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Choosing the Proper 
HVACR Distributor

This is one of my favorite quotes 
because it rings true across much 
of life, and it certainly applies in 
our industry. 

No matter how efficient 
equipment gets, how many 
aspects of your mood or person-
ality your thermostat will be able 
to identify and react to, or how 
fancy and complicated things 
get, the basics remain true. No 
matter the factors, the best com-
panies have always sold, and will 
continue to sell, themselves. The 
customer experience will be sold 
much more prominently than the 
technology (efficiency, reliability, 
etc.) or comfort.

SUPPLY AND 
DISTRIBUTION

However, there is one seg-
ment of our industry — supply 
and distribution — where the 
old adage must be amended to 
read: “The more things change, 
the more things have to change.” 
Supply and distribution will look 
so different 10 years from now 
than it did 10 years ago that it 
may be unrecognizable. No 
longer will the supply house with 
the fanciest showroom and best 
selection of delicious donuts on 
the counter win your business.

Entry into the distribution 
and supply business used to 
be dictated by the old stand-

bys: price, product, and service. 
People will often disagree on 
the order of importance of these 
three items, but there’s no deny-
ing they’ve always been the pri-
mary concerns — until recently, 
that is. Thanks to the Internet, 
price is about as transparent as 
it can be. The Internet has uni-
versalized product availability. 
HVACR suppliers all have access 
to roughly the same products 
and offer them for roughly the 
same prices. Customer service 
has also followed suit. While 
some suppliers have better cus-
tomer service than others, all 
suppliers have good service. A 
supplier that does not offer good 
service is a supplier that is likely 
no longer in business. Good cus-
tomer service is the absolute min-
imum threshold every supplier 
must meet in order to survive. 

THE MORE 
THE MERRIER?

So, if product availability, 
price, and quality service are all 
minimum barriers of entry into 
the supply and distribution busi-
ness, why do we need more than 
one supplier? Aren’t those things 
enough? What else is there? 
What separates the best suppliers 
in any given market from the “us, 
too” suppliers?

The answer may look simple 
on paper, but it is far from 
simple in practice. Only the very 
best suppliers have the necessary 
resources and are capable of get-

ting it right. Of that group, even 
fewer pull it off as a matter of 
routine. It largely depends on the 
supplier’s ability to partner with 
its customers and its willing-
ness to meet them exactly where 
they’re at in their business cycle 
and growth curve. 

In my years managing and 
consulting for small, medium, 
and very large HVAC contrac-
tors, I’ve never seen any two 
companies that are even close 
to the same. The best suppliers 
have picked up on this and are 
now tailoring their services to 
provide solutions to their cus-
tomers that are applicable and 
relevant to where they are today 
and hope to grow to in the future. 
Many other suppliers, however, 
have not adopted this mentality 
and are watching their customer 
lists shrink. Doesn’t it seem like 
a simple thing every supplier 
would want to do? 

The difficulty in this seem-
ingly simple concept is in its scal-
ability, and the No. 1 deterrent 
is attitude. The more customers 
a supplier has, the more custom 
solutions and relationships it 
must develop. Suppliers that are 
customer-centric and embrace 
this mentality can develop a 
seemingly infinite number of 
these relationships. However, 
suppliers that consider this con-
cept to be an afterthought or a 
necessary evil always seem to 
struggle to execute customized 
solutions for their customers. 

And, it shows — you simply can’t 
fit a square peg into a round hole. 

SELECTING THE 
RIGHT SUPPLIER

What kind of supplier do you 
partner with? Unfortunately, 
there is no short list of things to 
look for to determine whether or 
not your supplier is vested in your 
success and is willing to think 
outside the box when it comes 
to providing solutions that will 
help you grow and become more 
profitable. The answer, due to the 
uniqueness of every contractor in 
business today, is always differ-
ent. However, there are a couple 
of questions you can ask yourself 
to determine whether or not you 
are in the right relationship:

•	Does my supplier really know 
about my business? (Product mix, 
growth goals, what my sweet spot 
is, where I struggle, etc.)

•	Does my supplier suggest 
ways to cut my costs based on 
observations it’s made about the 
way I do business?

•	Does my supplier offer com-
pelling value-added programs or 
initiatives that could improve my 
company or help me grow?

•	Has my supplier spent time 
with me to develop a pricing 
strategy that makes sense based 
on the kind of business I’m in?

•	Does my supplier participate 
in and offer me the very latest in 
technology the supply and distri-
bution industry has to offer?

•	Is my supplier an integrated 

part of my supply chain or is 
the operation just an extra step 
keeping me from getting what I 
need, when I need it?

•	Does my supplier make it easy 
for me to do business with them?

•	Most importantly, does your 
relationship with your supplier 
feel right? Having been their cus-
tomer for many years should not 
be enough to make it feel right. 
Comfortable, yes, but not right.

If your answer to any of the 
questions listed above was “no,” 
I would suggest taking a hard 
look at the relationship you have 
with your supplier and consider a 
change if it’s not willing to part-
ner with you in a way that makes 
perfect sense for your business. 
Remember, every supplier in 
town would love an opportunity 
to earn your business. Use that to 
your advantage. You’ve taken a 
lot of risks and worked very hard 
to get to where you are today — 
make sure your relationship with 
your supplier is working for you. 
I’ve seen many companies that 
have gone from the red to the 
black simply by making sure they 
were fully leveraging their rela-
tionship with their suppliers, or 
by changing suppliers for a much 
better value proposition.

My advice to the readers of The 
NEWS is always free. If you would 
like a free evaluation of your cur-
rent supplier relationship(s) or 
have any questions, please feel free 
to email me at the address listed 
atop this page. 

P
erhaps you’ve heard 
the saying, “the more 
things change, the more 
they stay the same.” 

The adequate wholesaler may make the difference between profit and loss

MY TWO CENTS
GUEST COLUMN

Are you seeing more homeowners buy or express interest in a smart or connected thermostat?

RESULTS FROM ONLINE POLL AT ACHRNEWS.COM

Survey Says

TOP SURVEY RESPONSE:

YES, A LOT OF MY CUSTOMERS ARE BUYING OR ARE 
INTERESTED IN SMART THERMOSTATS.

Some customers are interested, but the market hasn’t taken off yet.

No, my customers are not showing any interest in smart thermostats.

43%
38%

19%
SOURCE: Results from poll conducted online at www.achrnews.com during the month of November 2015 with 156 total responses.
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