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BEST PRACTICES FOR DEALERS: COMPETING AGAINST DIRECTS

By Carl Schell, Associate Editor – March 17, 2009

Knowing what your strengths and weaknesses are as an organization is fundamental for growth and
success. That might sound too simplistic, but given the economic downturn it ’s more important than
ever. BLI ’s “Best Practices ” series provides insight on strategies for running your business, with each
installment featuring advice from a dealer with a particular area of proven expertise. Our hope is that by
implementing one or more of the suggested strategies, your company will improve and increase
pro tability. Three spokespeople from ASI Business Solutions were glad to contribute to this second part,
o ering up their thoughts about the competition between dealers and direct sales, as well as how to not
only keep market share but, ironically, take it away from the same manufacturers that supply the
hardware.

Dealer Snapshot

ASI Business Solutions has been serving Greater Dallas/Ft. Worth since 1989. A single-office operation
with 46 employees, including 30 outside sales representatives and service technicians, it currently sells
Lanier and HP devices, along with FP mailing systems. Founder and President Ken Copeland said ASI
strives to reach all sizes of organizations but mentioned Blockbuster and Ameriplan USA as two of its key
clients. The company has won Office Dealer’s “Elite Dealer” award five times, while Copeland has
leadership roles in the industry such as with the Lanier Dealer Council and Select Dealer Group.

Only The Strong Survive

“Competition between dealers and direct sales isn’t good for dealers—it’s good
for customers,” Copeland began. “The negativity of this is front and center
with clients, and it’s something we wish they wouldn’t have to experience.
The positive side, however, is that dealers hopefully take the time to evaluate
their value propositions and institute policies that boost efficiency.”

Newt Higman, senior vice president of sales for ASI, followed that train of
thought: “The competition is good for customers, but they’re the ones who
are ultimately caught in the middle, which makes the situation worse.
Oftentimes, the discrepancy in equipment pricing that dealers get versus
directs doesn’t help either.”

The rapidly changing industry landscape also plays into the vicious cycle,
described by Higman as “more confusion for customers.” With the acquisitions
such as those of Global by Xerox, Danka by Konica Minolta and IKON by
Ricoh, direct sales have morphed into a giant mass that’s getting bigger over
time. Manufacturers are taking away profits from dealers and the industry but
need to massage the relationship to remain solvent. “Three, four years ago,

the gap of success was in our favor, but it’s closing fast,” Copeland explained. “I’m sure that many
companies like ours feel as though they’re being squeezed. There are more incentive programs today but
margins are lower, and it’s going to be harder and harder to pay commissions.”

According to Higman, the major difference between dealers and direct sales is who their target audiences
are, which can be used to the dealers’ advantage. “We tend to work with SMBs while directs want fewer
accounts and more clicks—enterprises are their sweet spot,” he said. “Most dealers, ASI included, want
to have a very strong local presence in order to sell to businesses that are similar in size and scope. By
really going after a lot of these smaller companies and providing an intimacy that directs just can’t offer,
the dealer community should not only be able to survive but also thrive.”

“Solutions are the driving force behind this intimacy, and dealers need to be
selling them,” said Randy Allen, vice president of marketing for ASI. “We’ve
seen them in action, and they work. Managed print services, for example,
allows us to be more productive and handle diagnostics remotely. Software is
designed to solve ‘pain points’ in business workflow, and that’s what we tout
when pitching the idea of a solution to a potential customer—it’s a remedy.”

“Given the weakening economy, an important topic of discussion is whether
you can afford to sacrifice some profit in the short-run, but in turn come out
farther ahead in the long-term,” Copeland stated. “Do we sacrifice the
hardware profits to get the service and supply revenues, thereby creating a
relationship that allows us to capture total document volume?

“There’s certainly plenty of pressure being placed on everybody in the food
chain,” he continued. “Dealers have been forced to make layoffs, while many
manufacturers are doing the same and implementing other drastic cost-
cutting measures. During this turmoil, dealers should recognize that an
opportunity exists and run a lean and mean operation. Be aggressive—now’s the time to dissect the flat
market and figure out how to build share.”

So what’s the message that’s communicated to the ASI staff? In addition to ongoing training that reps
and techs receive, “we tell our reps to stress support after the sale rather than them being resigned to
the fact that customers might just decide on the least expensive box,” Copeland said. “This strategy isn’t
necessarily new, but it’s still a key differentiator. My belief is that dealers act quicker when a situation
arises and get the job done without having to go back.”

“Our sales team has been making a big push to go ‘horizontal’ in accounts, meaning that instead of only
selling office MFPs and printers, the reps are trying to place wide-format devices and standalone scanners
into businesses,” Higman commented.

“ASI is in a very competitive market, with direct operations from the top manufacturers in the industry,
and we compete against them in about 25 percent of transactions,” Copeland said. “We don’t come out
ahead all of the time, and it’d be unrealistic to think that we could. They might have a lower price than
you. They might be able to promise things that you simply can’t. But with your mindset always in growth
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mode, you’ll have a major leg up on directs. Raise the bar on effectiveness. Try to do more with less. It
would only be reasonable that you might sacrifice some of the bottom line to put in place the people and
processes needed for the top line.”


