by Bridget McCrea

WHILE TOOLS LIKE CHATGPT

{ can generate sales copy, chatbots can

{ handle basic customer questions,

i and AI does a good job of quickly sort-

ing and making sense of data, there
i are still many things technology just
{ can’t do.

| For example, Al can’t coach a

i struggling employee, build trust with

| anew customer, or lead a distributor’s
{ sales team through economic uncer-
tainty. It also can’t read a room, un-
derstand unspoken concerns, or in-

i spire people to embrace change. Al

i also can’t replace the intuition that

i electrical distributors have accumu-
lated over the years, nor does it have
the creativity it takes to solve com-

i plex, people-driven problems.

i Sowhile Al may be able to stream-
i line tasks and do some of the heavy

i lifting for us, it won’t replace the emo-
{ tional intelligence, leadership, and

i human connection that drive real

{ business outcomes. “What’s going to

{ set us apart is being truly human,”

i said Elizabeth Haberberger, owner of
{ Dale Carnegie Missouri. “It’s the abil-
i ity to be resilient when things don’t

i work, to think creatively, and to get

i everyone aligned and moving forward.
{ Al may have the technical knowledge,
{ but it’s the human skills that will mat-
{ ter most.”

{ The Race Is On

As some companies race to adopt Al,

{ some employees are quietly wonder-

i ing what it means for their future. The

fear of being replaced by a machine
- isn’t new, of course, but it is increas-
i ing as Al tools become more visible in
{ day-to-day operations. The concern
i may be justified: According to the
World Economic Forum’s (WEF’s)
Future of Jobs Report 2025, 41% of
employers globally expect to reduce
i their workforces over the next five
i years due to Al adoption. At the same
| time, 86% of the 1,000 global organi-
i zations surveyed for the WEF report
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say Al and related technologies will
“transform” their businesses by 2030.
While AI may be changing how
businesses operate, it won’t replace
the need for strong leadership or the
human qualities that drive perfor-
mance and growth. Haberberger
noted that the most valuable skills in
the coming years will be the ones
machines can’t replicate, namely cre-
ativity, emotional intelligence, and
resilience. These are the skills that
will help distribution teams adapt to
evolving roles, changing team dynam-
ics, and shifting customer needs.
Haberberger said leaders should

pay close attention to how their peo-
ple are feeling right now, knowing
that there’s some fear in the air over
the impact of Al and automation on
jobs. “We’re going to have employees
whose roles change significantly or
who are asked to learn new skills or
take on new responsibilities,” she ex-
plained. “Leaders need to be emotion-
ally intelligent enough to keep them
engaged, hopeful, and connected to
the business.”

The changing makeup of the work-
force is another reason for distribu-
tors to pay close attention to the Al
trend. As younger, digital-native em-

ployees move into leadership roles,
ities will become even more urgent.

cal skills holding people back. It’s

who know the business and want to
grow in it. They just need the right
support to step into bigger roles.”

Leading Instead of Reacting

can lead to turnover, adopting a
“human-centered leadership” stance

the need for strong interpersonal abil-
“We're seeing that it’s not the techni-
things like communication, influence,

and leadership presence,” said Haber-
berger. “Distributors have employees

In an environment where uncertainty

FIVE WAYS TO CREATE A CULTURE OF BELONGING
UnleashWD's Dirk Beveridge believes the future of distribution isn't just about strategy, Al, or technology—it's about people. After spend-
ing four years visiting more than 100 businesses across the country, he's come to a clear conclusion: Belonging isn't a buzzword; it's a
business imperative. “For too long, we've focused on process, productivity, and profit,” said Beveridge.

Here are five ways distributors can begin building a culture of belonging within their own four walls:

1. Put people at the center of your growth strategy. Beveridge's core philosophy is that true organizational growth starts with people.

“Belonging isn't a byproduct; it's a priority,” he explained. “Leaders must elevate culture and people to the top of their strategic agenda.”
2. Lead with humanity, not just metrics. Beveridge urges leaders to rethink their roles during this period of transition in the work-

place. “[Ensuring success in business] is no
longer just about productivity and profit,”
he said. “It's about supporting individuals as
whole human beings navigating a complex,
stressful world.”

3. Empower employees to grow from
the inside out. While traditional job training
is still important, that feeling of “belonging”
comes when employees feel seen and sup-
ported beyond their roles at work. “Self-
empowerment helps them build confidence,
resilience, and purpose both at work and in
life,” Beveridge noted.

4. Support growth across your entire
workforce. Along with investing in high-
potential employees or those destined for
leadership tracks, distributors should also
be sure to support the other 80% of the
workforce. Beveridge explained that these
employees want growth too, but they aren't
always given the opportunity to do so. With
the right support—including basic coaching,

life skills training, and/or personal development—they can become high-performing contributors.

5. Use small, consistent actions to show employees that they matter. Employee book clubs, chaplain visits, purpose-driven life
skills sessions, and English-language programs can all help workers feel seen, supported, and valued beyond their job titles. “It doesn't
have to be expensive or complicated,” said Beveridge. “Just show people that they truly matter.” —B.M.
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can become a true competitive ad-
vantage for distributors. The good
news is that even basic management
training initiatives can move the
needle, especially for new or first-
time leaders. “There’s often a 10-
year gap between when someone gets
promoted and when they first receive
formal leadership training,” Haber-
berger explained. “Closing that gap
sooner rather than later can improve
engagement, boost confidence, and
build a stronger bench.”

She also stressed the importance
of developing coaching skills. Many
employees already understand the
electrical distribution industry and
know the business, Haberberger
pointed out, but what they really need
is guidance in communication, influ-
ence, and leadership presence. By
helping current managers coach their
teams more effectively, distributors
can build leadership from within and
create career paths that retain valu-
able talent.

This type of internal development
takes time, of course, and that’s why
distributors should start now. “Al is
going to be fully embedded in busi-
ness sooner than we think,” said
Haberberger. “Right now, companies
still have the chance to be proactive
and to build up their human strengths
alongside the technology. If they wait,
they’ll find themselves reacting in-
stead of leading.”

You Can’t Automate
Authentic Connections
Sales success in distribution often
hinges less on specs and pricing and
more on how well a salesperson
understands the customer, the rela-
tionship formed with that customer,
and good follow-up. “The building
doesn’t buy the upgrade. A person
buys the upgrade,” said Mark Jewell,
president and cofounder at Selling
Energy. “It’s important to understand
the person at least as well as you un-
derstand the building.”

That level of insight and connec-
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tion can’t be replicated by AI, which
relies on data models—not listening,
intuition, or trust—to make decisions.
That’s why human-driven sales strate-
gies still matter, especially when it
comes to communicating value. Jewell
said too many proposals focus on what
the product is, how much it costs, and
when it can be delivered. Instead, the
focus should be on why the customer
should care. This is another area where
Al falls short.

“Sellers who lead with emotional
relevance (e.g., ease of use, quality,
trust, long-term support) are far more
likely to close the deal and retain the
account,” said Jewell, who warned

can avert this trap by highlighting
key differentiators like ease of instal-
lation, better lighting quality, post-
sale support, and/or long-term value.
When salespeople take this approach,
they position themselves as problem
solvers and open the door to higher-
margin opportunities.

Electrical distributors should also
provide the tools and structure that
reps need to sell more effectively. This
includes providing clear, well-crafted
templates for emails, proposals, and
follow-ups. These and other resources
save reps time and help them rein-
force a consistent message.

“When salespeople have strong

TECHNOLOGY WILL CONTINUE
TO ADVANCE, OF COURSE, AND THE
COMPANIES THAT CREATE CULTURES
WHERE EMPLOYEES FEEL SUPPORTED,
SEEN, AND EMPOWERED TO GROW
WILL BE THE ONES THAT THRIVE.

salespeople not to let AI do the think-
ing for them. Tools like ChatGPT and
Gemini may be able to sharpen mes-
sages or help structure follow-up
sequences, for example, but they can’t
replace the ability to make someone
feel understood.

“Ninety percent of customers de-
cide whether they’ll do business with
you based on how you made them feel
the last time you interacted,” he said.
“Those authentic connections can’t
be automated.”

Jewell also urged distributor sales
teams to focus on helping buyers
make better-quality evaluations, espe-
cially with higher-value products. Too
often, he noted, sellers allow their
offerings to be commoditized by only
talking about price and delivery. They
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content to work with, they can spend
more time doing what they do best,
which is building relationships and
closing deals,” said Jewell, who also
recommends using Al and other
automation tools to support key tasks
like follow-up reminders and work-
flow planning, both of which can take
a lot of time and effort to manage
manually. “Remember, the goal isn’t
to replace human effort, but rather to
make it more focused and effective.”

You Can’t Automate a

Relationship

For Weston Timmers, automation
manager at Werner Electric, Apple-
ton, Wis., Al is best suited for tactical
tasks, not relationships. “It’s useful
for execution-type activities, but there

still has to be a human element, espe-
cially when working with customers,”
he said. Understanding a customer’s
facility, equipment, and workforce is
still a job for people, not machines.
That same need for human connec-
tion extends to vendor relationships.
Distributors and manufacturers may
use data to plan more efficiently, but
successful partnerships still rely on
trust and communication. “You can’t
automate a relationship,” said Tim-
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mers. “There are agreements and
business decisions that require peo-
ple who understand each other.”
Internally, Werner Electric has
been using Al to streamline processes
like order entry and quoting. These
tools have improved speed and effi-
ciency, but human oversight remains
essential. For example, Timmers
stressed the importance of review-
ing Al-generated work before mov-
ing forward, since technology can
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miss things a person would catch.

Looking ahead, Timmers expects
Al to play a growing role in tasks like
CRM and sales planning. Tools that
flag dormant accounts or suggest out-
reach strategies, for example, could
help teams act on opportunities that
may otherwise be overlooked.

His advice to other distributors?
Use Al where it adds value, but keep
people at the center.

“Al can help us work smarter.

But relationships, trust, and under-
standing are still on us,” said Tim-
mers. “That’s what sets distributors
apart, and I don’t see that changing
anytime soon.”

Invest in Your People

Dirk Beveridge, founder at Unleash-
WD, works closely with distributors

across the country. He said many

of them have found creative ways to

empower their employees in this era
of rapid technological shifts.

For example, he explained how
employees at a distributor in Pennsyl-
vania can join a monthly book club
focused on personal growth. And a
South Carolina distributor brings in a
chaplain once a week to give workers
a safe, confidential outlet for life chal-
lenges, while another in Connecticut
holds weekly purpose meetings where
employees talk about time manage-
ment, financial health, and ways to
improve both home life and work.

Other distributors are bringing in
life coaches to work with individual
employees. The coach is available for
both one-on-one meetings and ongo-
ing support. “It’s not just about in-
creasing productivity,” said Beveridge.
“It’s about helping people grow into
the best version of themselves.”

Going forward, he noted that the
distributors that prioritize people, not
just productivity, will have the edge.
Technology will continue to advance,
of course, and the companies that cre-
ate cultures where employees feel
supported, seen, and empowered to
grow will be the ones that thrive.

“The distributors that win the
future won’t be the ones with the
best tech or the lowest price,” said
Beveridge. “They’ll be the ones that
care most about their people and
build cultures where growth is possi-
ble for everyone.” m

McCrea is a Florida-based writer who
covers business, industrial, and educa-
tional topics. She can be reached at
bridgetmc@earthlink.net.
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