                                         “Covering Your Butt”

By Bob Burke, Natural Products Consulting




This little section of tradecraft is not intended to conjure up the “CYA” mentality that pervades bureaucracies the world over, but rather refers to good, basic business practices that can save you innumerable headaches down the road. The backbone of this is “clear, concise, written communication.”

Think of Robert Frost: “Good fences make good neighbors.”

Chances are, if you are in sales, started a company, or have climbed over your co-workers’ backs to rise in a large company, you are no shrinking violet. You likely have good presentation skills, are good in “close quarters” and have good verbal skills. This confidence may lead you to believe that when you ask someone to do something and they smile and nod in agreement, they clearly understand you and will execute according to plan … maybe … sometimes.

· Paper trail on key issues

While understood by many, putting offers, agreements, decisions, directives, probations, and key issues in writing, and copying the appropriate parties - and saving a copy to the file - will go a long way towards solving disputes, clearing up amnesia, and nipping misunderstandings in the bud. After all, many of these issues may involve large sums of money, reputations, and careers.

Example, for illustration only, not intended to malign hard-working sales folk everywhere:

1. You are the national sales manager. You agree to do a hip pocket deal with your over- worked regional manager to help launch a new item. You agree to give 5% on 10 cases or more. Your regional manager has way too much going on that day and mis-communicates the deal to the broker reps, whereby they think it is 10% on 5 cases. Your bill-backs are going through the roof! Good grief! Thankfully, you can pull the memo out of the file, explain the misunderstanding and, if you are feeling righteous, deduct the excessive bill-backs from the poor fellow’s bonus. 

2. Anything to do with pricing, deals, intro allowances, policies around demos, slotting, new store openings, etc., should always be communicated in writing to your sales people, brokers, distributors and customers - so that everyone has it in black and white. 

The key thing that you learn is that there are appropriate times for face-to-face communication, e-mail communication, and memos or letters. When an issue requires documentation, always follow up with a memo or e-mail so that the issues and your intent are clear, concise and in writing. 

· Basic filing and organization skills

Keep file folders by customer and by broker. Save all written correspondence and faxes. At the end of the year, “archive” in storage boxes for a year or two. Also, trade publications such as Natural Food Merchandiser, Natural Food Network, Specialty Food News, assorted grocery publications and others are a wealth of information and you may find yourself referring to articles and incorporating facts and data into your presentations. It is worth setting up a small library and keeping back issues for a year or two. 

· Backing up files and email

Another basic, but worth noting – make it a regular practice to back up key electronic files on an external hard drive, your company network, or burn onto a CD or DVD. With viruses, network problems, hard drive crashes, lost, and stolen or dropped laptops, this is too simple a precaution to not take. 

· Communicating bad news

From the immortal advice given by Henry Kissinger to Richard Nixon during the darkest days of Watergate: “Any bad news that will come out eventually should come out right now.”

This is good advice whether in dealing with customers, employees, your boss, investors, etc. Putting off bad news always compounds the problem. 

In the even more immortal words of Homer Simpson giving advice to his son, Bart: 

“I want to share something with you - the three sentences that will get you through life. Number one, 'cover for me.' Number two, 'oh, good idea, boss.' Number three, 'it was like that when I got here.'" 

The above piece “Covering Your Butt” was excerpted from the Natural Products Field Manual, Fifth Edition. Please feel free to call or email with any questions. 
Prepared by Bob Burke, Natural Products Consulting, 978-975-9902, 
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