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of that department’s specific needs. We find out what their relationships are 
with other internal units, and what people are working on externally – any-
thing to get a better understanding of the whole operation and to see where 
another opportunity for us might lie. We call it ‘peeling back the onion.’ ”

A few years ago, Parish’s firm used the implementation of an enhanced 
customer-loyalty program at a major cruise line as a stepping stone to sell 
programs into several more areas of the company. To start, the sales division 
needed a program to lure more repeat purchases; this included not only a 
new selection of gifts for customers, but also an improved tracking system 
to determine how much each gift influenced the decision to use this cruise 
line vs. another. 

Parish used an example of a tracking system his firm had implemented 
at a previous client to close the deal. “Then we came in and changed the 
questions they asked customers who called in, so the company could get 
better information,” he says. “And even on outgoing calls, we coached them 
on the right questions to ask to determine whether customers knew the 
total value of using the same cruise line again.” For this initiative as well as a 
larger sales-target program, Parish sold the firm on logoed prizes from both 
Norwood and Glass America (asi/71920).

While working with sales, Parish’s team also noticed that more custom-
ers were using credit rather than writing checks. “So we went over to the 
credit department and asked how receivables were trending,” Parish says. 
Armed with the fact that people were taking longer to pay their balances, 
he landed an incentive program to get a maximum of receivables in house 
within 30 days. “Management was always pushing on those folks to do that, 
but their program wasn’t getting the results. The motivators had to change,”  
he says.

From there, human resources joined in with a program for service awards, 
exemplary service, and acts of goodwill. Management was also rewarded 
with travel, based on the number of customers retained, new customers, 
total sales by region and average days of outstanding receivables. In the end, 
the overall deal brought in six figures to Advertising Specialties Inc., with 
margins of about 40%.

Parish advises that regardless of which department first uses your ser-
vices, the questions you ask should lead to the human resources department 
and its activities. “If we’re working with sales, we ask, ‘How much does HR 
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The Procurement Play
The rise of the procurement 

department’s influence in 
companies, right down 
to the buying decisions 
for promotional and 
incentive programs, 
means that distribu-

tors must do deep 
research into the 

culture at a client’s or 
prospect’s company 

to give them-
selves a chance 
to succeed. Not 

doing so could result in a situation like the one faced a few years ago by 
Marsha Londe, who is now a distributors’ consultant with Tango Partners 
in Atlanta.

After working as a distributor for one client for 17 years, that firm brought 
in a procurement officer with whom Londe now had to interact. “He basi-
cally took the ideas I brought back from several trade shows and from the 
presentations I gave, planned out the entire year with them, and then put 
them out to bid,” she says. “I lost the business for something like a nickel 
per unit. It was the most horrible moment of my career.”

What Londe learned from that situation: “You have to show procure-
ment your full value and get them thinking about the return they’ll get on 
what they spend instead of the price,” she says. Of course, it’s not easy to 
prove return in some cases, because a lot of campaigns are designed to 
create brand recognition and goodwill. But you have to get procurement 
to see that you are actually an extension of the marketing team, not sim-
ply a product provider. 

“I knew their audience, and I even helped prepare their budgets, so 
here’s what I brought that company: I shopped for them, I pre-selected 
items, I presented to them and they chose their products right on the 
spot. Then I managed the ordering and delivery processes through the 
suppliers I knew would either come through for me or, if they couldn’t, 
give me plenty of time to go another way,” Londe says. “And I got all of 
that done without the client giving any of it a second thought. So it’s not 
just the program return that you emphasize, but the total value you per-
sonally bring.”

Fortunately, Londe's “most horrible moment” actually resulted in a 
happy ending, where her value was recognized. Predictably, the procure-
ment person who pilfered her work wasn’t the creative type; the firm had 
to hire another full-timer to generate ideas for procurement to act on. 
Less than two years later, the president of the firm called Londe, begging 
her to come back.
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interact with you? Have they implemented any type 
of award program for you?’ If a distributor comes in 
not just with creativity but also with knowledge on 
measuring the return of different programs – and the 
blessing of HR or sales – people throughout the com-
pany will listen,” he says.

STEP 4: Use Guerilla Tactics
When Marsha Londe was a distributor, she sought 
to make inroads with a trucking firm by learning as 
much as she could about the day-to-day happenings 
in that business. So besides scouring the firm’s Web 
site and taking copious notes during her interactions 
with people at the firm, she visited warehouses and 
terminals, and climbed into the cab of a big rig to 

continued on page 102

 “Once people saw that I knew so much about the firm and their preferences and 
guidelines for applying the brand name, the work really started coming. They 
know that they don’t have to spend another second explaining things to me 

when the next project comes up.”
Naomi Bodway, The Source House
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Details, Details	Sales and entrepreneurial consultant Jacqueline Lynn notes that pref-
erences are different for different departments. “Learn and respect 
the customer’s processes; don’t be surprised if you must coordinate 
your sales efforts with several departments,” she says.

For example, the marketing director or CIO might make the buying 
decision, but then it’s handed off to the purchasing department to 
negotiate the nitty-gritty. So be prepared for the purchasing agent to 
focus on details that weren’t an issue before that point. “Remember 
your basic sales techniques: Ask questions and listen carefully. Show 
how your products, and your applications of them, meet their needs 
and solve their problems. Be sensitive to their requirements without 
showing any frustration,” Lynn says.
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see the drivers’ workspace firsthand. She even vis-
ited truck stops to speak to drivers, while observing 
which products moved off the shelves. 

Londe, who is now a principal at Tango Partners, an 
Atlanta-based consultancy for promotional products 
distributors, says that the trucking company’s deci-
sion-makers “needed to know that I am an expert 
in my field, but also that I was becoming an expert 
in their field, too,” she says. “I learned everything I 
could about their drivers so I could help select gifts 
that had high-perceived value, and were also legally 
acceptable. So when I went to trade shows, I came 
back with product that was right for them the first 
time.” And because Londe understood not only the 
preferences of front-line employees but also manage-
ment’s needs, she landed multiple programs in the 
firm.

No matter how or where you gather information, 

it’s critical to take every opportunity to make an 
impression by getting products to people throughout 
an organization whenever you can. Londe stresses 
that it’s best to be overly generous with promo items. 
“When on a sales call, never leave a gift just for that 
contact. Leave one for other members of the team 
and especially for the administrative assistants and 
gatekeepers, who know what people are doing in 
other departments,” she says. “And if you can wan-
der a bit before or after your meeting, try to gener-
ate some informal interaction with people, observe 
their workspace, and leave imprinted products with 
your name and phone number on as many desks as 
you can.” 

While Londe admits that she did give away a lot 
of inexpensive pens, they were always good quality. 
“You give things with perceived value to prove that 
every person there is valuable to you. If you don’t, 

you waste not just money but also a prime market-
ing opportunity in a place where you already have a 
foothold,” she says.

Davis-Perlman, on the other hand, never goes into 
her client’s office at the city school district. But that 
doesn’t mean her clients and prospects there are 
deprived of much-anticipated ideas. “Some of the 
other departments I landed as clients actually came 
to me, because of the way I treat my primary contact 
there,” she says. Her secret? Sending along a “goody 
box” four or five times each year containing trade-
show samples she thinks would be useful. 

“When my client gets the box, her colleagues are 
standing right over her shoulder,” Davis-Perlman 
says, “and they learn that if they start using my ser-
vices, I will send a goody box right to their desks too, 
with a lot of ideas they can move on right away.” s

Robert Carey is a contributing writer for Advantages.

“If you can wander a bit before or after your meeting, try to generate some  
informal interaction with people, observe their workspace, and leave imprinted 

products with your name and phone number on as many desks as you can.”
Marsha Londe, Tango Partners
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