
W
hen Progress Supply Inc.
opened its doors in 1960, the
w

holesale business w
as a lot

less com
plicated. A serviceperson, or

perhaps the ow
ner, w

ould deal directly
w

ith the contractor and, together, they
w

ould figure out exactly w
hat w

as
necessary for the job. There w

as m
ore

tim
e to discuss new

 parts and better
understand the contractor�s business.
There w

as no such thing as a �big-
box� retailer or national w

holesalers.
The H

VACR w
holesaler w

as truly a
local businessperson w

ho succeeded
based on his ability to service each
custom

er.
Today, there�s less tim

e for
talking. In fact, contractors m

ay not
set foot inside a w

holesaler�s store,
relying instead on runners w

ho can
pick up parts and supplies and deliver
directly to the job site. M

eanw
hile,

changes up and dow
n the supply

chain are m
aking it m

ore difficult for
sm

aller w
holesalers to com

pete and
m

ake a profit.
W

ith double-digit sales grow
th

over the past few
 years and its per-

branch sales on m
any lines w

ay
above average, Progress Supply has
dem

onstrated that sm
aller H

VACR
w

holesalers can thrive. The key, says
M

ark J. Faessler, Progress Supply Inc.�s
president and ow

ner, is staying true to
the principles that m

ade the Cincin-
nati-based com

pany w
hat it is today,

w
hile alw

ays looking for w
ays to seize

new
 opportunities.
This m

ix of old and new
 has paid

off for Progress in w
hat is a very

com
petitive m

arket. �That�s w
hat has

m
ade us so strong and w

hy w
e�ve

grow
n year in and year out for alm

ost
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45 years. It�s alw
ays taking care of

the custom
er,� Faessler says. �O

ur
philosophy is if w

e don�t take care of
the custom

er to the best of our
ability and take care of them

 in a
w

ay that they w
ant, they w

ill go
dow

n the street to our com
petitors.�

Progress Supply w
as founded in

1960. O
ne of its founders w

as
Faessler�s father-in-law

, Clyde
Kessen. Progress Supply opened w

ith
one w

arehouse in Cincinnati and
carved out a niche for itself am

ong
com

m
ercial contractors, particularly

m
echanical and industrial contrac-

tors. Progress Supply had a m
ajor

expansion in 1990 w
hen it becam

e a
dealer for Copeland Corporation, the
refrigeration m

anufacturer. Becom
ing

a Copeland w
holesaler, Faessler says,

�m
ade us stronger.�
W

hile Progress had alw
ays

thought of itself as a refrigeration
supply house, the addition of
Copeland put them

 firm
ly into that

category. Copeland had another
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W
e usually devote issues of The Progress Report to new

 products and service solutions. H
ow

ever, an
article recently appeared in H

VACR D
istribution Business, a publication that sum

s up our business in a
w

ay that deserved reprinting in this first issue of the year.  2005 is our 45th year in business, and w
e w

anted
you to know

 w
e plan to keep our focus on YO

U
, the custom

er.   M
ark Faessler, O

wner and President

(C
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ont(C
ont�d on p. 2)
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Reprinted with perm
ission from

 H
VACR D

istribution
Business, D

ecem
ber, 2004 issue.

This article was written by M
ichael M

aynard, who is
a business w

riter in Providence, R
I. H

e w
rites

frequently on H
VACR, architecture and construction

issues. Contact him
 at m

ichael.m
aynard@

lycos.com
.

D
EFIN

ITIO
N

 A
N

D
 EX

A
M

P
LE: Com

pany Strategic
Planning. In 2001, w

ith the help of one of our suppliers,
w

e w
ent through three days of strategic planning. N

ow
 w

e
m

eet three or four tim
es per year to update, recap, and

direct the future direction of Progress Supply Inc.

SIG
N

IFIC
A

N
C

E: For the first tim
e in our com

pany, w
e

started planning for the future, not just reacting to past or
current issues, and did it w

ith the direct involvem
ent of

eight key people in our organization.

B
EN

EFITS: Progress Supply Inc. now
 has a plan for grow

th
and success, a plan that is ever-evolving. W

ith the direct
involvem

ent of our key people, it allow
s us to focus m

ore on
w

hat w
e need to do. W

e can then take our ideas and goals,
and educate our em

ployes so that w
e are all on the sam

e
path.

P
R

O
C

ED
U

R
E: W

ith the top people at Progress Supply Inc.,
w

e discuss ideas and directions, rank them
, and assign

project leaders and tim
elines to them

. The project leaders
are then responsible for form

ing their ow
n team

s to w
ork

on their projects (this team
 can include m

em
bers from

outside the Strategic Planning Com
m

ittee) and to then keep
the Strategic Planning Com

m
ittee inform

ed as to their
progress.

P
EO

P
LE IN

V
O

LV
ED

: The im
m

ediate com
m

ittee consists of
seven people. Besides m

yself, our store m
anagers, general

m
anager, purchasing m

anager, inform
ation system

 m
anager,

and a salesm
an are all part of this team

. H
ow

ever, as the
project leaders w

ork on their projects, anyone in the
com

pany can w
ork on their team

.

TIM
IN

G
: M

eetings are three or four tim
es per year.

O
ne usually lasts for a couple of days, w

hile the others are
usually one-day m

eetings. Individual projects take different
lengths of tim

e. U
sually, a project w

ill last from
 one to

26 w
eeks.

C
O

ST: W
e view

 that costs are a necessary price to do
business right! In fact, if you look at w

hat these ideas have
saved the com

pany or the incom
e they have brought to the

bottom
 line, the cost becom

es im
m

aterial!

O
TH

ER
 C

O
N

SID
ER

A
TIO

N
S: Instead of reacting to

situations, w
e can now

 plan the future! W
e can get all of

our people on the sam
e page and not retard our grow

th by
m

oving backw
ard. It has been w

onderful to see the grow
th

of the individuals on this com
m

ittee. They take pride in
w

hat they do, and that show
s up on the job. In the past,

one or tw
o people tried to perform

 projects. N
ow

 w
e have

eight people excited to lead a project, and m
ost of them

com
plete m

ore than one project per year. W
e now

 have
m

ore com
m

unication and sharing of ideas and issues than
at any tim

e in the past.

C
on

tact:
M

ark J. Faessler at 513/681-3881, x103
m

ark@
progresssupply.com

distributor in the Cincinnati area, but Faessler says they
convinced Copeland that taking on a second distributor
w

ould be m
utually beneficial. �It�s been very good for us

and very good for them
,� he adds. W

ith the product line of
Copeland behind them

, Progress becam
e a m

uch stronger
player in the m

arketplace. It also w
as the catalyst that

expanded them
 into tw

o additional m
arkets: D

ayton and
Colum

bus. Progress Supply now
 serves southeastern

Indiana and northern Kentucky, as w
ell as southern and

central O
hio.

Today, the counters of Progress Supply�s three
branches are am

ong the busiest in their respective m
ar-

kets. Custom
ers know

 that, w
hen they order parts from

Progress Supply, there w
on�t be any hassles or delays.

Em
ployees staffing the counters have the technical know

l-
edge and the attitude for getting the job done quickly and
right the first tim

e so that the custom
er is satisfied. �W

e
take care of the custom

ers so they can get in and out as
quickly as possible,� Faessler says.

Faessler characterizes his custom
ers as �sophisticated

and know
ledgeable.� M

any of them
 are grow

ing as fast, if
not faster, than Progress Supply, he adds. N

ot only do their
custom

ers require em
ployees to w

ork sm
arter, but they

expect it from
 their supply houses. W

hile tim
e is so

valuable to Progress Supply�s custom
ers, it also reduces

the chances that they w
ill m

ake new
 or im

pulse sales at
the counters. Coupled w

ith a reliance on runners, w
hose

only function is to pick up and deliver parts, there are
few

er interactions w
ith decision-m

akers. Faessler recog-
nized this trend early, and the com

pany has stepped up
w

ays to stay in touch w
ith contractors about specials, new

parts, and other offers that could benefit them
.

�You don�t get a chance to show
 custom

ers w
hat�s at

the counters and w
hat�s new

, so w
e�re forced to be m

ore
proactive,� Faessler says. Counter people are trained to ask
questions w

hen orders are placed, w
hether it�s about a

part that m
ay com

plem
ent the order or a part that m

ay
better serve the contractor�s needs. �These are things that
w

e�ve alw
ays done naturally. N

ow
 w

e have to w
ork harder

at that, and try and get the runner to m
ake a phone call if

w
e think w

e have a better solution,� he says.
Progress Supply has added N

extel phones at each of
its branches. Because this is the com

m
unication vehicle

that is the standard in the industry today, Progress Supply
m

akes it convenient for the custom
ers. �Anyone w

ith
N

extel can beep right in. It saves them
 on phone calls and

charges,� he says.  Progress Supply is considering other
w

ays to m
ake the ordering process m

ore efficient, includ-
ing placing orders through e-m

ail and over the Internet.
They are also evaluating W

eb-based catalogs.
Progress Supply couples its custom

er-oriented
approach w

ith a team
 of technically proficient em

ployees�
an im

portant differentiation factor in each of the m
arkets it

serves. Faessler is proud that m
any em

ployees have been
w

ith the com
pany for years, bringing a sense of stability

and know
ledge to their jobs.

�W
e provide the best advice and service,� Faessler says

of his 42-person staff. O
ngoing technical education is a top

priority for Progress Supply. �W
e�re spending m

ore tim
e

and m
oney on educating our em

ployees than w
e ever have

before,� Faessler says. Progress Supply now
 requires all

em
ployees to com

plete tw
o classes, trainings, or sem

inars

per year. It m
ay be H

AR
D

I at-hom
e study courses, supplier

sem
inars, or other technical education courses. The

objective is to stay ahead of w
hat�s happening in the field.

W
hile Progress Supply has lost custom

ers to com
peti-

tors w
ho offer low

er prices, it�s alm
ost alw

ays a short-lived
defection. �They usually can�t service the custom

er the
w

ay w
e can,� Faessler says. �Price is still im

portant, but
being able to take care of them

 in a tim
ely m

anner is
becom

ing the m
ost im

portant issue.� H
e acknow

ledges
that Progress Supply isn�t the �low

-price leader,� but
custom

ers tell him
 they w

ant a com
pany that w

ill w
ork

w
ith them

 so each job can be finished correctly and on
tim

e. �It�s about service, product know
ledge and availabil-

ity, and inform
ation. That pretty m

uch sum
s up how

 w
e go

about our business,� Faessler says.
Progress Supply has a technical specialist in each of its

branches to address refrigeration and H
VAC issues that

custom
ers m

ay have. They w
ork closely w

ith custom
ers,

including going to w
ork sites and quoting jobs for them

.
W

ith custom
ers spending less and less tim

e at the service
counters, the job of Progress Supply�s outside salespeople
becom

es that m
uch m

ore im
portant. There are seven

outside salespeople w
ho are responsible for anyw

here
from

 50 to 150 custom
ers each. Faessler says they stay in

regular contact w
ith their custom

ers, anticipating needs,
taking orders, and w

orking hard to help them
 becom

e
m

ore successful and profitable.
In addition to em

ployee education, Progress Supply is
also dedicated to the continuing education of its custom

-
ers. The com

pany routinely holds classes and trainings
conducted by their ow

n specialists and those of its suppli-
ers. N

ot only do contractors learn, but it drives hom
e the

value that Progress adds for its custom
ers. It�s another

point of differentiation that separates Progress from
 its

com
petitors.
Advertising has becom

e a bigger part of Progress
Supply�s m

arketing efforts. Faessler says faxes that adver-
tise special prom

otions or discounts have been effective in
supplem

enting contact w
ith custom

ers and prospects. �W
e

usually run special prom
otions throughout the year w

here
contractors can earn m

erchandise or w
here there are

giveaw
ay-type program

s,� he says. �W
e try to spend as

m
uch co-op m

oney as w
e possibly can. W

e have a num
ber

of great suppliers that offer this to us, and w
e try to take

full advantage of it w
hen they do.�

Am
ong the m

ost daunting challenges facing sm
all

w
holesalers like Progress Supply is getting access to

quality products at a com
petitive price. N

ational purchasing
agreem

ents form
ed betw

een suppliers and larger H
VAC

w
holesalers have created challenges for sm

aller, regional
w

holesalers like Progress.  Faessler says Progress Supply�s
new

 m
em

bership into the Key W
holesalers G

roup is a
m

ajor step in counteracting this pricing challenge. The
group consists of 21 w

holesalers from
 around the country,

and its coverage extends to alm
ost every state.

Beyond the opportunity to purchase com
petitively,

Faessler says another m
ajor benefit of the association is

the collective business acum
en that the executives bring

and their w
illingness to help out the other m

em
bers.

�I view
 this as the best group of individual H

VACR
 w

hole-
salers in the country,� he says. �They�re all very strong
com

panies, and I feel honored to be a part of the organi-
zation,� he says. �They�re alw

ays forw
ard-looking, and

they�ll help each other out if there are issues. It�s another
netw

orking source.�
Progress Supply�s relationships w

ith its suppliers have
alw

ays been solid, Faessler notes. Progress Supply execu-
tives m

eet regularly w
ith suppliers. �W

e w
ork together to

solve problem
s, and w

e guarantee that it�s a tw
o-w

ay
street,� he says. �It is through continually building relation-
ships that you acquire the necessary trust to get through
the tough issues.�

As an active m
em

ber of industry associations like
H

AR
D

I, AR
W

, AR
I and A

SH
R
AE, Faessler regularly interacts

w
ith suppliers and vendors. In fact, Faessler is currently on

the H
AR

D
I board of directors and one of its officers. �The

netw
orking I�ve been able to accom

plish through H
AR

D
I,

Copeland, and Johnson Controls has been an invaluable
resource to m

e and our com
pany.�

If the Key W
holesaler G

roup and the various industry
associations have helped Progress Supply w

ith H
VACR

issues, TEC has been equally invaluable on the m
anage-

m
ent side, Faessler notes. Com

prised of 12 to 16 CEO
s in

the Cincinnati area, TEC is a national organization that
m

eets for a daylong m
eeting 12 tim

es a year. Each m
eet-

ing addresses different com
ponents of business, from

inventory control to purchasing to em
ployee m

otivation.
There�s also opportunity for the CEO

s to address issues
w

ithin their organizations. �W
e discuss it, talk about it,

take questions, offer suggestions,� he says. �W
e usually

w
alk aw

ay from
 the m

eeting w
ith som

e kind of action plan,
and at a subsequent m

eeting, w
e�ll be asked if w

e follow
ed

up and resolved the issue.�
For sm

all w
holesalers like Progress Supply to rem

ain
successful, it�s essential to identify and take advantage of
opportunities. Faessler recalls Progress Supply�s joining
AR

W
 (now

 H
AR

D
I) in the early 1980s w

hen he had only
been w

ith the com
pany for a few

 years. �Being able to
netw

ork w
ith ow

ners and executives from
 w

holesalers
from

 all over the country proved to be priceless,� he says.
Servicing the custom

er rem
ains a key to success, but

Progress Supply has show
n that it�s not the only key.

�I believe that there w
ill alw

ays be a need for a w
holesaler

w
ho can service his custom

er,� Faessler says. �But if w
e

w
ant to stay in business, w

e w
ill have to broaden our lines,

expand our know
ledge, and partner w

ith our m
ajor

custom
ers m

ore than ever.�
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