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The food distr ibut ion industry  has undergone s igni f icant  transformations over  the past  century .

Advancements in  technology and changes in  consumer behavior  has dr iven the evolut ion of

order ing systems and sales reps (DSRs) .  

The ear ly  1900s order ing process was very manual .  DSRs v is i ted operators  to  take orders .  DSRs

brought  their  3-r ing binder  pr ice books— known as “Bibles”—and recorded orders on mult i -color

carbon copy tear  sheets .  One sheet  stayed with the customer and the other  copy returned to the

distr ibutor 's  warehouse to be fu l f i l led.

I tem pr ices were updated weekly .  Reps tore out  b inder  sheets with outdated pr ices and replaced

with updated ones for  the week ahead.  This  l imited reps to  sel l ing i tems in  their  pr ice book for  that

week and sel l ing to  customers with in  c lose proximity .  Addit ional ly ,  d istr ibutors  lost  money on

massive orders i f  a  PO came in  dur ing a low-pr iced week.

By the 1960s,  complexity  grew and distr ibutors  had to manage growing numbers of  SKUs and

customers.  Distr ibutors  adopted the f i rst  computer-powered order ing systems.  Computers enabled

distr ibutors  to  internal ly  maintain databases of  i tems and pr int  their  own catalogs.  Orders were

keyed into these systems at  the end of  each day and cross-referenced by off ice staff .

By the late 1970s-ear ly  1980s,  Portable Data Terminals  (PDTs)  and Telzons were introduced.  I tem

numbers,  quant i t ies ,  and pr ices were keyed into the Telzon,  a  microphone on the back was placed

to a phone,  and orders transmitted direct ly  into computers .  I t  in i t ia l ly  created a heavier  workload

for  DSRs but  i t  e l iminated manual  entry  by off ice staff  and did away with the need for  DSRs to

travel  back to the off ice to  drop off  physical  order  s l ips .  Pagers,  or  “beepers ' '  were also re l ied on

dur ing th is  era.  

The 90’s  ushered in  laptops and cel l  phones.  Cel l  phones al lowed customers to  cal l  DSRs and

submit  orders v ia  voicemai l .  Laptops enabled DSRs to download the most  up-to-date order  guides

and pr ices every morning before customer v is i ts .  Laptops st i l l  needed to hook up to a landl ine for

Wi-Fi/cel lu lar  serv ice to  input  orders,  but  was by far  the most  eff ic ient  way yet .  These new

modal i t ies  inspired a wave of  hardware and software innovat ion,  often credited with h istor ic

increases in  sales and the abi l i ty  to  reach new customers in  remote geographies.  

The internet  further  accelerated development .  Distr ibutors  could now offer  onl ine order ing

systems that  enabled customers to  sel f-serve and place orders any t ime that  synced direct ly  to

the distr ibutors  system.  Other  software developed for  these systems could integrate with order ing

software to provide more accurate tracking of  inventory levels ,  which enabled distr ibutors  to

opt imize their  supply  chain.  

The advent  of  smartphones offered the industry  computer- l ike capabi l i t ies  across mi l l ions of

mobi le  appl icat ions.  Mobi le  advancements propel led with broadening access to  Wi-Fi  and cel lu lar

serv ice across the country .  Today,  DSRs and customers have the capabi l i ty  to  run major i ty  of  their

business from smartphones.

Role Of  DSRs Through I t  Al l  

DSRs always played a crucial  ro le  in  the food distr ibut ion industry .  Whi le  st i l l  responsible  for

bui ld ing re lat ionships with customers,  they now must  be prof ic ient  in  computer-and-mobi le-based

order ing systems.  

Today DSRs benef i t  great ly  by leveraging data-dr iven ins ights  f rom modern systems to be more

consultat ive and el iminate the need to be glor i f ied order  takers .  I t  enables them to f ind new

customers and handle a bigger  book of  business–al l  with  f lex ib i l i ty  of  doing everything on the

road.  

As the technology wor ld cont inues to  evolve,  d istr ibutors  and DSRs that  adapt  wi l l  cont inue to

grow sales and reach new customers.  
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