
I
n the spirit of the ‘RoHS’ (re-

 cycling of hazardous sub -

stances) age, let me ask reps the

question: “Will your current web

site meet the expectations of

2008? Before offering an answer,

let’s note that reps are creating

their own hazards and avoiding

end-of-life considerations for

their web sites by perpetuating

rather than replacing sites that

are essentially obsolete. It still

seems true that many sites seem

to be the same ones that were

posted at the dawn of the Inter-

net age (although the graphics

look more dated than that).

Here’s my answer to the question

posed at the beginning of this

paragraph: probably not.

That most professional field

sales organizations have failed to

do any meaningful online selling

is surprising because they were

quicker than manufacturers or

distributors to embrace the web.

Apparently the early adopters

were stimulated by the attrac-

tively low cost of entry.

by LARRY KAUFMAN

Some sites substitute a list of

product categories,  without

brands, for a line card. If I were a

principal, I’d want reps who were

proud to carry my line and eager

to connect their customers with

it. If I were a customer, I’d expect

those reps I had come to depend

upon to make it easy for me to

find out about their products in-

stead of putting obstacles in my

way. If I were a manufacturer

looking for representation, a web

search would be part of my due

diligence, and if I wasn’t finding

useful information, I’d just keep

surfing. If you don’t list lines on

your web site, I’ll truly appreci-

ate an e-mail telling me why. I’ve

never yet heard a reason that

made sense.

Principle vs. Principal

Another thing I see all too of-

ten, and not only on the web, is a

rep talking about “principles.”

Actually, I approve, if the mean-

ing relates to mission, credo or

approach to doing business. But

unfortunately, it usually refers to

the manufacturers represented. If

you’re in the rep business, you

ought to know the difference be-

tween a principle and a principal.

The root problems behind the
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The best way your site can help you
market yourself to current and new principals

is by demonstrating how effectively
you serve customers.
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failure of field sales organizations

to think seriously about their web

sites or to invest meaningfully in

them seems to start with not re-

membering that you never get a

second chance to make a good

first impression. The second fail-

ure is lack of focus on what you

can or want to accomplish online,

or on whom you hope will visit. If

you don’t know where you’re go-

ing, any road will get you there.

Here’s a comment I’ve heard,

and not from reps: Why worry

what’s on a rep web site, since no

one goes to them anyway? Is that

a self-fulfilling prophecy? Does no

one come because there’s noth-

ing there for them?

Do you not invest because you

don’t see a direct return? Of all

the communication tools you’ve

ever had, web results are the easi-

est to measure — not just by

counting hits or click-throughs,

but by tracking results. But of

course you won’t have measurable

results if you haven’t designed

your web site to deliver them —

or if you haven’t defined what re-

sults you’re looking for.

What Makes a Good Site?

True, I did find a few good rep

web sites, and I’ve talked to their

owners about them.

One rep told me, “I’ve opti-

mized my web site to serve pro-

spective principals. I don’t really

care about visitors I haven’t spe-

cifically sent, but I like being able

not only to get my credentials to

manufacturers who are looking

for representation, but also to be

the first to deliver them.”

Another rep justified the in-

vestment in a good web site by

saying that if it broke just one

tie and got one new line that

might otherwise have gone else-

where it would have more than

paid for itself.

A third respectable site was built

on a totally opposite game plan:

serving customers not already be-

ing called on through search en-

gine optimization tied both to

product category and territory.

These examples suggest two of

the important communities you

can reach online, but there are

also current principals, custom-

ers, distributors, employees and

prospective employees. You can

also use your site (although I saw

only a few doing so) to provide

“backroom efficiency” for ex-

change of specific, transactional

information with principals and

customers. The best way your site

can help you market yourself to

current and new principals is by

demonstrating how effectively

you serve customers.

Stay Clear of These Mistakes

Now for the Seven Deadly

Sins — over and above those al-

ready mentioned:

• Amateurish or dated graphics

— You never get a second chance

to make a good first impression.

• Non-functional opening page,

telling visitors to “enter here.”

They have already entered in

their own minds; why are you

making them do so again?

• Pages marked “Under con-

struction” or “Coming soon.”

• Failure to provide convenient

or intuitive navigation.

• “Last update” information

that is far in the past — Your visi-

tor will trust the currency of in-

formation on an undated page a

lot more than on a page last up-

dated in 2001.

• Flash or other motion or

sound effects that don’t add,

only distract.

• Vis i to r  count s  — That’ s

nobody’s business but yours.

I no longer consider it among

the deadliest of web site sins not

to “sell the system,” since your rep

association and MRERF are do-

ing it for you. However, like

chicken soup for a cold, a link

This is a regular series of articles on technology that appears monthly in Agency Sales. If there are any

subjects that you feel should be explored, or if you have any comments about this subject, please

contact the Tech For Reps editor at: alaplante@MANAonline.org.

I’ve always had enough
confidence in technology to

believe that the only limitation
on what the web can do

lies in what our imaginations
demand of it.
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and/or some reinforcement

couldn’t hurt. Presumably your

manufacturer  vis i tor  under-

stands the economic advantages

of outsourcing sales to manufac-

turers ’  representat ives ,  and

your customer or potential cus-

tomer knows the synergist ic

benefits of the multiple-line sales

call for customers.

I’ve always had enough confi-

dence in technology to believe

that the only limitation on what

the web can do lies in what our

imaginations demand of it. In the

rep world, you’re demanding very

little — and that’s what you’re

getting back.

If I decide to recycle this ar-

ticle again — will anything have

changed? �
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For a free expert access consultation on

marketing issues, including web sites,

call: (312) 649-9410 or e-mail your

URL to lkaufman@bworld.com and

explain what you want your site to

accomplish, and how you are measuring

its performance.
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