel relationships,
and sales and marketing
strategy for manufacturers and
distributors. He can be reached
at roger@coherentb2b.com.

4

Unfortunately, you have a lot of conflict within these
four objectives. Creating multiple reward levels tracks
rewards more closely to behaviour but also adds complexity. Signing up customers improves your results
measurement, but adds extra steps. When you have

Once you have answered these four questions, you
have the key to motivating behavioural change, and
can come up with a reward that makes sense. The
rest of the promotion are the rules and steps that help
ensure it runs smoothly and fairly, and gives you the
results you expect.

Rules for success
One scenario will almost certainly lead to failure: when
the product, service or branch is already struggling, a
promotion will not fix the underlying problem. That’s
just putting lipstick on a pig.
The one ingredient that every successful promotion
contains is a champion. In a distributor, that champion must be highly visible at the local level while the
promotion is running. That’s why branch managers
are usually the key.
Promotions also need to stand out from everything
else that is going on in a busy workday. They need
sizzle and creativity. A much-in-demand reward is
popular. Some level of novelty or play in how they
operate is also good.
Many successful promotions build a recognition factor
over time. By repeating the same approach, you build
brand equity. You cannot sit back, though: you always
need a visible promotion champion for success.
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12 AWG barrel replaces 7-10 reels.

12 AWG
barrel

Introducing

Paralleled

And perhaps the most revolutionary. In short, it’s NoLube®
SIMpull ® branch circuit wire, paralleled, and laid on its side in
a barrel. Why did we do that? Because contractors asked for
their setup times to be shorter, their pulls to be easier, their
jobs to be safer and more productive, and their total costs
to be lower. So we listened. You’ll want to learn more.
To schedule a live demo, call 1-800-668-0303.

®

Meet the newest member of
the SIMpull Solutions portfolio
of products and services.

14 AWG barrel replaces 11-14 reels.

14 AWG
barrel

The WireBARREL system is designed to replace standard reels, and can be used on multiple projects.

Reel streamlined:

