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Reality check 
before you appoint 
an agent

agent turned sales manager richard gladney tells mary 
sweetman how companies could benefit by being more 
strategic in selecting and managing agents.

i
f you don’t have the resources to set up 
overseas offices or build a sales team, 
agents can provide a great way to grow 
your export markets.  Research has shown 
that the choice of local partner is one of the 

single biggest influencers of a company’s success 
overseas. Yet many SMEs, not just in Ireland, 
but the world over, appoint their agents on the 
hoof. A typical scenario is that they bump into 
someone at a trade show, sit down and chat over 
a few beers, and maybe visit each other once or 
twice before signing a standard agreement.

Richard Gladney takes a poacher-
turned-gamekeeper approach to this matter. 
He is now International Sales Manager for 
Cylon Controls, which has a presence in five 
continents, with almost 150 agencies that act as 
systems integrators for the company’s building 
management systems. However, for almost a 
decade prior to that, he acted as agent for many 
products in both the UK and Irish markets, and 
during that time, he observed how massively  
companies’ sales performances could vary, 
depending on how strategic they were initially in 
agency selection and contract negotiation, and, 
subsequently - and more critically - in managing 
the ongoing relationship. So much so, Gladney 
is now carrying out research on this topic as part 
of an MSc in Strategic Sales Management at UCD 
(see panel).

 “The single most important lesson from my 
experience is that agents will do what’s best for 
their own interests and company,” he says.  

“This could include the use of a competing 
product even if the principal had entrusted the 
agent with an exclusive to that market. I’ve 
heard horror stories from exporters at airports or 
exhibitions with similar experiences.”

Drawing on his experience as a multiple 
agent in previous sales management roles, 
Gladney can list a host of things some principals 
– or exporters – got wrong. “First of all, I would 
say they didn’t embed themselves. They didn’t 
get traction inside the business. They didn’t 
establish what competing products we sold, 
how much we were going to sell their products 
for, and what margin we were going to make. 
They didn’t look at how we were going to 
promote their products, how much of the sales 
were going to be new business, and whether 
we could put someone working directly in the 
specification market.”

That wasn’t all. Among companies with 
a casual or unfocused attitude towards their 
agents, there was no ongoing training provided 
and no regular contact. “We would have had 
agency agreements where we wouldn’t have 
seen anyone from one end of the year to the 
next. People had signed an exclusive for the 
market, and all they did was appointed an agent 
and walked away, because they knew they 
would generate €100k or whatever and be happy 
with that.” 

Gladney concedes that for some companies, 
this was because they saw Ireland as an 
insignificant market. 
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agency selection and management checklist 

Areas to consider in the selection and management of 
agents include the following:

˛  do we need to ‘localise’ our product or service offering?

˛  What’s our position on exclusive versus non-exclusive 
agreements?

˛  do we have any international experience at management 
level?

˛  Language barriers: how many members in each company, at 
each different level, speak a common language?

˛  Payment terms: are our terms acceptable to the agent or 
will they expect terms such as 180+ days payment as, for 
example, is common in the Middle East?

˛  Will a letter of credit be required and accepted by the agent 
and for what percentage?

˛  What credit insurance should we look for and is it available?

˛  What resources do we need to invest in the alliance and for 
how long?

˛  How do we support our product technically and 
commercially on the ground?

˛  How many resources will the agent commit to supporting 
and selling our product?

˛  What is the reputation of the agent?

˛  What other products or services do they offer, and do they 
compete with our product?

˛  Is there strategic and cultural alignment?

˛  How can we ensure that the agent will be motivated?

˛  What happens if the agreement needs to be terminated?

˛  What about guarantees, returns and repossession of title?

Source: Richard Gladney, International Sales Manager, Cylon Controls.

In larger territories, they would have been 
more strategic and focused, perhaps, for 
example, allocating an account manager to 
specific agents. But he argues that with a 
little more effort and control, they could have 
sold ten times the €100k figure in Ireland, 
outstripping their sales in other markets, so 
any investment would have been paid back 
several times over.

When principals fail to establish what 
their agent is doing and fail to put in adequate 
controls, from the outset, the risk is that trust 
will break down and the relationship will 
deteriorate, becoming more expensive to 
manage. “When they do visit and find their 
sales are not what they should be, the principal 
defends himself and says he would only provide 
more training and support if sales were higher. 
Then, the blame game begins and the agent says 
‘If you don’t give me more support and backup 
and drop your prices, I can’t increase your sales.’

 “If you have the agreement locked in for a 
year or two, it’s very difficult for the principal 
to appoint a new agent in that region, and you 
could end up having to sit it out.”

The good news, however, Gladney says, is 
that there are lots of fantastic agents out there. 
Cylon, he adds, has a detailed agent selection 
process which has yielded international 
alliances in Oman, Qatar, and Saudi and 
elsewhere in the Middle East. “Currently these 
markets are still busy and we are benefiting from 
these partnerships. They are very independent 
and standalone in terms of the support and 
resources they require, and they only promote 
our products. We visit them every month and 
provide commercial and technical support.

“When you have over 150 agencies, 
however, you will still have to manage conflict, 
strategic and cultural differences. With the 
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inevitable adverse selection, the important thing 
is to address problems as quickly as possible”.

To separate the wheat from the chaff, 
Gladney recommends a thorough search. “Get 
30 agents’ names, and have a list of 20 questions 
to narrow that 30 down to five.” In this process, 
Gladney doesn’t rule out drawing on available 
networks such as the local Enterprise Ireland 
office and other Irish non-competitors in 
your industry niche. “One of the first things I 
would do is contact a successful Irish company 
which we have dealt with at home and look 
for how best we can apply the same successful 
partnership overseas. For example, we were 
aware of an Irish mechanical contractor which 
has been very, very successful in Poland, so 
when we looked at setting up there, we asked 
them: ‘Who do you do business with, who do 
you find reputable?’ They recommended a list 
of five people, and I considered things like 
language, how many people they had, how 
many they would let us train, if they were 
pricing for a project, would they always provide 
a price for our product, even if another product 
was specified. 

“Then we agreed to all these criteria and set 
out targets – financial targets, but also targets 
for us as a manufacturer, so we would provide x 
amount of support and training days, we would 
talk every couple of weeks, we would make 
ourselves available to visit their clients. We also 
agreed a common goal, which was to use our 
shared relationship with a main contractor and 
work as an alliance to secure business for both 
companies.”

The language skill-set is an area you might 
want to delve into in more depth, he suggests. 
“It’s important not only to ensure that the 
principals from your agency speak English or 
that at least you share a common language, but 

there should also be a common language at 
every level in your company. So, for example, 
the person in accounts speaks the same 
language as your accounts person, so that when 
you’re looking to get paid, there is no language 
barrier.” 

“Other things we’d want to know would 
be how many people would be on their sales 
and business development team, how many 
engineers they have and the percentage of those 
people that would be trained on our product, 
and how they would represent our product in 
the marketplace. For example, are they putting 
it forward as the leading brand or would it be 
positioned as a cheaper alternative?”

Gladney recommends that companies 
thinking of going down the agency route 
should, first off, sit down and look at their 
company and ask: ‘Why would an agent want 
to take me on, what value do I bring, what 
financial terms do I need, how much margin 
can I afford to give away, how long am I willing 
to wait and what are the credit terms and risks 
associated.’”

That said, you may not always get things 
all your own way. “In a lot of these countries, 
many of the big industry players already have 
their agencies sown up. So why should they be 
interested in a small Irish company? 

“It’s going to be tough, and you may have 
to accept that your product may only be the 
product of third or second choice, and you 
still may have to give an exclusive. If that’s the 
reality you come to after doing the screening 
exercise, that’s fine, and maybe second or third 
choice of one agent is better than being the first 
choice of another, who is not even a real player 
in that market. At least by having evaluated and 
exhausted all options in the market, you know 
whether or not you’re selling yourself short.”

“When principals fail to put in adequate 
controls, from the outset, the risk is 
that trust will break down and the 
relationship will deteriorate, becoming 
more expensive to manage.”

Companies sought 
to participate in 
agency selection 
research and 
training

As part of his Msc in Strategic 
Sales Management at UCd, 
Richard Gladney is working on a 
thesis focused on agency theory, 
international alliances and 
agency selection. The objectives 
include developing a filter to 
assist Irish companies looking to 
form international alliances and 
to produce a training program 
that could be used to  highlight 
‘do’s and don’ts’ when selecting 
and forming international 
alliances.

He is looking for companies to 
share their experiences
- either positive or negative
-  of international alliances and 

agencies and he promises 
to treat all information with 
confidentiality.

He is also looking for 
companies considering appointing 
an international agent to 
participate in a two-hour session, 
this July, to assess the impact of 
providing training and an ‘alliance 
selection filter’. 

For further information,  
contact Richard Gladney,  
tel 087 6236898 or 01 6219825,  
email richard.gladney@cylon.com.


