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For manufacturers who sell through dealers, retailers, and contractors, the biggest growth

opportunity isn’t always a new channel or a new market. It’s the relationships you already have —
and how well your sales and marketing programs are actually activating them.

Think about the dealer network a typical mid-to-large manufacturer has built over decades.
Hundreds, sometimes thousands, of dealers and contractors who know the product, trust the brand,

and have direct relationships with end customers. Add to that a retail presence — big box, specialty,
or both — and a base of satisfied homeowners or commercial buyers who’ve already made a

purchase decision in your favor.

That’s an enormous amount of latent growth potential sitting in relationships that already exist. And

yet for most manufacturers, the programs designed to activate those relationships — dealer
incentives, customer loyalty, partner co-marketing — were built years ago, haven’t been revisited,

and are leaving meaningful revenue on the table.

This article is about where those gaps typically live, and what closing them actually looks like in

practice.

The three relationships manufacturers underinvest in
Most manufacturer growth strategies focus heavily on acquiring new dealers, new retail placements,

or new end customers. That’s not wrong — but it often comes at the expense of depth in relationships
that already exist. There are three layers where the gap is most common:

Dealers and installers who carry your product but also carry competitors. They’re not exclusively
yours, and whether they recommend your brand over another often comes down to which

manufacturer makes it easiest and most rewarding to do so. Margin alone doesn’t win that
conversation anymore.

Retail partners who stock your product but whose floor staff have limited incentive to actively
recommend it. The in-store experience — what gets recommended, what gets positioned

prominently, what the salesperson leads with — is shaped by programs and relationships most
manufacturers manage inconsistently.

End customers who made a purchase, had a good experience, and then disappeared from your
marketing universe entirely. In categories like building products, home improvement, and

construction, that customer may not buy again for years — but they will recommend. And most
manufacturers have no structured way to activate that.

Each of these is a different kind of relationship problem, and each requires a different kind of
program to address it.
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Activating your dealer and installer network
Dealers and contractors are the most direct lever most manufacturers have. When a homeowner

calls a dealer to replace a product, asks a contractor for a recommendation, or walks into a
showroom without a brand already in mind, the dealer’s preference drives the sale. That preference

is earned — through product quality, yes, but also through how well the manufacturer supports and
rewards the relationship.

A well-structured channel marketing program does several things simultaneously: it gives dealers
clear incentives for prioritizing your product, it provides co-marketing support that makes it easier for

them to sell, and it creates visibility into which dealers are most active, most loyal, and most worth
investing in further.

The dealers who consistently recommend you aren’t just sales channels — they’re partners. The
programs that recognize and reward that partnership, with structured incentives, marketing

development funds, and performance-based rewards, are what separate brands that dealers
actively advocate for from brands they simply carry.

Dealer rebate programs are often a piece of this, but they work best when connected to a broader
engagement strategy rather than sitting as a standalone volume incentive. A rebate that rewards a

dealer for hitting a quarterly target is a good start. A program that rewards the dealer for product
mix, for recommending premium tiers, for training their staff, and for referring new dealers — that’s a

program that builds a real partnership.

Getting more from your retail relationships
Retail is a different challenge. The manufacturer’s relationship in a retail environment is largely
mediated — through buyers, category managers, and floor staff who may carry dozens of competing

SKUs. The question isn’t just whether your product is on the shelf. It’s whether the salesperson leading
a customer through the showroom is inclined to recommend yours.

A strong retail partner program goes beyond trade terms and co-op advertising. It includes
structured engagement with retail associates — training incentives, sales performance rewards, and

recognition programs that give floor staff a reason to know your product better than the
competition’s. The associate who has personal experience with your product and gets rewarded for

recommending it is worth more than any end-cap display.

This is an area where B2B loyalty programs designed for partner relationships can play a significant

role — not loyalty in the consumer sense, but structured incentive and recognition programs that
make retail partners feel invested in your brand’s success, not just stocked with your product.

Turning end customers into a referral channel
In categories like building products and home improvement, the purchase cycle is long. A
homeowner might not make a major purchase again for fifteen to twenty years. That reality leads

most manufacturers to write off the end customer as a retention opportunity — they bought once,
they won’t buy again soon, so the relationship ends at installation.
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That’s the wrong frame. Because while they may not buy again for years, they will talk. Neighbors ask

neighbors who they used. Contractors get asked for recommendations. Homeowners share photos
of renovation projects. The end customer who had a great experience — with the product and with

the installation — is an ongoing referral source whether you have a program to capture that or not.

The homeowner who is proud of their purchase, who had a seamless installation experience, who

feels like they made the right choice — they are telling their neighbors. The only question is whether
your brand gets credit for it, and whether that conversation leads to a trackable sale.

A formal customer referral program changes the math. When a satisfied customer knows there’s a
reward for referring a neighbor, the conversation that was happening anyway now happens more

often, gets tracked, and converts at a higher rate. For manufacturers who sell through dealers, a
smart referral program connects both layers — the end customer who refers gets rewarded, and the

dealer who handled the referred installation gets credit too.

The data problem underneath all of this
Most manufacturers know their dealer network exists. They know their retail partners. They have

customer records somewhere. What they often don’t have is a clear, consolidated picture of which
relationships are most valuable, which are underperforming relative to their potential, and where the

next dollar of investment will generate the most return.

Without that visibility, investment tends to spread evenly across relationships that are anything but

equal. The top 20% of dealers driving 60% of volume get the same attention as dealers who placed
one order two years ago. Retail partners with highly engaged floor staff get the same co-op budget

as those where your product rarely gets mentioned. That’s a resource allocation problem disguised
as a growth problem.

Three questions worth asking about your current programs
Do your top dealers feel meaningfully different from your average dealers? Not just in the margin

they earn, but in how your brand recognizes, supports, and invests in them. If the answer is no, you’re
not giving your best partners a reason to stay best.

Do you have any structured way to capture end-customer referrals? If referrals are happening —
and they are — but you have no program to track or reward them, you’re getting some of the benefit

and none of the amplification.

Can you see which relationships are driving the most growth? Dealer by dealer, retail partner by

retail partner, customer segment by customer segment — if that data isn’t clean and actionable,
your investment decisions are based on assumption rather than evidence.

These aren’t exotic problems. They’re the natural result of programs that were built for a simpler
version of the business and never scaled with it. The good news is they’re all solvable — and solving

them doesn’t require starting from scratch. It requires connecting what you already have, and
making it work together.
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Get more from the relationships you already have. We help manufacturers build dealer, retail, and

customer programs that actually drive growth — from channel partner incentives and rebate
management to end-customer referral programs. We’ve built these systems for some of the largest

brands in the country. See how we work with manufacturers →

https://cx360.nextbee.com/channel-marketing
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