
V
endors and partners alike are keen to
make doing business with each other as
simple as possible. A recent example

was provided by Lenovo, who announced plans
to simplify its channel approach from the
beginning of next month to ensure that each
reseller with an account manager can talk to a
single person within Lenovo about its entire
portfolio. That sounds like a good idea, so we
can only hope it succeeds.
Sadly, experience tells us otherwise as

frequently the best intentions of vendors fail to
meet expectations. Which begs the question, is
there a limit to how simple the mechanics of the
vendor/partner relationship can be, and is a
little complexity a natural consequence of
dealing with partners with different areas of
expertise and vertical markets and different
product requirements? Just how simple is
simple in this key relationship?

Open relationship
Ray Byrne, channel manager at Ricoh Ireland,
agrees that having good, clear and open
relationships between vendors and partners is
absolutely essential but it’s complicated by the
fact partners have different needs and
aspirations. “No two are exactly the same,” he

comments. “Different partners have different
plans for growth and business development” so
Ricoh tailors appropriate campaigns and
initiatives with each one to best meet their
needs. He accepts this “has the potential to
become complex”, but believes Ricoh has
“processes in place which keep these
mechanics as simple and straightforward as
possible”.
Dermot Hayden, sales manager at Sophos

Ireland, says that simplicity or otherwise often
depends on the type of partner. It can be much
easier, for example, to simplify things for

transactional partners that often need nothing
more than a price and licence. Solution
providers that craft more complex solutions are
less likely to be suited to a one-size-fits-all
approach.
Even with transactional partners, attempts to

simplify the process can run into difficulties at
the vendor level. “The barriers can often be
down to internal systems and processes within
the vendor rather than anything on the partner
side,” Hayden observes. “It can often fail because
the vendor doesn’t have the internal CRM,
financial order booking systems and licence

generating systems
integrated properly. If
your back end
systems are fit for
purpose, well-
integrated and
flexible, then you
could do it.”
There’s a lot of

work involved in
making things
simple. The vendor’s
partner portal is an
attempt to simplify
the relationship with

Business processTechTrade |  March 2015 39

>>

Billy MacInnes learns the vendor/partner relationship cannot be
reduced to an efficient one-size-fits-all model

A different 
kind of 

complicated

There can be too
many ways of 

implementing
discounts or
rewards and it can
be a drain to stay in
touch with it’

Neil Wisdom,
Intellicom

‘

KeepITsimple�2015_Layout�1��04/03/2015��10:18��Page�3



partners and to deliver a lot more information to
them. It’s integrated with the vendor’s back-end
system so that vendor and partner can see all
the communications they have had with the
customer. But as Hayden admits, it involves “a
huge amount of work behind the scenes”.
In any case, a portal is never going to be the

only interaction between vendor and partner,
he says. “You still need account managers
because every deal is different. If you can book
80% in an automated fashion, that’s pretty much
as good as you’re going to achieve because there
will always be more complex deals that require
additional discount or where part of the deal
requires more discount than the
other part. You can never build a
relationship long term with a partner
through a portal.”

Systems failure
Michael Conway, director at
Renaissance, says even where
distributors or vendors keep it as
simple as possible, it can cause
problems. “One guy I know buys lots
of products from a lot of distributors.
He buys on a transactional basis and
the distributors are very easy to deal
with and the system works, but if he
wants to go off-piste at all, those
people are useless. It could be a piece
of kit that he wants to buy from a distributor that
he can see online and in the catalogue but if he
doesn’t know the SKU the people he’s dealing
with will tell him they don’t have it. There are
some systems and partnerships where if you
know the SKU you can do business, but if you
don’t know the SKU, you can’t do business.”
He says that making things simple can also

make them more irritating because they are
more to suite the provider than the customer,
drawing an analogy with calling the bank and
having to press one button to get through to
another menu to press another button “to the
point where you lose the will to live”. 

Conway believes that it is “hard to have
everything very straightforward and
simple in this industry. In distribution, very
often it is very straightforward but
frequently people are trying to achieve
something different”. Things can’t be as
simple as people would like because “in
most IT environments, you’re not starting
from the point that you haven’t got
anything, usually you’re migrating” which
brings its own complexity.
He agrees with Hayden that processes

can be an issue in the vendor/partner
relationship. “It’s remarkable how doing
business with some vendors is really really
straightforward,” he remarks, “and it’s
remarkable how doing business with other
vendors is a nightmare.” Conway thinks
there are occasions when processes aren’t
for the benefit of the customer or partner
but for the systems behind them. “They’re
trying to mould the world to their way of
thinking,” he argues. “The order processing
stage should be designed to help
somebody find the product they need and
want and get that product as soon as is
reasonably possible at an economic cost.
But sometimes they make it difficult to

operate. Ease of doing business is key, as is ease
of doing the right business. I need someone to
make life easy for me.”

Personal touch
Neil Wisdom, managing director at Intellicom,
speaks as someone who has been on both sides
of the vendor/partner equation, an experience
which he believes gives him “a strong
appreciation of what’s required and needed”. In
many cases, he suggests, it’s down to local
personalities: “Large multinational companies
can come up with wonderful Powerpoint

presentations on reseller programmes, but it
always comes down to the relationship between
vendor and reseller, it’s purely down to trust.”
Byrne at Ricoh agrees that “personal

relationships are very important”, adding that the
vendor is constantly “meeting partners to
provide support and assistance with a whole
range of issues and opportunities. With the vastly
improved motorway network around Ireland
these days, we can be with almost any partner or
their customer within a couple of hours – and
this is really key in a good working relationship.”
Wisdom says that trust between the vendor’s

representatives, resellers and customers is very

important. You can see that on those occasions
when an individual responsible for the channel
at one vendor moves jobs and the business 
he or she left behind starts waning. He believes
friction can occur because resellers and vendors
want slightly different things from each other.
Resellers want something that’s easy to sell with
minimal competition and maximum margin
“and they want the vendor to do more of the
work”. The vendor, on the other hand, is
questioning what value resellers bring to justify
their big discount when the margin it is giving
away could pay for a pre-sales and post-sales
operation internally.
The channel is a great way for vendors to

expand with less staff by having more people on
the ground through their resellers. But it doesn’t
always work. “In some cases, vendors start selling
direct then want to scale business so they go to a
reseller/partner model. But a few of them might
encounter troubles and go back to the direct
sales model. It costs them more money but they
retain more margin.”
A lot of programmes are in place to protect and

support resellers that have made the decision to
invest in a relationship with a specific vendor but
Wisdom says this “can be a little bit tricky”. For a
start, customers like to have as much
competition as possible to try and get a
competitive price. “If the customer perceives a
reseller is getting preferential treatment with
price support from the vendor, that doesn’t sit too
well, particularly if the customer doesn’t want to
buy from that reseller.”
If a customer wants to buy a vendor’s product

but its preferred reseller isn’t part of the channel
for that product and has no training or
experience in selling it, it can put the vendor in a
very awkward situation. If the vendor opts to
support the customer’s preferred reseller, it could
upset one of its existing partners that might have

hoped to make the sale. A
vendor could try for a
compromise where the
business is routed through
the customer’s preferred
partner but fulfilled by the
vendor’s accredited reseller.
But even that isn’t as simple
as it sounds. The two
resellers might well compete
with each other on multiple
projects and technologies
elsewhere in the market and
the customer’s preferred
reseller wouldn’t want to let
a competitor anywhere near
an account it has spent so

much time and effort on establishing.

Alternatives
The flip side of that scenario is where a 
reseller has an opportunity but is not really
capable of delivering, supporting and
administering it. If the vendor lets the reseller 
go ahead and it goes wrong and the customer
has a bad experience, the vendor will get the
blame, not the reseller. “There’s a constant
struggle over who owns the relationship with the
customer,” Wisdom says. “Do they think they
have the relationship with the vendor and the
reseller is the fulfilment channel or is it with the
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reseller and the vendor is just
the provider of the product
they fulfil? Some vendors
actively try their best to be the
trusted adviser to the
customer, which really annoys
resellers.”
Then there’s the fact resellers

could have relationships with
several different vendors in the
same product area and the
way they position those
products might not match a
specific vendor’s view of its
own significance. “Vendors have to be adult
enough and professional enough to know when
not to battle over this,” he remarks. “You may
need to accept that your product may not be
best placed in a particular scenario.”
Byrne at Ricoh says keeping a successful

channel model as simple as possible is “about
being flexible and available for your business
partners and having a good mutual
understanding of each other’s objectives and
needs. We’re all in this together. While there’s
always going to be more complex situations and
projects, these can be easily managed through
well-defined and effective processes and
measures”.
Wisdom isn’t so sure it’s that easy. I don’t think

there’s any way of creating a perfect
vendor/reseller engagement programme,” he
admits. “There are a lot of companies chasing the
exact same end business and a lot of customers
go out to tender to get multiple quotes and
margins tumble.”
He agrees that well-structured partner

programmes are important, but they can be too
structured. “From experience, I have seen a
number of programmes that are over-
convoluted and too complicated. They’re trying
to allow for all types of scenarios and have a
playbook to handle them all. But everybody is
confused by it. There can be too many ways of
implementing discounts or rewards and it can
be a drain to stay in touch with it.”

The counterpoint
of that situation is
where the
programme is “too
open and too simple”,
where resellers don’t
have to train
engineers or invest in
demonstration
equipment and all
they’re providing is
an opportunistic sale
with no value add.
Wisdom says

resellers have to realise they are being given a
discount to justify their involvement. It could be
for creating the opportunity, for developing a
demonstration for the concept, winning the
business, installing it, supporting it and
administering it. Vendors give different levels of
margin to support those different levels of
activity but vendors are happier to support
resellers they believe are actively selling their
technology. 
The problem is that many resellers “don’t care

what they sell. They have a sales target and if
they get 100% by selling one product or selling
10 products, they don’t care”. When it comes to
trying to define the vendor/partner relationship,
you can’t get much simpler than that.  8

Business processTechTrade |  March 2015 41

While there’s always going
to be more complex 

situations and projects, these
can be easily managed
through well-defined and
effective processes and
measures’

Ray Byrne, Ricoh‘

KeepITsimple�2015_Layout�1��04/03/2015��10:19��Page�5


