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Five Innovative 
Ways Dealers  
are Engaging 
Customers 

By Zach Payne and Tim O’Connor 

All it takes is one bad experience for a 
customer to lose trust in the dealers and 
distributors that supply them with the equipment, 
supplies, and services they need to run their 
businesses. 

Successful dealers work hard to ensure 
customers are happy and know that making a 
single sale should never be the only goal. They 
want to build long-lasting relationships with 
customers and provide them with the products, 
services and knowledge they need to succeed.  

To avoid the pitfalls of customers being 
disappointed by a product or service, dealers 
must become not only sellers, but educators. 

Building a reputation as an expert and 
becoming an invaluable resource for customers 
doesn’t happen overnight. Dealers and 
distributors who want to be regarded as experts 
in the industry must consider how they are 
making their knowledge available. Fortunately, 
there are a variety of ways that members can 
educate customers, and propel themselves, their 
customers and the industry forward.  

In-Person Education: Trade Shows,  

Test Kitchens, and Seminars
One of the best ways to demonstrate 

your expertise is to connect one-on-one 
with customers. Trade shows are ideal 
for that. 

 “They give people the opportunity 
to touch and feel and see new things 
that maybe their day-to-day doesn’t 
allow them to do,” says Tara Benyousky, 
vice president of marketing at Boelter, 
a restaurant supply company based in 
Milwaukee. 

Trade shows also allow dealers to 
have more in-depth conversations with 
customers than what is possible over the 
phone or via email. 

“Our customers are committing to 
some big decisions relative to how they 
are going to optimize their space or 
grow their business, so we have them 
come into the showroom or meet at 
trade shows to work with them,” she 
says.

In addition to being at trade shows, 
Boelter offers support to customers in its test 
kitchen. Resident chefs work with customers on 
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menus and help them utilize their new equipment 
properly. Customers who learn how to use all the 
bells and whistles of a new combi oven will get the 
most out of it. In addition, they will experience a 
smoother transition and more efficient operations 
when they are back and using it in their own 
kitchens. 

The experts at Curtis Restaurant Equipment 
are also proponents of test kitchens. The Oregon-
based dealer has two demo kitchens, where 
customers have the opportunity to receive expert 
instruction and invaluable experience. 

“We are giving customers a place to come in 
and test out their recipes on the new equipment so 
that they can see the results firsthand,” says COO 
Ryan McPhail.

In addition to the training provided in their 
demo kitchens, Curtis has also teamed up with 
a local foodservice consultant to offer monthly 
educational seminars for anyone interested in 
learning more about a variety of industry topics 
such as prime cost, inventory, optimization, and 
more. The company held its first seminar last 
month, and have already seen interest for future 
events, which McPhail says illustrates the desire for 
knowledge that restauranteurs have. 

Podcasts
In-person trainings have many great benefits, 

but they are not always feasible. Trying to get 
people in the same room together can be a 
challenge for busy foodservice professionals who 
work all across the globe. This is where remote 
education becomes so important. 

Podcasting is a rapidly growing form of remote 
education that offers thousands of different topics 
for listeners to browse through. Because podcasts 

BOELTER RESIDENT CHEFS WORK WITH OPERATORS ON 
MENUS AND HELP THEM UNDERSTAND HOW TO BEST 
USE THEIR EQUIPMENT.
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PODCASTING HAS ALLOWED BOELTER TO PROVIDE 
REMOTE EDUCATION ON INDUSTRY-SPECIFIC TOPICS 
SUCH AS ATTRACTING FIRST-TIME GUESTS AND THE 
IMPORTANCE OF THE TABLETOP.
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are available on a variety of convenient platforms, 
they are easy for people to listen anywhere, any 
time.

One new podcast is The Boelter Wire, a 
foodservice-focused show that seeks to educate 
customers.

“We hope that the content we are producing 
and the podcast discussions we are promoting 
are helping our customers to better educate 
themselves across a variety of industry-specific 
topics that ultimately make their businesses more 
successful,” Benyousky says.

Established in June 2019, The Boelter Wire has 
released several insightful episodes, including:

• Attracting First-Time Guests
• Staying Relevant in 2019
• The Importance of Tabletop
Boelter is already well-versed in the area of 

thought leadership and provides various other 
ways to educate customers including infographics, 
videos, industry perspectives, blogs and case 
studies. Unlike podcasts, these all require 
customers’ full attention. 

“Podcasts, on the other hand, allow our 
customers the ability to digest this content at 

any point during the day or night, without having 
to stop or pause any other activities they may be 
engaged in,” Benyousky says. 

She notes that a podcast can be consumed while 
at work, on the ride home, walking the dog, or 
during other activities.

“They are a passive form of content that is more 
convenient for the consumer to engage with,” she 
says. 

For anyone looking build their brand as an expert 
through a podcast, Benyousky advises having 
several of them ready to go.  

“My No. 1 recommendation for anyone starting a 
new podcast is to have a solid number of episodes 
that are ready for distribution. Don’t launch with 
anything less than three to five episodes, and make 
sure you have a list of new episodes prepared to 
keep that engine going,” she says.

Having a backlog of podcasts will inspire 
creativity and minimize stress. 

“The last thing you want to do is find yourself 
scrambling for new content every week,” she adds. 
“Give yourself a buffer that affords for the option to 
be more selective and creative after your podcast 
launches.”
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Publications
Keeping up with the latest developments 

in the industry is important for foodservice 
operators who want to bring fresh, innovative ideas 
into their businesses. In addition to podcasts, 
foodservice publications in the form of digital or 
print magazines are another great way for dealers 
to share valuable industry insights with their 
customers. 

Magazine articles can match worthwhile content 
that dives deep into industry trends and issues with 
visually interesting photography and in artwork 
that inspires readers and draws their attention. 
Those characteristics made it an attractive medium 
for Edward Don & Company to enter as it looked 
for new ways to reach and inform customers. 
The Chicago-area distributor published its first 
issue of Shift magazine in September 2018. The 
annually published magazine focuses on trends 
in foodservice equipment and supplies and is 
distributed digitally to more than 16,000 Edward 

Don & Company customers. A print version is also 
distributed at trade shows and other events.

In creating the magazine, Amy Garrard, Edward 
Don & Company’s corporate marketing manager, 
says the primary objective was to position the 
distributor as a thought leader that is in touch with 
the evolution of the industry. “We’re providing 
solutions to you, not just selling products,” 
Garrard explains. “That was the overarching goal. 
If someone is looking for a distributor or to switch 
distributors, we want to be top of mind.”

The first issue took three months of planning 
to determine the direction of the magazine and 
another six months of research and production 
by Rick Love, Edward Don & Company’s content 
writer, before it went to print. Articles span a variety 
of topics – the most recent issue touched on 
restaurant automation, the popularity of coffee and 
tea drinks, increasing interest in global cuisine, and 
an explanation of grocerants. The ideas, Love says, 
come not only through his own research, but also 
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ENHANCING MARKETING MATERIALS WITH 
EDUCATIONAL ELEMENTS CAN INSPIRE 
CUSTOMERS AND MAKE YOUR PRINT AND  
DIGITAL MEDIA MORE RELEVANT.
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by talking to Edward Don sales reps and learning 
about what they are seeing in the field. 

Sometimes, the magazine itself inspires new 
ideas. Love recalls talking to one sales rep who 
reacted to a story in the 2018 issue about delivery 
technology apps. The rep thought it was interesting 
but shared that there was even more going on in 
the delivery field, which led to a follow up article 
this year about delivery drones.

“In foodservice, it’s very hard to limit the scope 
to one category,” Love says. “We try not to cover 
just equipment and technology, but we get into 
other areas such as social media.”

By reading Shift, Love hopes operators will 
have a better understanding of how foodservice 
is changing and will begin thinking through how 
their businesses will adapt to those trends. “We 
want to not only educate our customers who may 
not have the time to do the research themselves, 
but we think they’ll find some inspiration,” he 
says.

Ideally, that inspiration will 
lead to ideas that operators 
need help in executing. Why 
not turn to a distributor that 
has demonstrated it is at the 
cutting edge in identifying and 
understanding new trends? 

“That lets customers know 
we do more than just sell 
supplies to them,” Love says. 
“We’re focused on the future 
and the world and continually 
providing solutions to our 
customers.”

Maximizing Marketing  

Materials
Refreshing the traditional 

formula for catalogs and flyers 
by adding educational content that goes far 
beyond product specifications can help marketing 

TAILORING E&S RECOMMENDATIONS  
TO EACH CUSTOMER SEGMENT HELPS  
DEALERS BE SEEN AS AN IMPORTANT  
RESOURCE FOR RESTAURATEURS.
 

SARAH SCAGGS, VICE PRESIDENT  
OF CFI MARKETING
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materials remain 
relevant. “Introducing an 
educational element, like 
a product demo video in a 
digital catalog, adds value 
and positions the dealer or 
manufacturer as a reliable 
resource for industry 
knowledge,” says Sarah 
Scaggs, vice president 
of CFI Marketing, a food 
service marketing firm 
founded in 1981.

“Ultimately, this helps 
companies distinguish 
themselves from the 
competition and increases 
customer loyalty,” she 

continues. Enhancing your marketing materials with 
educational elements will add longevity to your 
print and digital media. For example, an innovative 
cocktail recipe may inspire a foodservice operator 
to hold onto a barware sales flyer, keeping your 
brand in the forefront long after the sale ends.

Another way to maximize your marketing 
materials is to capitalize on specialty segments, 
seasonal themes and popular trends. “In an 
annual Trends publication that we produce, 
products are presented based on current trends, 
such as plant-based menus and fine casual dining, 
instead of organizing based on product type,” 
Scaggs says. By tailoring their approach and E&S 
recommendations for each customer segment, 
dealers can be an unmatched resource for chefs 
and restaurateurs who are always looking to stay 
on trend. 

Social Media
When creating promotional materials for the 

purpose of education, it is important to offer both 
print and digital options. Scaggs says that this 
type of “multi-channel approach” to marketing is 
ideal, explaining that both mediums have unique 
benefits. 

“A print piece is often viewed as being more 
trustworthy,” she says. There is a legitimacy 
associated with the time and effort invested in 
printed materials that attracts customers. When 
a message is delivered through email campaigns 
and social media posts, customer data can be 

harnessed to track engagement and better 
tailor services.

Social media is another area of focus for 
Curtis Restaurant Equipment, which is in the 
process of trying to grow its social media 
presence. Ryan McPhail believes that Curtis 
can use social media to help bridge the 
gap between manufacturers and end users. 
“We, as dealers, have a lot of information 
from the factories and vendors. An end user 
or restauranteur doesn’t necessarily want 
to have to follow every vendor out there on 
social media to be able to learn about new 
equipment,” says McPhail. 

Ultimately, McPhail’s goal with social 
media is the same as all of his company’s 
education efforts: to filter important 
information for customers and pass it 
along to them more quickly so they better 
understand their options and can make 
informed purchasing decisions.

Whether it’s social media, a podcast, a 
magazine, marketing materials, or a trade 
show, McPhail and others in the industry are 
finding ways to connect with customers and 
to show them the value that their expertise 
brings. They’re also building long-term 
relationships.   

RYAN MCPHAIL, COO OF  
CURTIS RESTAURANT EQUIPMENT
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RICK LOVE,  
CONTENT WRITER FOR  
EDWARD DON & COMPANY




