
By Dan Mack

How valuable are you in the eyes of your most 
trusted retail partners?

Over the last couple of years, there has been 
a new mandate declared by many of the top re-

tailers in America: provide differentiated consumer value or 
perish. Last year, I conducted research with a number of the 
top merchants in our industry. The insights uncovered were 
very telling. It is very clear that many manufacturers — big 
and small — are not as aligned and valuable as they may think. 
The four manufacturer blind spots included:

• Not truly understanding their most vital boardroom 
priorities;

• Not truly being perceived as differentiated versus their 
competitors;

• Not bringing the most relevant assets or people to the 
relationship; and

• Not being hardwired to their agenda and not providing 
enough custom solutions.

Do most manufacturers understand that this is going on in 
the minds of many of their top retail partners?  The dirty little 
secret is that most companies are not as valuable as they think 
they are.

Our research showed that the smaller underdog companies 
that are winning operate with a very different philosophy. Dur-
ing a recent strategy development meeting, a client asked the 
question: “What are the best smaller or mid-size companies 
doing differently?” Here is what we shared as our findings:

•	 Identity	and	alignment: It is always about deep vision 
— alignment and purpose. The top companies recognize 
that business is never transactional, it’s personal. They 
operate under clear core values, and everyone fits the 
culture. When you create a company like this, it is then 
easy to incorporate an Enterprise Sales Model, involving 
many departments in the sales process. This philosophy 
drives creativity and shared expectations, while help-
ing them exploit all their unique resources. The winners 
push the boundaries of innovation and are not afraid of 
sharing internal power or failing.

•	 Messy	innovation: We also have found that some of the 
best are the most agile and in fact are a bit “messy” at 
times. Even though they clearly have defined the sand-
box they play in, they always are evaluating, innovating 
and tinkering around the fringe of their business. They 
ask a lot of questions and never assume they fully un-
derstand either the industry or their business. As one 
buyer shared with me, “the best companies move from 
prototype to end product quicker than competitors and 
have learned to deal with the messiness.” They are the 
masters of speed, and they constantly are in the process 

of reinvigorating their base business, leaving competi-
tors in their wake.

•	 Co-creation: Open innovation is a powerful idea, but 
few organizations really do it effectively. It may seem 
risky, but as one marketing executive shared with me, 
“you can’t afford the risk of not co-creating products 
with your top customers.” Some of the brightest smaller 
companies minimize risk by actually designing their 
next line of innovations very early in the process with 
their top retailer partners. They have found that open, 
disciplined and professionally facilitated meetings can 
help unlock an innovation stalemate. This practice un-
leashes growth and competitive advantage, and is the 
secret sauce of many emerging companies.

•	 Specialized	 “ideas”: Emerging new companies under-
stand that mastery is about focus, practice and a deep 
understanding of your craft. We consistently see in our re-
search that the best in their respective categories spend the 
majority of their time digging deeper into the customers’ 
needs, and consider how societal trends are affecting their 
business. This allows these firms to create a unique point of 
view on their category, supporting their retail partners with 
meaningful ideas that optimize the category and fill unmet  
consumer needs.

•	 Experiential/custom	 solutions: Making great products 
gets you on the shelf. Making great products and provid-
ing unique in-store solutions that attract the consumer 
keeps you there. The art of connecting with the consum-
er has moved from manufacturing goods to creating an 
experience in the store that creates loyalty and improved 
shopabilty, and that differentiates the retailer. Retail-
ers are looking to brand their store, and are looking for 
partners that can help achieve this vision. What an op-
portunity for a company to create meaningful value. We 
have found that the thought leaders are agile and inno-
vative, but also thrive on custom product offerings and 
programs that the top retailers can own. So how can this 
be done effectively? The answer is that they try to spread 
the wealth of customization, offering unique products 
and ideas that help their retail partners appear different 
to their guests. A difficult challenge? Yes. A meaningful 
strategy? Most definitely.

The winners are singing a different tune.  They set the cat-
egory rules of engagement, provide meaningful hidden assets 
to the relationships and move faster than their competitors. 
Strategic relationships are built on transparency and shared 
vision, but most importantly meaningful value creation. How 
valuable are you really?

Dan Mack is founder of Mack Elevation Forum and leads the  
strategic sales division for The Swanson Group. For more details, 
check out TheSwansonGroup.com or MackElevationForum.com.
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Mack Elevation Forum tackles new path to purchase, innovation
SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. — Success is often one of the biggest 
blind spots a company can have, because you’re so busy 
doing well you don’t have the time to assess what it is 
you’re doing. That is one of the core reasons for being 
for the Mack Elevation Forum, “a share group on ste-
roids,” described program founder Dan Mack, EVP of 
strategic business development for the Swanson Group, 
which hosted its most recent meeting Friday morning 
here at the Hilton Scottsdale.

The group brings together executives from noncom-
peting, smaller to mid-sized companies. Today there is 
a new path to purchase for the consumer: 38% are us-
ing mobile devices to make their fi nal purchasing de-
cisions; and 31% are using their mobile devices in the 
store to infl uence a purchase. For retailers and vendors 
that means a new path to consumer education and de-
livering product innovation, explained Mack. It’s about 
fi nding the holes in the market and fi guring out where 
your brand can play a role.

To kick off the conversation, guest speaker Joe Mag-
nacca, Walgreens’ president of daily living products and 
solutions briefed Elevation Forum attendees on the trans-
formation occurring today at Walgreens, as the company 
moves from what Magnacca described as an “operations-
based” to a “merchant-based” business model.

Magnacca, the veteran of Canadian retailing who led 
the major transformation of New York’s Duane Reade 
stores to one of the design jewels in all of retail, talked 
about the new challenges that will lie ahead 
as the company continues to experiment 
and explore the drug store of the future. Re-
tailers like Walgreens will look to new profi t 
centers in the store, such as expanded con-
venience foods and more fresh offerings, 
and retail clinics, all of which will create 
new pressure for vendors to demonstrate 
the uniqueness and non-transferability of 
their products in order to stay on the shelf.

Discussion led to opportunities for ven-
dors to help retailers like Walgreens to 
create more of an experience for shoppers 
in the store. One way to accomplish that 
is with product packaging, shared Tim 
Cleary, VP sales at Purell Consumer/Gojo 
Industries. “The stronger the SKU level dif-

ferentiation — by utilizing relevant colors, disruptive 
packaging — the more compelling your brand experi-
ence can become,” he said.

Tina Jackse, senior director of national accounts at 
Beiersdorf, noted that social media is one area to tie into 
retailer efforts to help improve the shopping experience. 
“We try to ensure that your company’s social media and 
other marketing efforts align to the brand image and 
merchandising being utilized within the store,” she said. 
To get there, Marty Marion, CEO of Cobalis, suggested 
using a third-party partner to help coordinate all social 
media tactics under one comprehensive platform.

Elevation Forum founder Dan Mack, from the Swanson Group, leads the 
discussion.

Walgreens’ Joe Magnacca gives Elevation Forum attendees insight 
on how to engage Walgreens.
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