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In January, Agency Sales  began a series of articles examining the traits needed for an independent manufacturers’ representative 
to be successful. The traits are borrowed from a book entitled Ten Traits of Highly Effective Principals: From Good to Great Per-
formance, by Elaine K. McEwan. The traits we examined in the January and February issues were Culture Builder, Communicator, 
Producer and Facilitator. This month we follow with a study of the rep as both a Change Master and an Educator.
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The timing and the times couldn’t have been any more ap-
propriate for MANA member larry robinson, CPMr, to talk 
about the importance of the manufacturers’ rep filling the role 
as a change master. 

Robinson, Cleaves-bessmer-Marietti, Kansas City, Missouri, 
gets right to the point when he emphasizes how difficult it is 
for reps — and all people for that matter — to change. “People 
will ride their old ways of doing things right into the ground, 
because for them and their organizations, it can be too difficult 
or too emotional to change,” he maintains.

“Think for a moment about the old story of the frog in the pot. 
You put him in there and gradually raise the temperature to 
boiling, and before he knows it, the frog is done for. So too 
is it with reps and their organizations. If they don’t change, 
chances are they will perish.”

Making a willingness to change a little too daunting, according 
to Robinson, is the fact that “The independent manufacturers’ 
rep finds himself solidly positioned right between the manu-
facturer and the customer. What ultimately happens is that 
one side or the other is invariably going through some sort of 
change. It remains for the rep to accommodate one side or the 
other, and that is not an easy task.”

He continues, “Usually the rep won’t have much control over 
the customer’s business practices. That’s why it’s so hard to 
effect a change there. What we can do there, however, is con-
tinually reinforce our message of value add or educate the 
customer to the fact that we can offer them a better way to 
solve a problem. 

Be there Before the customer
“Conversely, when it comes to the manufacturer, our job in try-
ing to get them to change resides primarily in getting them to 
see where the customer is going, rather than where the cus-
tomer has been. Too often the manufacturer is working to pro-
vide products that the customer has used in the past. As the 
customer develops new needs, new problems, the manufac-
turer had better be there when he’s needed. That’s our job — 
to get the manufacturer to change the way he sees things.”

Changing the customer and the manufacturer aren’t all that 
the rep has to do. He also has to change the way he does 
business. “To change is to survive. If the rep is conducting 
business today the same way he did 10 years ago, he’s not 

going to be here long-term. Our environment is changing and 
the social and economic challenges we’re working under put 
tremendous pressure on us.”   

As a result, the question remains: If he’s not already, how can 
the rep become an agent of change? Robinson maintains, 
“You’ve got to get their (the customer’s and the principal’s) 
attention. You have to have a story to tell and a solution for 
customer and manufacturer problems.

“This process begins with the rep being able to understand 
where manufacturers and customers are coming from. They’ve 
got to build relationships with them, know where they’re com-
ing from, and understand what their problems and challenges 
are. In addition, they must have an understanding of what 
these problems are costing them and how they result in lost 
business opportunities. Once done, the rep’s job isn’t com-
plete until he can provide solutions to these problems.”

conducting a three-step process
Simply stated, Robinson is detailing a three-step process to 
follow in order for the rep to be a change agent:

understand the problem. “It must be something big enough 
to get their attention.”

Identify a solution. “This must include an opportunity that ac-
companies the solution. More often than not, people will make 
a change if it means more money for them. As a result, the 
rep’s solution should appeal to the customer and/or manufac-
turer this way: ‘If I do this, it will mean this to me.’ He’s got to 
be able to see the return for his willingness to change.”

Present a plan. “Tell the customer/manufacturer exactly what 
he has to do to change. Let him know what benefits will follow.”

Robinson continues that the timing for a conversation of 
“change” with reps acting as the change agent couldn’t be any 
better. “First of all, given our tough economic challenges right 
now, the opportunities for change are right here in front of us. 
For instance, we’re talking to a manufacturer who is changing 
from a direct sales force. This is a chance of a lifetime for us 
as we are playing a major role in the way he goes to market.

“At the same time, we’re dealing with another one of our long-
time principals who is currently trying to navigate some rough 
business waters. Their sales have dropped off and their com-
petitors are circling like sharks.”

Jack Foster
Jack Foster, president of Foster Communications, is the editor of Agency Sales Magazine. In addition to his duties in working with MANA, 
Jack writes for several other major marketing publications. His experience in publishing includes writing, editing, photography, production 
and printing. This, combined with Jack’s understanding of the independent sales rep function, can provide the winning formula for your 
communication needs. Email: jfoster@manaonline.org.

becoming an effective change master
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Robinson explains that this situation was long in the mak-
ing, and Cleaves-Bessmer-Marietti had, in fact, drawn up a 
plan for change a couple of years ago. “Now, however, since 
times are a lot tougher, [manufacturers] are much more re-
ceptive to a message of change. This is great for us, and it 

will allow us to turn the situation around.”  Accepting change 
is a little bit like the process of natural selection, maintains 
Robinson. “To be successful now and in the future, it’s going 
to take a different breed of horse. Those who are going to 
survive will be true decision makers and change agents.”

sharpening your skills to become an effective change master and educator | jack foster

“To change is to survive. 
If the rep is conducting business today the same way he did 10 years ago, 

he’s not going to be here long-term.”

becoming an effective educator
When Kurt Nelson, CPMr, speaks on the topic of the rep 
filling the role as educator, he immediately points to the con-
stituencies the rep is charged with educating. 

“When it comes to education, the place for the rep to start is 
with his own people,” maintains Nelson, who heads MANA 
Member Nelson & Associates, Santa Fe Springs, California.

“From what I’ve seen during 25 years in the business, the 
message that has been drilled into rep sales personnel is all 
about pure selling. By concentrating on features and ben-
efits, however, a huge mistake is made. There’s so much 
more to the job — and that’s where the education comes in. 
The education role that the rep fills today is so much more 
involved than just building relationships and getting the or-
der. Today, the rep is charged with seeking that conversa-
tion where he looks for problems that customers are facing. 
Then naturally, the goal of the rep is to come up with solu-
tions to those problems.”

Having said that, however, Nelson is quick to add that 
there’s certainly nothing wrong with achieving those goals 
via a round of golf, or any of the other traditional ways in 
which reps have operated in the past. He takes it a step fur-
ther when he describes how his agency has sought out and 
participated in those important conversations. “Our agency 
— specifically the datacom division — has invested in the 
Miller Heiman sales training that allows us to identify cus-
tomer issues and work in tandem with them to solve those 
problems. It was Miller Heiman that introduced me to the 
concept, and from that beginning, I’ve become somewhat of 
a John the Baptist in terms of spreading the word to our mar-
ket. Speaking strictly from the educational standpoint, that 
training allowed me to identify a need in the marketplace, 
and I’ve hopefully met that need by training more than 250 
salespeople over the years. Bottom line, it has helped all of 
us to find ways to sell better.”

Nelson doesn’t stop with educating just the agency person-
nel. “Everyone in our channel needs to be trained, including 
the distributor, the contractor, the customer — and even the 
manufacturer.” 

He stops for a moment when the manufacturer is mentioned 
and emphasizes, “We probably haven’t done a very good 
job when it comes to educating the manufacturer. What the 
manufacturer has to be educated about is the role of the rep 
in the channel. 

“What that includes is explaining how you as the rep are go-
ing to market and why you’re approaching the market the way 
you do. The truth is, we all live and work in a world where it is 
easier to guess, presume and assume what others are doing 
instead of asking what they are doing. If Nelson isn’t clearly 
announcing what we’re doing, then our efforts can be inter-
preted improperly. For instance, what if we’re offering special 
promotions to our customer base? That might be interpreted 
by distributors or manufacturers as an effort to steal their 
customers. If we explain what we’re doing, however, they’ll 
understand that we’re simply trying to work as a team.

“That’s why it’s so important to have those conversations. 
But how do you have them? That’s why education and com-
munication are the keys, and doing neither doesn’t do any-
one any good.”

What if the rep wasn’t born with that “gene” that guarantees 
he’s going to be an effective educator? Is there anything he 
can do to make up for that deficiency? Is there any place he 
can go to get an infusion of what it takes to be effective in 
that discipline?

Nelson points immediately to the wealth of resources that 
independent manufacturers’ representatives can avail them-
selves of in this area. “There’s the full spectrum of educational 
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selves of in this area. “There’s the full spectrum of educa-
tional programs available from MANA, NEMRA, MRERF 
(which includes the CPMR and CSP programs). But a lot of 
what you need to learn in order to be an effective educator 
grows out of your own organization’s internal processes. 
For instance, in addition to the Miller Heiman training that 
I mentioned earlier, our agency makes use of a compa-
ny-wide coaching process where, on a monthly basis, ev-
ery employee is coached by someone else. During these 
coaching sessions, we always have two-way communica-
tion on tough issues.” (To read more about Nelson’s coaching program, 
see the June 2007 issue of Agency Sales Magazine, p.32.)

Nelson continues that reps are probably more fortunate 
than other professionals in that there are so many avenues 
they can follow in order to become adept at education. “But 
just as it is with so many other disciplines, you can lead a 
horse to water, but it’s another matter to get him to drink. 
It’s entirely up to the rep to take advantage of these oppor-
tunities to become better at educating others.”

In emphasizing his last point, Nelson says, “It’s amazing 
when you look around at the attendees in a seminar. Prob-
ably only half of the people there are taking notes. After the 
seminar is over, I’d be willing to bet that maybe 10 percent 
of those people take out their notes and review them af-
ter the session. And probably only 5 percent of the people 
ever take any action based on what they were exposed to. 
Once again, they’re simply not taking full advantage of the 
opportunity.”

Nelson maintains that the measure of success his agency 
has achieved with educating others is based primarily on 
the fact that “I’m so anal about it. I wasn’t born that way, 
but over the years, I’ve learned how important it is. A bo-
nus for me is that I find I’m in a better spirit when I’m teach-
ing others — and that’s something I try to pass on.” as
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