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High Impact Projects    
A Newsletter About Solutions and Creating Exceptional Value 

 

How To Penetrate A Major Account 
Through High-Value, Solution-Selling  

Distributor Brings High-Value Product Line To System Integrator 
 Generates $2,000,000 of Revenue at 35% Margins! 
200 Systems Implemented With Only One Dissatisfied Customer! 

By Jeff Pawlik, Bill Lenahan, Tom Ingram, PMP 
 

Imagine that you are the VP of sales for a small, 
start-up distributor in a high-technology market.  You 
have a major system integrator in your backyard, but 
you are running into several problems penetrating the 
account: 
1. The system integrator doesn’t know you, your 

product, or what you can do for them. 
2. Their purchasing department treats you like “one 

more vendor to beat on for price concessions.” 
3. You have been unable to get a meeting with any 

of the real decision makers. 
4. The system integrator is big, well funded, 

impressive and intimidating to a small distributor. 
 

How would you proceed?  What would you do to 
turn this difficult situation into a major win?  How 
can you avoid “buying the business” with price 
concessions and becoming trapped in the commodity 
vendor role? 

Following is a case study of how one small 
distributor overcame these obstacles and produced 
some outstanding results.  The authors were three of 
the principals involved, and our hope is that this case 
will provide you with some useful insights if you 
ever face a similar opportunity. 

Results Achieved for the Seller (the 
Distributor):  The distributor in this case ultimately 
grew the system integrator into its major account.   
This single account materially added to the 
distributor’s growth, profitability, buying power and 
creditworthiness.  Some specific results: 
1. $600,000 of revenue at solid gross margins (18-

20%) over two and half years. 

2. Established an anchor client with a solid credit 
rating that paid on time.   

3. Additional high-value product lines:  Because 
the distributor had proven itself as a high-value 
partner, it was able to introduce a half-dozen 
additional product lines to the system integrator.  
All these products had reasonably good margins 
and the distributor successfully resisted the usual 
periodic attempts by the system integrator to 
extract price reductions.  
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High Value Niche

 

4. Distributor’s owners made substantial profit 
when company was sold:  The distributor was 
acquired about three and a half years after start-
up, resulting in a significant profit for the owners.  
The presence of this system integrator as an 
“anchor” account demonstrated that the 
distributor could produce a high-value and high 
volume of sales at solid margins.  This 
undoubtedly improved the sales price of the 
distributor.  

5. Systems and processes handled a 30-fold 
increase in volume:  The distributor had put in 
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place solid people, processes and infrastructure to 
handle the high-value products and services.  
After acquisition, the volume handled by this 
distributor’s facility increased from $6 million 
per year to $200 million per year in just six 
months! 

 

Results Achieved for the Buyer (the 
System Integrator):  The system integrator and the 
distributor worked together as partners to develop a 
high-value niche for the system integrator.  Some 
specific results were: 
1. $2 Million of revenue at 35% gross margins:  

The distributor’s niche products and services 
ultimately generated over $2 million in revenue 
for the system integrator at 35% gross margins.  
By contrast, the other lines sold by the system 
integrator generated some $40 million per year 
at margins around 20%, but these margins were 
eroding quickly due to increased competition. 

2. Additional high-value product lines:  The 
high-value niche was (arguably) the primary 
differentiator for the system integrator, and it 
established the system integrator as a high-value 
supplier to its end customers.  This high-value 
“beachhead” helped the system integrator sell 
several additional high-value products and 
services at strong margins.   

3. 200 happy end customers:  These high-value 
systems sold by the system integrator included a 
money-back guarantee.  In 2½ years only one 
system was returned.  

4. Proved to parent company that high-value, 
high-margin sales were possible:  The 
distributor’s high-value niche and associated 
other high-margin products helped validate the 
high-value, high-margin strategy that the system 
integrator was pursuing.  The system integrator’s 
parent company appreciated the results and 
provided additional funding to the system 
integrator.   

 

Background:  This story takes place during the 
mid 1980s, but the lessons for consultative selling are 
timeless.  The distributor, Cache Data Products of St. 
Louis, Missouri, was a start-up based on a strategy of 
using networks of PCs to do the jobs that previously 
required big computers.  Today, this is a 
commonplace technology called “client/server”, but it 

was revolutionary in the early ‘80s.  Jeff Pawlik, vice 
president of sales and marketing, had a solution-
selling, high-value background.  He hired Tom 
Ingram as a senior sales rep, who also had a solution-
selling background, to build up the Kansas City 
territory.  

The system integrator, AmeriSource, was also a 
start-up funded by an Overland Park, Kansas parent 
company, United Telecom.  The system integrator’s 
strategy was to take advantage of the PC revolution 
through a high-value, solution-selling approach.  The 
system integrator hired outstanding people, many 
from IBM.  Bill Lenahan, senior vice president, was 
from IBM and one of the primary drivers behind the 
solution-selling, high-value strategy. 

The Distributor’s Approach To Selling 
The Account:  The distributor had received a few 
incidental orders from the system integrator, but it 
was clear that a major, focused effort would be 
necessary to penetrate this large, well-funded, 
intimidating system integrator.  Jeff Pawlik and Tom 
Ingram developed and executed a campaign to build 
the system integrator into a major account.  With 
benefit of hindsight, we present the following as the 
key elements of the distributor’s effort to develop the 
system integrator into a major account: 
1. Solid, bundled product and service offering:  

The distributor had invested in developing a 
bundle of products and services that offered 
significant value to the niche of customers being 
targeted.  Numerous systems had been 
implemented with excellent results, and the 
distributor continued to improve the offerings on 
a monthly basis.  The distributor UknewU they 
had something of value.  The distributor formed 
it’s offering by understanding the needs of the 
target system integrator and the target end 
customer (instead of pitching “our great product" 
because that was what we happened to be 
selling.) 

2. Know your customer’s customer better than 
he/she does:  The system integrator was focused 
on a wide range of customers while the 
distributor benefited greatly from focusing most 
of it’s resources on a single, important, high-
value niche.  The distributor understood the 
needs of this customer niche, and what it took to 
service them, far better than the system integrator 
did.  One of the distributor’s co-founders had 
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even been an end customer and had used the new 
technology successfully.  The system integrator 
wanted to service this niche better, and it was 
quickly apparent to the system integrator that the 
distributor could add value to the system 
integrator’s efforts.  This established a peer-to-
peer partnership rapidly (rather than the 
distributor being treated as “one more vendor.”) 

3. Know your competition:  The distributor had 
solid competitive intelligence.  It knew that its 
products were better than the competitors and 
could prove it.  This ultimately resulted in sales 
aids and sales training for the system integrator 
that gave the system integrator’s representatives a 
clear edge in the marketplace. 

4. Focus!  Resisted distraction and dilution of 
strategy:  The distributor didn't back off because 
someone would have an objection to one piece of 
the technology or would prefer another 
component because they read a magazine article.  
It remained focused on the overall value of the 
bundled offering and resisted the urge to change 
its offering based on minor customer whims. 

5. Developed a “get going fast” bundle of 
products and services:  The distributor created a 
kit of five or six products including sales 
collateral materials, sales rep training and end 
customer training.  The intent was to make it easy 
for each of the system integrator’s branches to 
buy everything they needed to get up to speed 
quickly. 

6. Planted seeds by passing on manufacturer 
leads:  The distributor took several of the best 
leads from it’s manufacturers and hand-carried 
them to the system integrator’s interested sales 
reps. The distributor’s sales rep worked closely to 
make sure the initial sales were successful for 
both system integrator and end customer. 

7. Presented full cost/benefit proposal, including 
implementation/rollout plan:  The distributor 
and several of the system integrator’s people 
worked together to present a plan to the system 
integrator’s executives.  The initial plan proposed 
that six stores buy the “get going fast” kit to pilot 
the concept. 

8. Remained patient, continued to invest time, 
money and leads:  It took approximately six 
months to land the first order for a rollout kit.  
The distributor continued to invest in 

demonstration equipment, provide leads, assist 
sales efforts, etc.  Eventually, the approach paid 
off and the system integrator’s executives 
accepted the proposed plan – in a big way.  
Instead of landing an order for six “get going 
fast” kits, the initial order was for 35 kits – one 
for each branch!  

9. Trained their sales people, followed through 
on implementation:  When the distributor got 
the order for 35 kits, the real work began.  It 
conducted sales seminars for the system 
integrator, trained the system integrator’s sales 
people, trained the system integrator’s 
implementation people, created sales aids, 
supervised the initial installations, expedited any 
delivery problems and made sure that each 
branch had what it needed to be successful. 

10. System integrator hired the distributor’s sales 
rep to run the program:  Tom Ingram was 
eventually hired by the system integrator to 
“champion” the high-value niche program and 
make sure that the end customers were happy.  
Though the president of the distributor was not 
happy when Ingram was hired away, this 
transition provided important continuity and was 
critical to the system integrator closing 200 
successful sales with only one return. 

 

Comments From The Buyer’s Side (the 
System integrator):  As often happens with start-
ups, the system integrator opened some initial 
branches, hired some of the competitor’s best sales 
people, and began to build a business.  It quickly 
became apparent that a traditional “reactive”, retail 
approach would lead to fierce competition and ever-
decreasing margins.  The system integrator designed 
and executed a high-value, solution-selling strategy 
to differentiate itself and protect its margins.  
Following are some of the things the system 
integrator did to enhance its solution-selling efforts: 

Worked hard to simplify the solution that the 
system integrator rep had to sell:  The system 
integrator packaged the "best of breed" for each 
major product category in a way that the sales force 
could use.  It invested heavily in hiring and training 
outstanding salespeople.  It also provided them with 
corporate infrastructure, support and sales tools.   
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Took a proactive instead of reactive approach:  
A key component of the system integrator’s strategy 
was to have the sales force sell a packaged approach 
with a competitive product from each major category.  
In the early days, the system integrator operated 
much more from a retail / reactive mindset and let 
customer whim dictate the products that were carried.  
Often, this choice was made for no other reason than 
to make a short-term sale.  This resulted in 10,000 or 
more SKUs (stock keeping units), which created 
substantial overhead costs.  These problems 
ultimately led to significant inventory write-offs and 
a dangerous dilution of the sales force’s attention – 
they had too many products to sell! 

Changed “retail” sales force to outbound, 
proactive, solution-selling sales force: The system 
integrator found that retraining retail-oriented sales 
people was ineffective.  It chose to invest 
significantly in hiring and training a new sales force 
from organizations that had a tradition of outbound, 
proactive, solution-selling. 

Continued to invest and improve corporate 
ability to support the field in selling solutions and 
high-value:  As mentioned, the system integrator 
hired Tom Ingram to support the niche program sold 
to it by the distributor.  The system integrator hired 
several other skilled corporate staff people and did an 
excellent job of keeping its promises to support the 
field sales people. 

 
 
Things That Could Have Gone Better:   
Did well, but did not catch the brass ring:  The 

distributor built a fine business and sold it at a 
significant profit for the owners, but missed out on 

capturing the big technology trend.  The distributor 
was a pioneer, some 8-10 years ahead of the mass 
adoption of the new technology.  Ultimately, as 
client/server became the dominant computing 
technology, other firms reaped the big payoff that the 
distributor hoped to capture. 

System integrator sold off before the strategy 
could fully prove itself:  Unfortunately, the system 
integrator’s parent company needed capital to invest 
in another venture.  The system integrator was sold 
after about three years, despite some very promising 
results.  It is small consolation to those of us 
involved, but the money that was raised from the sale 
of the system integrator went to fund something that 
became a household word – the Sprint Long Distance 
Company. 

System integrator suffers from being too sales 
driven:  The system integrator developed into an 
excellent sales and marketing group with strong 
capabilities in high-value, solution-selling.  The 
management team could have benefited from stronger 
operations and financial management during its early 
phase.  Some inventory write-offs and some less-
than-profitable areas of the system integrator’s 
operations probably influenced the parent company’s 
decision to sell the system integrator, though such 
problems are to be expected in any start-up.   

Should have piloted the high-value niche: The 
system integrator knew it had a winner with the high-
value niche brought to it by the distributor.  With the 
distributor’s aid, the system integrator had made 
some successful sales, resulting in happy customers 
and good margins.  We considered piloting the effort 
in just a few branches, but dismissed the notion 
because we wanted to ramp up the sales volume 
quickly.  In hindsight, if we had piloted the effort on 
a six-branch basis, we would have found out that 
there were some barriers to volume selling.  A pilot 
would have told us we needed to charge more and 
produce even higher margin sales to cover these extra 
costs. 

Lessons Learned / Tips:  For those 
considering similar strategies, following is a 
collection of additional suggestions: 

Pick your customer carefully:  Since both the 
system integrator and distributor were focused on 
high-value and solution-selling, the two companies 
made an excellent match and became solid partners.  
The distributor’s efforts to build similar relationships 

               972-394-5736               Newsletter #16               June 2003 Page 4 

Tom Ingram
Highlight



TOM INGRAM &   ASSOCIATES, Inc.
 

 

 

Sales & Operations Improvement Through Process, Project Management & Technology 
tom@tomingraminc.com

with other system integrators were not nearly as 
effective.  If you ever find yourself contemplating a 
similar strategy, be sure to qualify your prospects 
very carefully.   

Every business person wants higher profit 
margins – but few are willing to take the time and 
make the investments that are demonstrated in this 
case.  If you focus on a prospect that does not truly 
value the solution-selling, high-value approach, you 
could easily waste six months and thousands of 
dollars for very little return. 

Salespeople must stay focused on line 
managers with a problem and budget:  Most of the 
time, that buyer is going to be a functional manager 
(not a staff manager!)  Usually the buyer is going to 
be a line executive with a problem and a budget.  
This was a critical issue 20 years ago when this case 
unfolded and it is a critical issue today.  Eventually, 
the salesperson will be directed to staff departments 
to flesh out the details of a proposal, but salespeople 
should not call on staff departments (even staff 
department heads!) until they are forced to.   
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Find a way to resist customer and competitor 
pressures to become a commodity:  The distributor 
and the system integrator were both focused on a 
high-value, solution-selling approach, and both 
strived to improve that value on a month-by-month, 
year-by-year basis.  The pressures toward a 
commodity business model were enormous, but both 
firms resisted by staying focused on things that they 
knew would create high-value for their customers.  
They stuck to their strategies, and did not collapse 
their pricing at the first sign of a big customer with 
cash in hand wanting a discount. 

Find a way to resist the internal pressures to 
become a commodity:  For the system integrator, 
internal pressure to become a commodity was more 

difficult to deal with, and (arguably) contributed to 
the parent company’s decision to sell the system 
integrator.  As a matter of common sense, you would 
not expect that a parent company would pressure a 
subsidiary to reduce margins, but the pressure was 
subtle and long-term.  The system integrator’s parent 
company wanted to see revenue growth initially and, 
then, profitability.  The parent company assigned an 
analyst/adviser to the system integrator who 
conducted significant analysis on the system 
integrator’s sales trends, margin trends, overhead 
costs, etc. 

In defense of the parent company, it had invested 
significant capital and continued to invest readily.  In 
the parent company’s view, the only way that a return 
on that much capital could be produced was to attain 
certain revenue growth targets, based on the 
assumption that earnings would then follow.  The 
only way the system integrator could meet the 
revenue expectations of the parent company was to 
sell higher volume, but at lower margins. 

In hindsight, the lesson learned might be to go 
into a new market, high-growth situation with some 
contingency plans in place.  You will have revenue 
targets and margin targets to meet as part of the 
primary strategy, but one or two contingency options 
as backup would be well advised.  In this case, the 
system integrator could have had a contingency 
option to spin off the high-value, solution-selling, 
proactive niche into a stand-alone company.   Since 
this niche had substantially higher margins, the spin-
off may well have prospered. 

Understand where the high-value, solution-
selling concept works:  The costs and time necessary 
to cultivate such a significant new account are clearly 
a factor.  This approach is going to be most effective 
at winning large accounts where the customer will 
buy repeatedly over multiple years.  It is particularly 
effective when a toehold is needed to convince a 
difficult new client that your firm has something to 
offer beyond that of being “one more commodity 
vendor.” 

Find ways to wrap value-added services 
around a core commodity product:  Both the 
system integrator and the distributor had base 
businesses that generated cash flow, but were subject 
to increasing margin pressure.  Both found ways to 
add significant high-value products and services 
around the core offering.  Be aware, however, that 
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the additional margins earned must be adequate to 
justify the additional time and cost invested in the 
solution-selling approach. 

Capital, patience and management 
commitment to high-value, solution-selling:  None 
of this is easy.  Most seasoned business people have 
seen situations where management wanted the profit 
margins from high-value, solution-selling – but was 
unwilling to invest the time and money necessary.  If 
you are in doubt about your management’s 
commitment, make sure to err on the side of a sales 
offering with extra high margins – you are going to 
need them to keep your management’s interest. 

Try small, inexpensive pilot efforts to validate 
the concept:  While the distributor ultimately 
invested hundreds of thousands of dollars in its high-
value strategy and the system integrator invested 
millions, don’t assume this high-value approach can 
only be done on a large scale.  Targeting and 
penetrating a new account on a test basis could 
probably be funded for $10,000 or less, as a proof-of-
concept.  Once you have demonstrated results, you 
will need capital and time to take the concept 
company-wide – but the success from the pilot will 
give you critical information, support and forward 
momentum. 

Consider standalone subsidiaries for high-
value, solution-selling:  The authors have seen 
numerous organizations attempt to sell high-volume, 
commodity products and high-value solutions from 
the same organization. On paper, the economies look 
compelling, but it just doesn’t work well in practice. 
Ample management literature exists to explain the 
reasons, but the bottom line is that these types of 
high-value, solution-selling efforts simply can’t 
survive the inertia of a commodity-oriented 
organization.   

Situations where the technique won't work:  
This is not for one-off, quick sales.  It is simply too 
expensive and time consuming to be practical for 
single sale situations.  You also want to avoid pursing 
high-value, solution-selling when management and 
the rest of the organization are not behind you. 

About the Authors: Bill Lenahan has been 
involved with information technology-related firms 
for nearly 30 years.  He spent 12 years with IBM in a 
variety of sales, marketing, operations and human 
resources executive assignments, including the IBM 
Product Review Board.  He has served as CEO of 

BellSouth Wireless Data and CEO of Sears Business 
Centers, Office Centers and Computer Services. 
Lenahan is currently CEO of KMC Telecom, a 
nationwide provider of integrated telecommunication 
infrastructure and services.   

Jeff Pawlik co-founded Cache Data Products, of 
St. Louis, Mo., one of the pioneers of Client/Server 
system integration and distribution.   Cache was 
installing and supporting complex client/server 
systems from Honolulu to Boston as early as 1984.  
Pawlik is a veteran of multiple technology sales 
organizations ranging from four successful startups to 
IBM, including sales rep of the year awards and 
routinely exceeding million dollar annual quotas.   A 
graduate of Harvard Business School, Pawlik has 
maintained a lifelong focus on customer care, 
fulfilling promises and reducing ideas to practical 
action.    

Since 1983, Tom Ingram and his project teams 
have delivered over $15 million in project contracts 
substantially on time, on budget and as promised.   
These projects have generated some $55 million in 
measured benefits for clients.  Ingram has published 
two dozen articles and newsletters.  His book, How to 
Turn Computer Problems into Competitive Advantage, 
was published by the Project Management Institute in 
1998.   

Need further information? 
Call us if you have questions or would like more 

information.  This case is written as a teaching tool 
and is not intended to fully describe exact details or 

dialog. 

Feel free to duplicate and redistribute 
this article!  

 (provided you distribute it as a whole, with credit to 
Tom Ingram and Associates, Inc.) 
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Summary – Key Things to Remember if You Face a Similar Opportunity: 
 
  Recommendations from The Seller’s (the Distributor) Approach To Selling The 

Account:   
1. Create a solid product and service offering. 
2. Know your customer’s customer better than he/she does. 
3. Know your competition. 
4. Focus!  Resist distraction and dilution of strategy. 
5. Consider developing a “get going fast” bundle of products and services – make it easy for your 

customer to buy.   
6. Plant seeds by passing on leads.   
7. Present full cost / benefit proposal with implementation / rollout plan to executives. 
8. Be patient, continue to invest time, money and leads. 
9. Train their sales people, follow through on implementation. 

 
  Recommendations From The Buyer’s Side (the System Integrator):   

1. Work hard to simplify the solution that the System Integrator rep has to sell. 
2. Take a proactive instead of reactive approach.   
3. Change “retail” sales force to outbound, proactive, solution-selling sales force.  
4. Continue to invest and improve corporate ability to support the field in selling solutions and high 

value. 
  
  Lessons Learned / Additional Tips:   

1. Should have piloted the high value niche. 
2. Pick your customer carefully.   
3. Salespeople must stay focused on line managers with a problem and budget.  
4. Find a way to resist customer and competitor pressures to become a commodity. 
5. Find a way to resist the internal pressures to become a commodity. 
6. Understand where the high-value, solution-selling concept works. 
7. Find ways to wrap value-added services around a core commodity product.  
8. You will need capital, patience and management commitment to high-value, solution-selling.   
9. Try small, inexpensive pilot efforts to validate the concept.   
10. Consider standalone subsidiaries for high-value, solution-selling.  
11. Understand situations where the technique won't work:   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Tom Ingram & Associates, Inc. helps mid-sized firms improve sales and operating 
results by providing consulting services in the following areas: 

• Consultative Selling and Improved Sales Productivity 

• Reducing Order-to-Cash Cycles 

• Reducing Inventory & Maintaining Level of Service 

• Reducing Operating Labor Costs 

• Improving Customer Service 

• Understanding & Controlling Costs  
• Improving Management Reporting 

See TUwww.tomingraminc.comUT for details or contact us at 972-394-5736. 
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