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While every industry has endured tough times since the arrival of 
COVID-19, it has been especially painful for distributors and wholesalers. 
From volatile demand to ongoing supply chain disruptions, hiring 
challenges, and fluctuating commodity prices – trailed by a near-certain 
recession – the decisions electrical distributors make to address these 
challenges will determine their future growth and resilience. Not to 
mention the standard headwinds facing distributors, a highly competitive 
market with customer expectations setting the bar for white-glove service.  

 

As many businesses reduce headcount to weather a lean economy, 
electrical distributors can’t attract and retain the right employees 
to staff critical jobs. To fill the gaps, maintain cash flow, and remain 
agile, these businesses must accelerate digital transformation 
efforts to automate manual processes. The old way of operating by 
relying on your teams to complete repetitive clerical work, day after 
day, without worrying about the impact on customer experience 
or employee engagement, is no longer possible. 

 

Introduction
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It's not all doom and gloom. Analysts project electrical distribution 
and wholesaling will grow 1.1% annually through 2027 (IBIS). For every 
challenge, there is an opportunity to innovate – whether that's a new 
service to offer clients or new technology to increase efficiency so 
your business can get more done with less, is up you to decide.  

According to McKinsey, in the wake of the pandemic, 67% of 
businesses accelerated their digital transformation efforts. At 
Conexiom, we work with 80% of the Top 20 electrical distributors to 
automate their manual order processing. To help with these tough 
decisions, we asked your peers to answer questions about how 
COVID-19 impacted their businesses and how they plan to meet the 
challenges of the next decade.  

Our Survey Looked At: 
•  How current market forces have affected hiring & retention 

•  Where staffing issues impact the business 

•  What makes an electrical distribution job attractive to employees 

•  Adoption of automation & investments in digital transformation 

 

80%
Of the top 20 Electrical Distributors 

Choose Conexiom
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Hiring & Retention From The 
Pandemic To Now 
How, if at all, has the pandemic impacted hiring/retention at 
your company? 75% of electrical distributors said the pandemic 
did not affect hiring and retention, while 25% said it had a 
positive impact because of their company's stability. 

How Are Hiring & Retention
Currently Impacting Your Business? 
When asked what they found most challenging about the current labor 
climate, most electrical distributors are concerned about its impact on 
the customer experience. 75% of electrical distributors are worried about 
their ability to provide satisfactory customer service and fill customer 
orders. The remaining businesses are most concerned about the 
institutional knowledge they lose when employees retire or quit. 

75%
Neutral / No Impact

50%
Ability to Provide Prompt

Customer Service

25%
Ability to Fill

Customer Orders

25%
Backfilling
Employees

25%
Positive Impact
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This should be a wake-up call to electrical 
distributors when determining their 
strategy for delivering a winning customer 
experience. According to a recent survey by 
NAED, customer service remains the 
number one consideration ED customers 
use to decide between distributors.  

Hiring & Retention Over
The Next Five Years 
It is estimated that the manufacturing and 
distribution industries will face a gap of 2.4 
million open jobs by 2028 and 5 million by 
2030. And the incoming workforce is not 
tripping over itself to apply for jobs in 
manufacturing and distribution. As a result, 
critical jobs remain unfilled, disrupting 
operations, decreasing revenue, and
fueling inflation. 

Are You Concerned About Filling Job Positions 
At Your Company? 
75% of electrical distributors are concerned about hiring and retention over the next 
five years, 70% due to finding people interested in the space, and 30% due to 
retirement. The 25% of electrical distributors NOT concerned about filling positions at 
their company over the next five years say they can buy technology or outsource to 
do the extra work. 

While we found that most electrical distributors agree that attracting and retaining 
talent will continue to be challenging, our survey did not find a favored approach to 
solving the problem.  

75%
Concerned About 
Hiring & Retention

25%
Not Concerned, Can 
Outsource For Work
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What Makes A Job In Electrical 
Distribution Attractive To Employees? 
Quality of leadership and career growth potential topped the
list of attractive job qualities. While technology can’t make a 
leadership team more inspiring, it can help unlock new 
opportunities within organizations for entrepreneurial
employees to own. Surprisingly, flexible work options (i.e.,
remote work), came in last, despite a broader focus on
remote work movements. 

Which Of The Following Best Describes 
Your Company’s Plans For Hiring? 
There was an even split among respondents when describing their 
company's plans for hiring during the next five years (25% each) 

Cutting back while streamlining operations 

Business as usual 

Invest in technology to attract employees 

No long-term plans for hiring 

25% 25% 25% 25%

75% - Inspiring leadership team 

50% - Career growth potential 

50% - Good compensation 

50% - Good work-life balance 

25% - It's an established industry 

25% - Flexible work options 
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75% of respondents feel positive about 
the effect of digital technology like 
automation. 50% say working 
alongside technology makes their job 
more interesting, while 25% say it has 
improved the customer experience.  

Automation & Digital 
Transformation 
How much does your company rely on manual
document processes to operate? 

75%

50%

25%
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75% - More Than Half The Company

25% - None, We’re Fully Automated

100% - Yes, In Our Front & Back Offices

50% - Yes, In Our Warehouses

While 100% of electrical distributors 
reported they'd invested in digital 
transformation or adopted automation 
technology in their front and back offices, 
75% still said more than of their company 
processes documents manually. 



Impact Of Manual Document 
Processing On Electrical Distributors 

Document processing is a critical component of many jobs in 
electrical distribution. Whether you’re in sales, customer service, 
procurement, or supply chain management, you must parse 
critical data from hundreds, if not thousands, of documents every 
year. While some tools exist that help with that process, mainly 
OCR and RPA – most can’t remove the need for manual 
intervention altogether. Repetitive tasks like data entry and relying 
on outmoded ways of working, like manual document processing, 
is the type of work that would cause potential employees to seek 
other career paths, mainly because touchless automation is now a 
possible reality for manufacturers and distributors. 

Customer-facing teams in electrical distribution deal with some 
of the most challenging manual processes across manufacturing 
and distribution. Demanding SLAs for responding to RFQs on top 
of incredibly complex manufacturing agreements managed 
through price files and special pricing agreements means a lot of 
their day is spent retyping data between systems instead of 
delivering the experience customers want.  
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As you can see, hiring and retention, or finding ways to do more with fewer 
employees, will be critical factors in determining what electrical distributors 
will capture the rising demand over the next five years. The pandemic revealed 
a lot of weaknesses while forcing businesses to develop new strengths. Many 
invested in digital transformation as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This helped offset some disruption, but it's worth noting that only 30% of these 
initiatives succeed (Boston Consulting Group). It's possible many of these 
digital transformation initiatives couldn't account for the manual processes 
that businesses like electrical distributors still rely on for document processing.  

Documents contain much of the data necessary for process 
automation - if you can’t extract it accurately or automatically, 
the business case for digital transformation falls apart. You 
miss out on the upside of touchless document processes, and 
the change that follows. Falling back on manual processing 
means hiring more personnel to grow or overextending your 
existing team to the point where burnout and order errors 
become commonplace. Neither seems feasible, given the 
data at hand. 

Conclusion
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Electrical distributors must identify and eliminate manual bottlenecks in their 
processes to deliver on elevated customer expectations without relying on 
increased headcount. A natural place for electrical distributors to start is 
where orders begin, with RFQs, SPAs, and POs. EDI and eCommerce solutions 
account for some of this, but many customers still send these documents 
through email. By automatically extracting and adding data within these 
documents to your ERP, you can free up your team to deliver better customer 
experiences and develop differentiated value-added services. 

 

Delivering A Winning Customer Experience 
Companies like Wesco, Graybar, Rexel, and Werner Electric have saved 
thousands of hours while eliminating order errors using automation that 
eliminates the need for manual touchpoints in document processing. 

To learn how you can gain the same competitive advantages as leaders in 
your space, click here to learn how Conexiom enables 80% of the Top 20 
electrical distributors to deliver a winning customer experience.  

Learn More
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https://conexiom.com/intelligent-document-processing-for-electrical-distributors/
https://conexiom.com/intelligent-document-processing-for-electrical-distributors/
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