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Expanding a business into a secondary markets is never 
without challenges, especially when that market is 
dominated by well-established players with significant 
brand recognition and resources. When I was tasked with 
leading the U.S. expansion of a Canadian manufacturer’s 
plumbing and HVAC division, the stakes were high. The 
company was a market leader in Canada but barely a 
contender in the U.S., struggling with stalled growth, 
operational inefficiencies, and a lack of brand presence.

The task was clear: develop a strategy to transform the 
U.S. division from an afterthought into a thriving business 
unit. This required not only increasing sales but also 
aligning internal teams, building trust with independent 
rep agencies, and addressing the unique needs of our 
distributor partners. The journey wasn’t easy, but it was 
transformative—for the business, our partners, and the 
customers we served.

In this article, I’ll share the story of how we took the U.S. 
division from $6 million in sales to just under $19 million in 
3.5 years. Along the way, we overcame internal resistance, 
rebuilt relationships with external partners, and 
implemented targeted strategies to grow market share in 
underserved areas.

INTRODUCTION

www.tidewatersg.com



3

M
ar

ke
t E

xp
an

si
on

: H
ow

 S
tr

at
eg

ic
 L

ea
de

rs
hi

p 
Tr

an
sf

or
m

ed
 a

 C
an

ad
ia

n 
M

an
uf

ac
tu

re
r’s

 U
.S

. D
iv

is
io

n

When I first stepped into the role of leading the 
U.S. expansion of a Canadian manufacturer’s 
plumbing and HVAC division, the challenges 
were apparent. This wasn’t just a case of a 
company struggling with market entry—it was a 
business fighting for relevance in an already 
competitive space. The company was a market 
leader in Canada, but in the United States, it 
was barely a blip on the radar, relegated to a 
third-tier position.

The brand lacked recognition. Leadership in 
Canada viewed the U.S. operations as an 
afterthought—more noise than opportunity—
and the business had been losing ground for 
three consecutive years. Independent rep 
agencies representing our products were 
operating in a vacuum, with no strategic support 
or clear direction. Customers, while 
appreciating the unique solutions we provided, 
were frustrated by logistical inefficiencies and 
inconsistent service. Even the internal teams—
finance, logistics, and manufacturing—were 
disengaged, perceiving the U.S. business as a 
logistical nuisance.

The task was daunting, but I saw the 
opportunity. I knew we had high-quality 

products that solved real problems, particularly 
in rural areas where larger competitors were 
absent or uninterested. The challenge was 
clear: we needed a strategy that would not only 
elevate our specialized products but also create 
a foothold for our broader product lines.

UNDERSTANDING THE LANDSCAPE

Before creating any plan, I immersed myself in 
the business. I met with Canadian leadership to 
understand their perspective and, more 
importantly, their frustrations. From the 
president to warehouse loaders, I listened to 
their concerns. Similarly, I engaged with our 
independent rep agencies, learning about the 
gaps in support and the challenges they faced 
in the field.

Customers, too, became a focal point. I traveled 
to meet distributors, corporate buyers, and field 
managers, asking candid questions about their 
experiences with our company. I discovered 
logistical inefficiencies, misaligned 
expectations, and untapped opportunities. This 
listening tour wasn’t just about gathering 
information; it was about building trust. It sent a 
clear message to everyone involved: the U.S. 
business was no longer an afterthought.

BACKGROUND & 
CHALLENGES

The U.S. division I inherited was riddled 
with challenges:

1. Lack of Brand Recognition: Our 
products were virtually unknown 
outside a small base of rural 
distributors. Competing against 
industry giants with vast marketing 
budgets was daunting.

2. Disengaged Leadership: The 
previous manager was remote and 
uninvolved, leaving rep agencies and 
distributors without support or 
guidance.

3. Strained Relationships: Canadian 
operations viewed U.S. sales as a 
logistical hassle, and rep agencies 
lacked direction and support.

4. Logistical Inefficiencies: Poor 
shipping policies, unstructured credit 
terms, and uneven manufacturing 
loads frustrated stakeholders.

5. Stalled Growth: The division had no 
clear strategy, no meaningful goals, 
and no forward momentum.

www.tidewatersg.com
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CRAFTING THE STRATEGY

Armed with insights, I developed a go-to-market strategy that was both ambitious and practical. I broke the plan into regional phases, 
prioritizing areas where our specialized products had the highest potential impact. We couldn’t compete with the marketing budgets of the 
top players in the industry, but we didn’t have to. Instead, we focused on what we did best—offering high-quality solutions for underserved 
rural households.

Expanding our independent rep agency network became a cornerstone of the plan. I identified new agencies aligned with our vision and 
provided them with the training, tools, and support they needed to succeed. For existing agencies, I worked to rebuild relationships, offering 
clear direction and showing them, they were valued partners in our growth.

Internally, I addressed long-standing inefficiencies. We revamped shipping policies to reduce freight costs and simplified load planning to 
improve delivery times. Financial terms were restructured, reducing payment cycles and creating incentives for distributors to place orders 
during traditionally slow weeks, which helped level manufacturing loads.
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1. LISTENING TO STAKEHOLDERS:
I began by meeting with internal teams, rep 
agencies, and customers to understand their pain 
points, goals, and expectations:

Internal Teams: I engaged with everyone from the 
President to truck loaders, uncovering logistical 
challenges, misaligned priorities, and frustrations 
with the U.S. business.

Rep Agencies: I met with principals and field reps 
to understand how they operated, the support they 
needed, and the opportunities they saw in their 
markets.

Customers: I visited distributors to learn about 
their challenges, what they valued in our products, 
and where we fell short.

2. CRAFTING A BUSINESS PLAN:
Armed with these insights, I developed a 
comprehensive business plan that included:

Current State Analysis: A detailed overview of the 
division’s strengths, weaknesses, and 
opportunities.

Key Value Drivers: Identifying what mattered most 
to stakeholders, from rural distributors’ needs to 
internal efficiency gains.

Growth Opportunities: Mapping potential by 
region, key accounts, and rep agencies.

Metrics and Accountability: Establishing 
scorecards and weekly reviews to track progress 
and keep everyone aligned.

3. BUILDING A REGIONAL GTM STRATEGY:
We divided the U.S. into manageable regions, 
focusing first on areas where our specialized 
products could make the biggest impact. This 
gradual approach allowed us to grow sustainably, 
avoiding the pitfalls of overexpansion.

Key Initiatives

Rebuilding Internal Alignment:
I worked with Canadian operations to streamline 
processes, improve manufacturing loads, and 
restructure payment terms to balance customer 
needs with financial efficiency.

Empowering Rep Agencies:
By providing clear goals, training, and regular 
support, we transformed rep agencies from 
disconnected operators into enthusiastic partners.

Engaging Distributors:
We implemented manageable stocking programs, 
improved delivery reliability, and addressed pain 
points like unloading inefficiencies.

Driving Accountability:
Weekly and quarterly reviews kept teams focused, 
while scorecards provided visibility into 
performance.
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Driving Results

The results were transformative. In the first year, sales 
grew by 35%, jumping from $6 million to $8.1 million. 
The momentum continued in the second year with a 
50% increase, reaching $12.2 million. By the third year, 
sales climbed another 42% to $17.3 million, and within 
six months of the fourth year, we were just shy of $19 
million when the business was sold.

Operationally, we achieved significant efficiencies. 
Payment cycles improved, logistical bottlenecks were 
resolved, and manufacturing processes were aligned 
with sales goals. The U.S. business became a model of 
collaboration, with sales, operations, and finance 
working together seamlessly.

A Cultural Transformation

Perhaps the most significant change was cultural. 
Internally, the U.S. division was no longer viewed as an 
afterthought but as a valuable part of the company’s 
growth strategy. Teams across departments in Canada 
saw the tangible benefits of investing in the U.S. 
market. The respect and trust I had built through 
hands-on engagement and transparent communication 
helped break down silos and foster mutual 
understanding.

Externally, our rep agencies became engaged 
advocates for our brand, empowered by the support 
and direction they received. Customers noticed the 
difference too. They appreciated the reliable service, 
tailored solutions, and genuine partnership we brought 
to the table. www.tidewatersg.com
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n SALES GROWTH AND RESULTS

Year 1: 35% growth ($6M to $8.1M)

Year 2: 50% growth ($8.1M to $12.2M)

Year 3: 42% growth ($12.2M to 
$17.3M)

Year 4: 10% growth in six months 
($17.3M to $19M, before the division 

was sold).

OPERATIONAL IMPROVEMENTS 
FURTHER STRENGTHENED THE 

BUSINESS

Payment cycles improved from 48 to 
36 days.

Balanced manufacturing loads 
reduced costs and improved 

efficiency.

Enhanced logistics led to faster, 
damage-free deliveries.

LESSONS LEARNED

This experience taught me invaluable lessons about leadership and market expansion. 
Success starts with listening—truly understanding the needs and frustrations of 
stakeholders. Collaboration is key, but it requires transparency, trust, and consistent 
execution. A clear, data-driven strategy is essential, but so is flexibility to adapt as 
challenges arise.

Most importantly, I learned that transformation is possible when you approach 
challenges with a mindset of opportunity. By focusing on what we could do differently—
and better—we turned a struggling division into a thriving business.

COLLABORATION IS KEY: Success comes from aligning diverse stakeholders around 
a shared vision.

DATA DRIVES DECISIONS: Ground strategies in real insights to ensure they address 
genuine needs.

EXECUTION BUILDS TRUST: Plans mean nothing without follow-through. 
Consistency fosters confidence and respect.

www.tidewatersg.com
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A CALL TO ACTION

Market expansion is never easy, but it is 
always worth the effort. To anyone facing 
similar challenges, I encourage you to take 
a strategic and collaborative approach. 
Engage with your stakeholders, build a 
shared vision, and execute with purpose. 
With the right mindset, even the most 
daunting obstacles can become 
steppingstones to success.

Let this story serve as a reminder: growth 
isn’t just about numbers—it’s about 
relationships, resilience, and a relentless 
commitment to doing the work that 
matters. Together, we can create the kind of 
partnerships and progress that drive lasting 
impact.
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Tidewater Solutions Group, 
LLC, powered by Sales 
Xceleration® is a trusted partner 
for small to mid-sized 
manufacturing businesses, 
specializing in transforming 
sales strategy, optimizing 
marketing efforts, and 
streamlining operations within 
complex distribution networks. 
Led by Shawn Dunahue, CSL, 
with over 30 years of experience 
in Manufacturing Sales, 
Marketing, and Operations, 
Tidewater Solutions Group 
provides hands-on expertise to 
develop and implement 
effective go-to-market (GTM) 

strategies that drive growth, 
improve visibility, and enhance 
brand alignment across all 
channels. Tidewater Solutions 
Group is committed to 
delivering impactful solutions 
that support long-term business 
success.

YOUR PARTNER IN STRATEGIC SALES SOLUTIONS 

Email: sdunahue@tidewatersg.com 
Tel: 941-320-2131
Web: www.tidewatersg.com

TIDEWATER SOLUTIONS GROUP, LLC 

mailto:sdunahue@tidewatersg.com?subject=Manufacturing%20Sales%20Challenges
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