
Selling to 
the Big Box 

StoreS

Dr. Barbara Weaver Smith
Interviews

tim Martin 
President, JAAT Consulting

the Whale hunterS  
expert SerieS reportS



1

info@thewhalehunters.com
www.thewhalehunters.com

© 2010–2013 The Whale Hunters

The Whale hunTers experT series reporTs

Selling to the Big Box StoreSinterview with Tim Martin

NOTICE: This eBook is protected by copyright.  

You Do NOT Have the Right to Reprint, Resell, or Forward this eBook.

Copyright © 2010–2013 The Whale Hunters

3054 East Bartlett Place 

Chandler, AZ 85249

480.584.4012

info@thewhalehunters.com

www.thewhalehunters.com

Information in this documentation is the property of The Whale Hunters.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any 

means, mechanical or electronic, including photocopying and recording, or by any 

information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from author or 

publisher. All rights reserved.



2

info@thewhalehunters.com
www.thewhalehunters.com

© 2010–2013 The Whale Hunters

The Whale hunTers experT series reporTs

Selling to the Big Box StoreSinterview with Tim Martin

introduction

If you are in the business of producing consumer products – a single product or a wide 

range of products, and some point you will probably want to get your products into a Big 

Box chain. Or at least explore how to do that and whether it’s a good idea for you.

Among the things you’ll need to know are these: 

1. What do you have to learn in order to get started?

2. How can you assess whether you are ready?

3. What risks do you need to understand?

4. What strategies can you use to mitigate your company’s risks?

5. What does it take to close the sale?

In July, 2010, I put these questions to Tim Martin, an expert on selling to the big chains, 

who will share his rich and detailed experiences with you.
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Link to me on Linkedin:  
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interview

Barbara Weaver Smith: Welcome to our Expert Series Call, Selling to the Big Box Stores 

with our expert guest, Tim Martin. I’m your host, Barbara Weaver Smith. I’m the founder 

and CEO of The Whale Hunters.

Now, it’s my pleasure to introduce Tim Martin. Tim is president of JAAT Consulting in 

Indianapolis, Indiana. Tim is a sales and marketing executive who specializes in consumer 

electronics, but he has sold all kinds of retail products into all of the major big box stores 

in the U.S. as well as some who operate in the global market.

We know that for many Whale Hunters, knowing how to sell into these stores is a mystery. 

The point of our conversation today is to begin to unravel that mystery. Welcome, Tim.

Tim Martin: Thanks, Barb. It’s my pleasure to be here this morning.

Barbara: Well, we’re delighted to have you. Tim, you’ve headed up some very fast 

growth sales teams and helped a number of companies build their marketing and sales 

processes. Would you tell us about yourself and your career background plus the kind of 

work that JAAT Consulting does?

Tim: Sure. I’d be happy to. I got into the retail business about 15 years ago, and I 

have worked with companies, large and small, from Energizer to small entrepreneurial 

companies like Auralex Acoustics, Buztronics and others.

I sold a variety of products. At Energizer, I was responsible for the entire Energizer 

rechargeable battery program. So, that’s batteries and accessories for camcorders, digital 

cameras and other electronic devices. My full repertoire includes acoustic treatments, 
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pet products, house wares and just about everything in between. It’s the passion of my 

business career.

About five years ago, I started JAAT Consulting, which stands for Julie, Andrew, Alex and 

Tim because I couldn’t think of a better name for it. By the way, those are the names of my 

family members.

I started that to leverage the experience I gained over the previous 10 years selling to 

big box retailers, and I found that there’s a huge demand to shorten the cycle of the time 

you have a great idea to the time it hits the retail shelf. And so, my tag line is, “Bringing 

innovation to the retail shelf.”

Barbara: Great. You’ve really sold a whole variety of products, so knowing that you sold 

more than consumer electronics is going to be helpful to the people on the call.

Now, you have years of experience in selling to these big box chains, and many of The 

Whale Hunters clients and many of the people on this call would like to sell products into 

these stores, but we don’t know anything about how to approach them. So, tell us, first of 

all, do you have to scout these stores any differently from other whales? How do you do 

your research?

Tim: Barb, I really feel strongly that scouting and really understanding three basic 

principles is of paramount importance to hunting big box retailers. You have to understand 

the first point, which is that there are two gates that you have to pass through when trying 

to sell to a retailer.

You have to pass through the buyer gate, and the buyer is the person hired by the store to 

review products and determine what goes in the store. The second gate is understanding 
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the consumer that you hope to sell your 

product to. Oftentimes, small companies, 

people that don’t have a lot of experience, 

try to go right to the buyer without 

understanding their consumer first.

So, if you take nothing else away from this 

call, understanding where your product fits 

on the shelf, how much a consumer is willing 

to pay for it and what’s important to the retail 

store buyer, which is price and margin and 

terms, is key. These are really the three big 

things that you have to understand before you pull the harpoon out and start to rip hunt.

Barbara: Talk a little bit more about the two gates, because that’s very different than most 

kinds of sales. You have to scout the buyer and the consumer separately, don’t you?

Tim: Absolutely. Absolutely. And so, one way to begin to understand that is to go through 

a simple process called store shopping. And so, with your product, group of products or 

category of products in mind, go out to the retail stores and see what like items might be 

out there, how much they cost and where they’re positioned in the store.

Then, try to apply some logic and reasoning to what you see and try to position your 

product in the space where there’s a hole. That’s generally the most exciting way to do 

it. Otherwise, you’re going to have to compete on some other level, whether it’s price or 

margin or availability or some other thing that’s not really all about your product.

 …understanding 

where your product fits 

on the shelf, how much 

a consumer is willing 

to pay for it and what’s 

important to the retail 

store buyer… 
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Barbara: OK. So, what are some other ways that you determine if a product has potential 

for the big box retail market?

Tim: The first thing I want to understand is cost of goods, and when you think about cost 

of goods, as a general rule, your cost of goods to the retail price should be about a four to 

one ratio. If it’s a five dollar cost, you can expect that it’s going to be about $19.99 retail. 

So, if you think about your individual product cost, you can then quickly get to what the 

suggested retail price is and where it fits on the shelf.

The second piece to understand, with that in mind, is how much money the retailer wants 

to make for selling your product. If you’re selling iPods or Sony TVs, the margin can be as 

little as seven to 10 percent. But, if you are selling an accessory or pet related item or 

non-hardware item, you can expect as a new entrant in the marketplace to have a minimum 

of 50 percent margin for that retailer.

So, to put that as an example, going back to the five dollar cost of goods, the retailer will 

buy it for 10 and want to sell it for $19.99 or $20.

Barbara: OK. So, you’re better off if you have an iPod than if you have a battery, right?

Tim: [laughs] Yeah, sometimes.

Barbara: Tim, what are some ways that you’ve used to get consumer data about the 

potential that consumers will buy?

Tim: Barb, I’m a huge believer in focus groups, and there’s really scientific ways to do focus 

groups. Some of them can be quite expensive, depending on what your product is and the 

density of consumers for that product. Others can be very informal and very telling.
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I’ve seen some companies use friends and family just to get a feel for it, and that gives 

them an idea. Then, they can kind of tweak their product and then go out and do a real 

focus group where they solicit input on their product versus other products and get a feel 

for what they think about a product before they ever go see the buyer.

The power of that data is if you think about it from a sales pitch perspective, you can say 

“We solicited 150 consumers of this type of product and asked the following questions.” 

You put it into a nice PowerPoint slide and give the answers. That gives the buyer a real 

indication that if they buy the product, it’s actually going to sell through the channel.

Sometimes, buyers get really hyped up because they have a personal interest in a product, 

and they buy it and then it sits there because the company didn’t do their homework to 

really understand what the demand for the product was on the other side.

Barbara: OK. So, suppose you’ve done a really good scouting process on the needs of the 

buyers and the desires of the consumer. Then, what do you have to do to get your product 

ready before you can pitch it to a buyer?

Tim: There’s a couple of things. One is, understand packaging and how your product is 

going to be presented in the store. , Every year entrepreneurs create millions of ideas that 

never quite make it to the retail shelf, and usually it’s part of the scouting process. But, 

there are other things that you need to know, and there are sources of information that you 

can leverage that are very inexpensive.

The first one that I would recommend is if you don’t have a large sales team, and you’re 

really trying to figure out how to get to the buyer and how to make an appropriate sales 

call, leverage manufacturers’ representatives. These are firms that have longstanding 

relationships with retailers and their marketplace. And they’ll have invaluable insight into 
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how to approach a particular buyer, what’s important to that buyer, how the buyer gets 

paid. And when, during the year, that individual buyer is going to review the category for 

which your product fits.

Barbara: OK. So, you’re suggesting that we should build a relationship with the 

manufacturer’s representative very early in this process, not just when we’re ready to sell.

Tim: Absolutely, you can never get enough feedback. Early in my career, I created some 

packaging when I was an employee for a company. I pitched it to the buyer, and the 

buyer hated it. Well, my company spent 7500 bucks on the tool for that packer’s design. 

Ultimately, we got the product in but you know, I cost my company a lot of money by not 

giving the buyer some input on the packaging.

Manufacturer’s reps can help you with that. In fact, if you have a really interesting product, 

buyers love the opportunity to participate in the creative process. So, don’t wait until it’s 

done to go see a buyer.

Barbara: OK. Now, we’ve talked a lot about how important the scouting is in a sale to 

these organizations. How would the hunting process differ? I know using manufacturer’s 

representatives is one way that it’s different. Are there other ways in which this is different 

from other kinds of whales?

Tim: Yes, because really you have to sell, we’ve touched on this a little bit, but I’ll touch on 

it again. And that is that you really have to sell through two gates. The company that you’re 

selling to isn’t actually the user of the product; their value will come from consumer value.

So again, going back and understanding your customer, the people that are actually 

going to purchase your product, understanding their behavior, what’s important to them, 
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is absolutely as critical, if not more, than any value that you bring to the retail space. 

Ultimately, the buyer is going to be concerned about selling that product through. 

Barbara: When you begin to talk to buyers, you want your presentation to include really 

strong evidence of what you expect the consumer response to be.

Tim: There is absolutely no question about it. That is the most important piece, followed 

by price and retailer margin, packaging, and where your product sits on a price-to-value 

position map. So, if you think of price on the X axis and value on the Y axis, you want to 

look for places. Particularly early on in your product development and in your strategy, you 

want to build some early success. So, as you build your position map, the retailers that 

you should call on first are the ones that have a hole of faith, a position for your product in 

their planogram.

Barbara: Great. So you should understand what each of these stores already sees as their 

ideal customer from a global perspective?

Tim: Right. So that’s a great point, Barb. And I’d like to use the Target and Best Buy 

example. For instance, Target is very, very oriented to the female consumer. It’s not that 

they don’t want male consumers in their store; it’s just that they found that particular group 

of consumers to be their sweet spot.

So, a large majority of what they do is oriented towards female consumers, whereas Best 

Buy is more male oriented. Both sell consumer electronics for example, both sell office 

furniture. But, how you position that and where your products fit for a particular retailer is 

also very important.

Barbara: That would influence packaging too, wouldn’t it?
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Tim: There’s no doubt about it. In fact, you’ll 

find companies that will build a specific skew 

and packaging only for Wal-Mart because 

they want to differentiate it from their other 

products because Wal-Mart tends to be a 

low-cost seller. That can create some strife in 

the marketplace.

Barbara: Tim, is it risky to do business with 

these chains, and if so, what are some of 

the risks?

Tim: Well, let me just say that in this retail environment that the vendor really assumes 

all risk. That’s not true for Apple or Sony or Revlon or some of the other bigger names 

in the retail space, but as a new entrant, really you own all the risk. You own the risk of 

the inventory selling through; you own the risk for returns. You own the risk for literally 

everything that has to go on in that retail channel.

Let’s just use Wal-Mart as an example; they have 3800 stores. So, let’s say that stores 

want between three and six on a peg hook, or three and six products on a shelf; they’ll 

want between two and five weeks inventory depending on what your lead time is for 

your product.

That’s a lot of inventory that you have to invest in. You must get it to the retailer, but the 

retailer is not going to pay you until 45 days after they buy the product from you. So, 

understanding cash flow and inventory is all very risky if you don’t do your homework 

upfront. You can alleviate a lot of that risk by going through that whole scouting process 

and really understanding the consumer to really mitigate that risk from day one.

 …but as a new 

entrant, really you own  

all the risk. 
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Barbara: You have a risk of returns also, don’t you?

Tim: Absolutely! Not only of returns but, we’ve all shopped at a Big Box retail store, and all 

you have to do is go to the Returns desk, and they’ll take the product back for literally any 

reason. It doesn’t have to be broken or defective; you can just not like it or not want it. You 

know, there are those consumers out there that will buy it for a day and return it.

So, yes. Returns are definitely all at the vendors’ risk.

Barbara: So, when you’ve got a commitment from a buyer to put your product on the shelf, 

you really haven’t sold that product until a consumer buys it and keeps it, is that right?

Tim: That sounds more like a consignment situation where you literally still own the 

inventory until it’s sold. The store will actually purchase the product from you, and if 

it doesn’t sell in 45 days, you still get paid for that inventory in 45 days from the day 

it’s delivered.

Barbara: OK.

Tim: But yes, you definitely assume the risk of returns.

Barbara: I’ve heard you mention previously, vendor compliance violations. Can you talk to 

us about that?

Tim: That is my least favorite subject, and it’s often painful to deal with. All Big Box 

retailers have vendor compliance rules, and they can be quite expensive if you break one 

of them.
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For instance, Best Buy requires a one-day 

shipment. When they send you a purchase 

order for however many units, it has to arrive 

on the day it is scheduled. If it arrives a day 

early or a day late, it can cost you as much as 

$150–$500. If on that same shipment that 

you were supposed to ship 100 and you only 

shipped 99, that’s another $500.

Barbara: OK. So, we need to understand 

the rules.

Tim: You have got to understand the rules, and that’s again where a manufacturer’s 

representative can really, really help. They do business with these whales every single day, 

and they know how to interact with the whale and make it seamless for both the retailer 

and the vendor.

Barbara: How do you work with a manufacturer’s rep prior to when your product is ready? 

Do you engage them as a consultant, or do they agree that they are going to represent you 

and they help you get ready? I mean, how does that work and how do you find one?

Tim: That’s a great question, Barb, and really, you want to get involved as early in the 

process as possible. It is going to save you tons of money, time and pain, as you go 

through your product development process.

A manufacturer’s rep is always looking for new products to represent to their retail 

partners. So, if you contact one and you send them a prototype or even just a mockup 

spec sheet that says, “This is where we are going with this. What do you think?” They’ll 

 …a manufacturer’s 

representative can really, really 

help. They do business with these 

whales every single day, and they 

know how to interact with the whale 

and make it seamless for both the 

retailer and the vendor. 
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give you really candid spot-on feedback early on in the process, and that derives them 

some ownership. So, when your product is ready to sell, they jump on it and they are ready 

to help.

Barbara: How do you go about finding a good manufacturer’s rep, if you have not used 

one before?

Tim: Ask others in the industry, or contact a consultant or contact whale hunters. Contact 

people who operate in those areas and say, “Hey. I have a new product. I am really looking 

for some help. I am trying to get into Best Buy, or Penney’s, Sears, and Kmart,” and they’ll 

know local pros, and interview them. It’s just like hiring an employee, only you don’t have to 

pay them.

So, I encourage you to not just pick the first one that gets recommended, but ask for 

several that are in a particular marketplace, and then interview them. Find out what their 

bandwidth is, who their biggest client is. Are they comfortable working with smaller clients? 

It is just like hiring a salesperson. You will quickly get to the sweet spot of what is right for 

your particular product and your particular company.

Barbara: Right. So, we’ve been through a lot of risks, and one of the ways that you mitigate 

risks when you are making a sale to a big box store is to use a manufacturer’s rep. Do 

you have other recommendations for how to mitigate the risks because obviously a lot of 

people make a lot of money by placing products in these stores?

Tim: Absolutely. There are a couple of things, Barb. I was going to talk about this earlier, 

but I think this is a good time to do it. I want to talk about what I affectionately call ‘one 

skew wonders.’ That is an affectionate term, because there are a lot of entrepreneurs that 
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have really fantastic ideas, but they only have one SKU or one item that they would like to 

sell, and that presents a real challenge.

Retail buyers field hundreds of emails and hundreds of phone calls a day, of people that 

want to get their cool new idea on the retail shelf. Well, they can’t possibly answer them 

all. They would never get anything done.

So, what you want to do is leverage a relationship, where somebody has a meeting and 

they can bring your product up as a part of another conversation, and then try to schedule 

a meeting for that to happen.

The second way to do that is to leverage a distributor. Distributors are people that buy 

products from manufacturers and sell them to retailers. There is a cost component that is 

associated with that, but oftentimes the number one obstacle is, “Hey. I just don’t want to 

set up a new vendor for one skew,” and that is really painful news to get.

But, if you are working with a distributor the immediate way to overcome that objection 

is to say, “Well, my distribution partner is blah, blah, blah distribution in Texas. They are 

already a vendor, and they are carrying my product. Does that change how you feel about 

my product?” And usually they will say, “Oh. I don’t have to setup a new vendor? Oh, that’s 

great. Yeah, we’ll assort you at the next planogram set.”

I have found that to be successful when we are dealing with companies that only have one 

skew to offer to a retail partner.

Barbara: Do the buyers want products that have never been introduced to consumers 

before, or are they interested in products that maybe you have been selling all along or in 

small local stores?
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Tim: Well, that’s a tough question, and it can vary a lot from category to category. Some 

retailers tend to be early adopters. By that I mean, they are more willing to take a risk and 

get onboard with the product early, while others like Wal-Mart and some of the really big 

mass merchants are not so early adoptive. They would rather see how did you do at X, X 

and X stores, and then you can have their attention.

So, it is hard to pen that one down, Barb. It kind of depends on what kind of product you 

have, and what retailer you are calling on.

Barbara: OK. That is a legitimate answer. Now, I imagine that these stores have very 

distinct buying seasons. So, one big whale hunter philosophy is recognizing whale signs 

and readiness to buy. How much lead time, for example, does it require to get into a 

holiday season?

Tim: Really, Barb, that is a spot on question. One of the things that I have to help my 

clients with is overcoming the frustration of being a year or more out, for instance, 

Halloween season. The buyers that buy Halloween, or really any seasonal product, are 

oftentimes a year or more out. So, if you 

have a great idea and you just missed 

the buying season, they won’t review that 

category in some cases for up to a year.

Other categories are much more flexible, 

where they will reset the stores on a 

quarterly basis. If a new product comes to 

market, it can be quite amazing how fast they 

can make that happen if the product is right 

for them.

 …if you have a  

great idea and you just 

missed the buying season, 

they won’t review that 

category in some cases 

for up to a year. 
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What I try to help people do is get a retail calendar. So, you have all the retailers that 

you think your product is right for, and put together a buying calendar so you never miss 

those opportunities.

Barbara: That’s really good advice. That is a good tool to have. Now, do these buyers use 

an RFP or RFT process? Are there other middlemen between you and the buyers?

Tim: I generally find that, and it is kind of cyclical, Barb. Sometime, 10 years ago, reverse 

options were really popular at the retail level, even for non-commodity items. You will still 

find some RFPs that come out for commodity items, for no-brand paper towels, and other 

commodities like that, but generally, you won’t find that to be the case for the majority 

of products.

Barbara: OK. That’s very good advice. What kind of sales presentation should you prepare? 

I mean, how many times would you expect to have to meet with a buyer, what are some of 

the kinds of steps, and what would you show or illustrate or talk about when you went in?

Tim: My firm belief is keep it simple. Buyers 

hate 50 slide decks. They’ll fall asleep on 

you. I always tell my folks to cut to the chase, 

keep it to 10 slides or less.

Don’t show the presentation until the very 

end. There’s a lot of questions that you 

may want to ask them. Give the buyer a 

chance to talk. If you give them a chance to 

talk, they’ll talk your ear off. They’ve given 

you a meeting, they want to tell you about 

 My firm belief is keep it 

simple. Buyers hate 50 slide 

decks. They’ll fall asleep on 

you. I always tell my folks to 

cut to the chase, keep it to 10 

slides or less. 
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what’s going on in their categories. You 

need to listen because they’ll give you some 

keen insights as to not only what may be 

happening with your particular product, but 

also give you some insight into what they’re 

looking for in future products.

I try to keep it simple. I put a little company 

overview on the front, and if you’re not well 

known, that’s probably a good idea. If you’ve 

done some business with other retailers, put 

a snapshot in there of how your product’s 

done. If you’re doing three turns a quarter or six turns a quarter at retailer X, that’s great 

information. Buyers will like to see that.

Talk about the features and benefits of your particular product. Again, going back to that 

price to value, put a little position map on there and say, “Look, we’ve shopped your stores, 

we’ve shopped your competitors’ stores and here’s where our product fits.” Then, do a little 

bit of consumer data, I think that’s slide five. Then talk about lead time terms and all that 

kind of stuff at the end. There’ll be questions along the way, but just keep it simple. Short, 

sweet and to the point.

In terms of the question, as to how many times you’re going to have to visit a particular 

buyer, it depends on how you go to market, but generally, one to two face-to-face meetings 

and several follow-up calls in between there to answer a variety of questions or clarify 

issues, or whatever, are usually necessary.

Barbara: Great. So, what does it take to win in this environment? 

 Look, we’ve 

shopped your stores, 

we’ve shopped your 

competitors’ stores and 

here’s where our  

product fits. 
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Tim: What does it take to win? Boy, if I had 

the answer to that for every product, I’d  

be retired.

Really focus on your scouting. Really 

understand where your product fits. Suck as 

much cost out of your product as you can 

without hurting quality. Ten cents at cost is 

40 cents at retail, so anything you can do to 

suck excess cost out of your product is going 

to do wonders. Generally, lower cost items 

sell at higher velocity, so you’re going to sell 

more that costs less, and you’re going be able to provide the buyer perhaps a bit more 

margin than perhaps a competitor can.

So, do your homework, suck every ounce of cost out that you can and understand the 

consumer when you go to see the buyer. That’s what it takes to win.

Barbara: Great. You know we’ve talked about scouting, we’ve talked about hunting, now 

let’s talk about harvesting. What do you need to be ready to do if you make a sale to one 

of these stores?

Tim: Almost all buyers have an assistant or inventory analyst. They’re very important 

people because they will understand the big picture, they will have an estimate on what’s 

going to sell, and they will be providing the forecast.

You never want to be late on a delivery. So, be as up front as you can. Don’t over-promise 

and under-deliver on the harvest side. You want to start your relationship off on solid 

 Really focus on 

your scouting. Really 

understand where your 

product fits. 
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footing. What I mean by that is you want to deliver on time, at the right time and at the 

right quantities.

The reason that is so important is because retailers have, in one way or another, what’s 

called a reset date. That’s when they bring in extra store help, they open the store early to 

reset the shelves or the planograms, and if your product is not there, it doesn’t get reset, 

which means your risk 

Barbara: OK. I know on a number of occasions, you’ve been what we would call the 

shaman. You’ve been the sales vice president of an organization that’s dealing in retail 

products. What do you look for as you’re hiring people to be part of a sales team?

Tim: I look for people that don’t mind getting their hands dirty, and that includes other 

executives. You can’t do this stuff sitting in an office. You have to get out. You have to 

understand what’s going on in the marketplace. The only real way to do that is to get out in 

the stores and look.

Attention to detail is very important. You 

want somebody that’s got fairly thick skin. 

That when the dreaded “no” word comes up, 

they can quickly overcome an objection and 

stay on track. So, those are really the two 

most important attributes to me.

Industry, where they came from, is less 

important. I think business today tends to 

be, surprised isn’t the right word, but a little 

incestuous. You never get any new blood that 

 What I mean  

by that is you want to 

deliver on time, at the 

right time and at the  

right quantities. 
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brings innovation from other industries or other categories of products. So, I’m constantly 

looking for good people and I don’t put that “Well, you have to have 15 years selling 

product X to be a good candidate.” I don’t feel that way at all.

Barbara: OK. Do you involve the subject matter experts at all?

Tim: It depends. If it’s a highly technical item, then absolutely. If selling it requires 

integration of a website component, or some type of configurator to help the consumer 

really understand what piece or component they need, then absolutely. If it’s less complex, 

generally not. But, in some cases — well, not in some cases, I always like to bring the 

president or the owner of the company if I can. That never hurts.

Barbara: I think that’s good advice. We don’t know all the products that people have who 

are on the call with us today, but I know there’s someone who is selling books. So, could 

you talk a little bit about how are things different with different products?

Tim: I’ve never been in the publishing business so I’m probably not the best person to 

talk to about books, but I know that the publisher plays a huge role in getting that book, 

magazine or periodical on the shelf.

Barbara: If you have a self published book, is that something you can take to a big box 

store under the right circumstances?

Tim: Oh, you can definitely take it to Amazon.

Barbara: True.

Tim: Absolutely. In fact, that’s often a good place to start. I think Barnes & Noble are a 

little bit harder to deal with, but Amazon is probably a good starting point.
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Barbara: Sure. So, generally speaking, the things that you’ve talked about, the way to do 

your homework, the way to hunt, how to be ready to harvest, how to mitigate risk, are all 

those things, generally speaking, going to be the same no matter what products you’re 

dealing in?

Tim: That’s generally true. Most retailers will have little nuances that are different. But, the 

process is pretty much the same and much different, like if you were going to sell store 

racks to one of these big guys — that’s a totally different sales process than trying to get a 

product on the shelf.

Barbara: OK. So, before we open it up for questions, what other advice would you have for 

those business owners and sales executives who are on the phone with us today?

Tim: Again, I probably can’t overstate this, and that is do all your homework and don’t be 

afraid to get feedback. The only way you really learn the value of your product is to put it in 

front of somebody and let them tell you what they think. Don’t be afraid to go out and get 

that information. And don’t take it personally, you know?

People want what they want and you have 

a great idea. Don’t take it as getting your 

feelings hurt if somebody wants to change 

the package, or they don’t like the color, or, 

you know, whatever. Take that to heart. Take 

action on it and continuously improve your 

product and your process.

 The only way you 

really learn the value of 

your product is to put it in 

front of somebody and let 

them tell you what  

they think. 



23

info@thewhalehunters.com
www.thewhalehunters.com

© 2010–2013 The Whale Hunters

The Whale hunTers experT series reporTs

Selling to the Big Box StoreSinterview with Tim Martin

Barbara: Thank you. I want to open it up for questions now. And any of you who would like 

to ask a specific question to Mr. Martin, please feel free to do that now.

Jim: Yeah, I have one for you, Tim. This is Jim out in Orange County. I’ve been doing 

nutritional products for 15 years through the big box stores. Have you noticed in the last 

two years that purchase orders have slowed down? I mean, they’ve become more careful 

with their buys, overall, in all categories. I know you’re in electronics.

Tim: I’ve sold health and beauty. And the answer to your question is, absolutely, and 

there’s a couple of reasons for that.

One is, particularly, the big box guys have gotten so much better at logistics. You know, 10, 

15 years ago retailers wanted to have, you know, six, ten weeks of inventory sitting in the 

distribution somewhere doing nothing.

Now their distribution systems are so much more sophisticated and their forecasting 

is so much better that they don’t need to buy those huge quantities. The supply chain 

has gotten much more sophisticated and much more responsive at reacting to purchase 

orders. So, I think that’s part of it.

The second part of it is that as shelf space begins to decrease when stores like Circuit 

City or other major retailers close, the number of people that want to get out of that shelf 

grows exponentially. So, what you find is that retailers are reducing the number of vendors 

that they want to deal with, not increasing them.

So, I think those are two major contributing factors to that.
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Jim: Do you think their purchases have slowed down not because of dollars, but just being 

more careful with their choices, from three to six months? That’s what I’m finding out with 

the big box stores.

Tim: You know, that may be particularly true for that category. The Open-to-Buy dollars just 

simply aren’t there. Before, these buyers could do big buys. You know, 10 or 15 years ago, 

if you were a little bit short for the quarter, you could call your best buyer and say “Hey, 

I need a favor, can you order a larger quantity so I can hit my number for the end of the 

month?” If the buyer had Open-to-Buy dollars, and you had a good relationship, he might 

do it. Those days are long gone.

Jim: I have one final question: if you’ve been kicked out or skew rationalization, let’s use 

that term [laughter] and you’ve been with a big box store for about four or five years, you’ve 

done well. To get back in, is there a particular way or anything in particular we should 

center in on? I have that coming up this fall or winter.

Tim: Which retailer is it, do you mind telling me?

Jim: Bentonville.

Tim: That’s a tough one. Do you know why, was the buyer honest with you on why you were 

skew rationalized out?

Jim: Yes, there’s a point of turns, but also I’m in the nutritional category, and pills are out 

of favor right now, diet, let’s say. They’ve gone to more of the food items, which is a little bit 

safer due to regulations, etc.

Tim: Right.
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Jim: So, there’s the two components. Yes, definitely, our turns were lower and then also 

just the trend within the category. Again, is there anything? We were successful for about 

four years. The last year we lagged.

Tim: Sure. One thing I could recommend and I’ve had some success with this, is to put 

together a relatively inexpensive promotional campaign.

And, you know, put that right in a presentation, tag that big retailer and repackage your 

product if you can. If you can put a little spin on it, put a little promotion behind it to show 

them that you’re as concerned about turns as they are. You might have a shot to get back in.

Jim: OK, thank you.

Tim: You’re welcome.

Barbara: Well, before we wrap this up, I want to remind you that Tim Martin’s business, 

JAAT Consulting, is focused on helping companies place retail products in these stores.

I’ve had a number of opportunities to work with Tim in a Whale Hunting capacity with some 

clients and I know he does a really good job. So if this is the kind of help you need from 

time to time, you can reach Tim by sending an email to us, info@thewhalehunters.com or 

by filling out a contact us form on the web at thewhalehunters.com website.

Tim, I want to thank you immensely for being with us this morning. This has been really 

helpful and very interesting to me because this is not an area of my expertise at all. It’s 

a very specialized expertise, and we appreciate you taking the time and preparation to be 

with us today.

Tim: Well, Barb, it was certainly my pleasure and I hope the Whale Hunters on the call got 

something out of it; it was my pleasure to do it.
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The Whale Hunters is a strategic sales coaching company that helps small businesses 

grow fast by making bigger sales to bigger customers.

The Whale Hunters Expert Series serves entrepreneurs and sales professionals by 

providing in depth interviews with business leaders with deep practical experience in 

their fields. Topics cover a wide range of business development topics, emphasizing 

today’s collaborative processes for winning complex sales.
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The Whale Hunters Expert Series Reports

Selling to the Big Box Stores

The Whale Hunters
3054 East Bartlett Place 
Chandler, AZ 85249 
www.thewhalehunters.com
info@thewhalehunters.com

Dr. Barbara Weaver Smith and other Whale Hunters are available to speak to your 

organization about whale hunting, sales process development and integration, and 

accelerated cultural transformation. Contact The Whale Hunters at 480.584.4012  

for more information.
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