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Dream of selling to the Loblaws, Walmarts and Canadian Tires of the retail world? 

 

It’s a daunting task, says Peter Chapman, president of GPS Business Solutions, in Halifax.  

 

“Getting listed with a big retailer is like getting to base camp on Mount Everest—it’s costly and 

complicated, and you have to be persistent and committed to the process.”   

 

So clear your calendar, bolster your sales and marketing budget, and use these four tips to help navigate 

the way. 

 

Go shopping 

 

Make your first step a visit to your target retailer to assess the competition and determine if a true 

opportunity exists for your product, says Chapman, who speaks to industry associations about the retail 

landscape and helps them increase their sales. 

 

“If the store already has a variety of snow blowers or 25 kinds of BBQ sauce, they probably don’t need 

another one,” says Chapman. “So yours will need to be cheaper, have a special feature or somehow be 

different than their current offerings. Stores never have extra shelf space, so accepting your product 

means that they’ll have to make room by eliminating a current product.” 

 

Focus on packaging  

 

As the supplier, it is your responsibility–not the retailer’s–to get customers to put your cookies, garden 

tool or dog toy in their shopping carts. The right packaging can help make this happen.  
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“Packaging needs to be eye catching and give the customer a great understanding of the product,” says 

Chapman. Take your cues from your competitors’ packaging and merchandising, and note how they 

communicate their point of differentiation. 

 

Sean McSweeney, store manager at Mountain Equipment Co-op in Toronto, agrees that packaging is 

critical.  

 

“When items are well packaged, we can display them effectively and create an interesting story,” he 

says. “Something that’s just in a plastic bag with a sticker on it will likely get relegated to a bottom 

shelf.” 

 

Your packaging must also meet all regulatory requirements and be sturdy enough to protect the 

contents through the entire supply chain.  

 

Get some face time 

 

Next, find an opportunity to meet the retailer’s category manager–by participating in an industry 

tradeshow or attending a retailer’s open house, for example–with the goal of scheduling a formal 

meeting.  

 

“Once you have a buyer’s attention, quickly explain how your product is different, what you’ve done on 

a smaller scale that proves your ability to execute, and explain your current marketing strategies,” says 

Chapman.  

 

And show more than mere enthusiasm, he adds. “Tell them how you’re currently selling an average of 

100 cases per week to 20 small specialty stores, or present a testimonial from a local celebrity who 

supports your product.” 

 

A second option is to turn the entire task over to a broker who specializes in your category and who 

already has pre-existing relationships with big-retail buyers. This can be a cost effective solution if you 

don’t have in-house expertise, says Chapman, noting that brokers typically charge about five percent of 

the sales to that retailer.   



 

Some business owners try to get a foot in the door by contacting a local store manager, but these 

employees are rarely connected to the merchandising side of the business. Some companies even 

discourage these interactions. 

 

"I get approached frequently by people wanting to sell products to MEC,” says Mountain Equipment Co-

op’s McSweeney. “But in a company our size, I’m not privy to the buying and product development 

plans. And if someone presents an idea or concept to me that we may already have in development, it 

can put us in a difficult position ethically and legally.”  

 

 

Give a stellar presentation 

 

Once you’ve scheduled a one-on-one meeting, start planning your presentation. These are less formal 

than a Dragon’s Den appearance, says Chapman, who sat in on dozens of them as the senior director of 

merchandizing at a major grocer. But suppliers need to be well prepared and primed for a volley of non-

stop questions. 

 

“You need to wow with your product and instil a level of confidence in your ability to fulfill orders and 

meet or exceed the retailer’s requirements.” 

 

Most retailers want the presenter to be the person who will make it all happen, he adds. “They love to 

hear an owner say, ‘Come hell or high water, we’ll get your order to you!’ or ‘We’ll drive to another city 

to get parts to make your order happen!’”  

 

But don’t be overly-confident. For example, a red flag will go up if you tell buyers the retail price of your 

product–it’s their job to price the products they sell. And, according to Chapman, “Saying that your jam 

is better than their private label jam is like stabbing them in the heart.”  

 

SIDEBAR: 



In addition to mentally preparing for the presentation, consider this checklist of items that a big retailer 

may expect to see: 

1) An outline of your presentation and a brief overview of your business 

2) Your point of differentiation clearly articulated 

3) Your product in the packaging the consumer would see  

4) Your product (if it will be sampled), ready to be experienced 

5) A marketing plan, sales plan, sales estimate and delivered cost 

6) Proof of ability to execute and proof of current success 

 

### 

 


