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The bottom line for the distributor field sales rep of the future is that 
they will continue to be critical to success and well paid, but the role 
will be very different from where it started. Fundamentally the transition 
is from being a self-directed generalist to a management-directed 
specialist. 

Some firms are already well on their way, and many are not the publicly 
held billion-dollar firms. They are privately held regional distributors that 
are making the transition quietly.

Here are five behaviors or practices these firms are using to make the 
transition: 

They are transitioning from generalist field sales reps 
to specialists and adding inside customer service reps, 
inbound and outbound telephone sales, product spe-
cialists and quotation departments that narrow the re-
sponsibility of the field sales rep. The role that remains 
is focused on new business development and demand 
creation. 
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They are adding real marketing functions that identify 
new business opportunities, creating clear value prop-
ositions that make customers sticky by increasing their 
switching costs and building a playbook of value-add-
ed service offerings. The responsibility of identifying 
growth opportunities shifts from the field sales rep to 
the marketing department.
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The field sales rep is doing what the senior sales execu-
tives thought they were doing from the start: They are 
conducting needs analyses for customers, document-
ing real customer cost savings and disrupting the old-
school traditional reps by taking their customers away. 4

5
They no longer are defined by a set of assigned custom-
ers that largely remain unchanged. They have custom-
er-recognized experts in product selection and applica-
tion, specific markets or specific business challenges. 

How customers buy is challenging the traditional 
role, function and purpose of the distributor field 
sales position. But many distributors have resisted 
changing their approach to sales for fear of losing 
sales reps, customers or both to the competition. 
The economics of relationship selling are changing, 
and that means distributors must change, as well. 
The MDM Special Report: The Sales Gorilla in the 
Room examines the role of the distribution sales 
rep, what is driving the shift and paints a picture of 
the future of field sales, including its role, function 
and purpose for the successful distributor. 

The field sales reps are shifting away from servicing their 
existing book of business, as that business transitions to 
lower cost and higher efficiency alternatives. 3

https://www.mdm.com/products/category/2039-mdm-special-reports/product/10204-mdm-special-report-the-sales-gorilla-in-the-room
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1. How Amazon is driving B2B customer expectations offline

2. Why customers are looking for more options in delivery, inventory,
training and purchasing

3. How data is driving successful distributors’ strategies throughout
their businesses

Subscribe today at www.mdm.com/subscribe

"MDM is great content, delivered in a timely 
manner, but I also sense the mission behind 
their writing.  MDM has a genuine concern for 
distributors and wants them to succeed."
– ROGER WOODWARD, PRESIDENT

ALLIANCE DISTRIBUTION PARTNERS

Serving wholesale distributors and their channel partners for 
the past 50 years!

Get Exclusive Access to the 
Distribution Trends Special Issue
Each year, MDM publishes this comprehensive report on trends 
impacting the wholesale distribution industry, covering 15 sectors. Here 
are some of the trends our analysts identified this year:

"The 2017 Distribution Trends issue was especially of interest, 
as the changes in distribution have never been greater than 
they have been in the past year. This alone is worth the 
subscription price."
– CHESTER COLLIER, SVP

WALTER SURFACE TECHNOLOGIES

“Trends and 
writing always 
on the mark. 
It’s concise, 
well-written and 
keeps me a step 
ahead.”
– JULIA KLEIN, CEO

C.H. BRIGGS CO.


