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INTRO
For decades, building product 
manufacturers have offered 
marketing support to wholesale 
dealers and retailers by contributing 
to advertising co-op programs. 
Co-op marketing gained significant 
popularity in the late 1990s as a 
means for both manufacturers  
and retailers to better connect  
with consumers.

Traditionally based on volume of 
sales, a co-op marketing program 
involves the product wholesale 
dealer or retailer receiving funds – 
commonly around 50% of the cost 
– from the manufacturer toward 
regionally-focused, co-branded 
advertising placements. At its 
peak, the annual pool of finances 
allocated for co-op advertising is 
estimated to have reached  

$50 billion in the U.S. alone. 
Historically, these funds have been 
used to create ads within traditional 
media, e.g., newspaper, direct mail, 
TV, radio, etc.

Early on, the execution of this 
concept saw moderate success. 
It helped manufacturers foster 
relationships with more retailers, 
which increased their geographical 
and financial footprints. In turn, 
retailers were able to better connect 
with local homeowners and 
businesses, showcasing an interest 
in local community and developing 
a more thorough understanding 
of customer needs. By increasing 
client participation, co-op 
marketing even helped increase the 
viability of niche building product 
manufacturing facets as a whole.
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THE CO-OP 
SYSTEM IS 
BROKEN

Participation
Participation in co-op marketing has 
plummeted over the past several 
years. What was once an annual 
market worth of over $50 billion  
is now only about half of that value 
(Digiday). Today, a mere 15% of local 
advertisers participate in co-op 
marketing programs. Most agencies 
and brands that understand co-op 
marketing programs claim that the 
idea has long been a “black hole,” 
in which marketers, manufacturers, 
retailers, and all of their money 
seem to end up lost.

No Emphasis on Local
As with many other industries, the 
thirst for locally sourced building 
products and businesses is on the 
rise. While the traditional mid-sized 

hardware store channel dropped 
from 24,000 stores to 20,000 over 
the last two decades, the smaller 
“mom and pop” stores have stood 
strong – a clear sign that the 
modern professional contractor 
values their relationship with local 
dealers over big box stores. Yet, 
rather than doubling down on 
these important local dealers with 
effective marketing support, many 
manufacturers have left their co-op 
programs unchanged through the 
digital revolution.

Improper Fund Allocation
When engaging in a marketing 
co-op, manufacturers allocate a 
certain amount of funds toward 
advertisements that name both 
the manufacturer and the retailer. 
After digging deeper, however, 

Despite substantial success in its early stages, co-op marketing has not 
maintained its financial potential. The current system is bogged down by 
a series of flaws, most of which can be remedied with thoughtful digital 
integration.
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it becomes clear that a large 
percentage of these allocated 
funds, often circling 40%, goes 
untouched. Improper fund 
allocation results in large sums 
of all participants’ money being 
completely wasted quarter after 
quarter.

 

Where Is the Digital?
Arguably the largest factor in co-op 
advertising’s depreciating success is 
the lack of digital implementation. 
Nearly 90% of consumers begin 
their search online. There are 
over 2.5 billion social media users 
globally, and that number is 
growing rapidly every day. While 
these statistics are readily available 
to the average business person 
or marketer, the number of co-op 
participants who take advantage 
of digital marketing is staggeringly 
low. Only 37% of co-op marketing 
participants incorporate social 
media into their strategy, just  
45% include email marketing, and 
close to one-third of participants 
ignore digital marketing altogether. 
Digital is still climbing, yet the co-op 
advertising numbers do not reflect 
the way homeowners are shopping.

This reluctance to incorporate digital 
marketing into co-op programs 
is not for lack of understanding 
the value of digital for businesses. 
Over 50 million businesses use 
Facebook Business Pages. Two 
million businesses reported that 
they use Facebook for advertising. 
Facebook mobile ads accounted for 
87% of advertising revenues in Q2 
of 2017. 80% of retail professionals 
indicate that email marketing is their 
highest driver of customer retention. 
Marketers are now seeing the value 
in video as well, with 51.9% claiming 
video is the type of content with 
the highest ROI (Hubspot). Some 
85% of businesses now use internal 
resources to produce video content 
in-house.

When it comes time to actually 
make a purchase, consumers these 
days have fully embraced the perks 
of digital commerce. Surveys show 
that 70% of customers expect 
to see product availability online, 
and 50% of customers anticipate 
the ability to purchase online and 
pick up in store (Source). The 
sentiment is hardly unique to the 
world of retail. Younger installation 
contractors are equally on board 
with millennial contractors looking 
to purchase online more often than 
their predecessors. With the goals 
and capabilities of digital clear to 
both businesses and marketers, 
it’s problematic that the modern 
co-op marketing employed by 
building product manufacturers still 
manages to ostracize itself from 
digital advertising and the direction 
homeowners are taking.

THE CO-OP SYSTEM IS BROKEN

90%
OF CONSUMERS 
BEGIN THEIR 
SEARCH ONLINE
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WHY THE 
CO-OP  
SYSTEM IS 
BROKEN

Lack of Reliable Resources
Due to the major drop in co-op 
marketing program enrollment for 
building product manufacturers 
and many other industries, this 
system has lost the attention of 
any of the major players that may 
have revived it. With such little 
participation, there are no current 
statistics quantifying the value of 
co-op marketing programs. Without 
the proof in numbers, it has become 
increasingly difficult to find retailers 
that have even heard of marketing 
co-ops, let alone are willing to 
participate in one. If a manufacturer 
and retailer do decide to engage  
in co-op advertising together, there 
are few reliable resources  
for either party to depend upon 
when crafting co-op campaigns. 

The process is reduced to 
guesswork – a strategy not known 
for its success in advertising.

Lack of Qualified 
Marketing Leadership
Many marketers today still 
underestimate the power of a 
successful advertising co-op, 
and therefore shy away from 
business of its kind. This leaves 
the manufacturers and wholesale 
dealers to their own devices when 
creating and curating the details 
of their campaigns. Since most 
building product manufacturers 
and retailers are not equipped with 
marketing backgrounds, the result, 
again, is pure guesswork. Without 
an experienced, qualified marketer 
leading the way, campaigns are 
often disorganized, misinformed, 

The data offers overwhelming proof that something (or several things) has 
gone wrong with the once relevant co-op marketing system. What exactly 
happened? And what are the underlying issues that have led to its current 
depleted state?



6

Building Product Manufacturers: Digital Integration for Your Co-op Advertising Programs Is Long Overdue

and left with gaping holes in 
strategy and content.

Manufacturers and retailers also 
may not have the time and energy 
required to drive an advertising 
co-op. Numerous fine details 
need to be addressed within 
the campaign. Design, setting 
demographic targets, writing ad 
copy – tiny mistakes in any aspect 
of the campaign can have major 
effects on performance. Building 
product manufacturers and retailers 
are running entire businesses; they 
often cannot dedicate sufficient 
time to fine-tune the minutiae that 
can make or break the campaign.

The right marketers, on the other 
hand, are experienced with seeing 
big-picture ideas through to more 
actionable phases, and have 
deep understanding and practical 
knowledge of the construction 
market on account of regularly 
working with both manufacturers 

and the professionals who install 
their products. Because today’s 
consumers are as well researched 
as they are cynical of advertising, 
co-op campaigns must be authentic 
– to both the retail customer and 
the installation channel – in order to 
resonate and convert.

Unreliable Performance 
Measurement
Curating and launching the co-op 
marketing campaign is only one 
part of the process. Even if the 
proper amounts of time and energy 
were spent crafting the campaign, 
it remains increasingly difficult 
to measure the performance of 
archaic advertising methods.

When it comes to campaign 
performance measurement, there 
are few methods in place that can 
accurately calculate the success 
of traditional media advertising. 
Imagine a window and door retailer 
runs an ad in a local newspaper 

WHY THE CO-OP SYSTEM IS BROKEN
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as part of a co-op campaign. 
They could deduce, somewhat 
accurately, the ad reach by receiving 
an estimate of how many homes 
subscribe to the newspaper. It 
is nearly impossible, however, to 
calculate how many readers actually 
saw the ad in the paper. Ascertaining 
which customers made purchases as 
a result of the ad is just as difficult. 
In-store surveys may offer insight, 
but participation is difficult to 
enforce and they do not account 
for “window shoppers” or web 
shoppers.

This is where unused allocated 
funds start accumulating. Without 
a properly informed campaign 
strategy and precise tools to 
measure success, co-op participants 
are unsure of where to insert funds. 
When it is nearly impossible to tell 
how well a campaign is performing, 
it is even harder to determine how 
much money should be set aside 
for the next campaign and which 
aspects of the campaign need to be 
revised to increase performance.

Lack of Digital Components
The way homeowners and 
businesses shop has changed 
drastically over the last few decades, 
yet co-op programs have remained 
stubborn in their methodology. Their 
initial online searches – remember, 
90% of consumer shopping begins 
online – have the potential to yield 
substantial results for building 
product manufacturers, wholesale 
dealers, and retailers alike. Ideally, 
they could lead shoppers to industry 
retailers, which creates positive 

opportunities for the manufacturer. 
In some cases, they could even 
drive shoppers directly to the 
manufacturer, increasing overall 
reach and future co-op potential.

Digital marketing method 
performance is far easier to 
measure accurately than traditional 
marketing strategies. Rather than 
relying on loose estimates and 
surveys, digital ad measurements 
are accurate down to the single 
page view. If the window and door 
retailer from the previous section 
had run a Facebook ad alongside 
that newspaper ad, they would be 
able to measure the exact reach, 
the number of likes, the number of 
shares, and, with the proper tools 
in place, the web traffic and site 
purchases that were made as a 
direct result of the ad.

Such accurate campaign 
performance measurement 
results in more precise spending. 
When manufacturers and retailers 
understand exactly where each 
dollar is going and how the 
campaign is paying off, allocating 
the proper amount of funding to 
the co-op involves little guesswork 
and wastes far fewer dollars.

Inflexibility in co-op advertising 
threatens to drive each individual 
campaign to a halt if proper 
solutions are not put into action. 
And although the current co-
op marketing system remains 
stubborn, the sheer volume of data 
that supports incorporating digital 
should be changing minds soon.

WHY THE CO-OP SYSTEM IS BROKEN
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THE 
SOLUTION(S)

Solution Part One: 
Introduce Digital
The first significant piece of 
the successful co-op marketing 
puzzle is the presence of digital 
components. Historically, 
advertising co-ops have utilized 
predominantly traditional marketing 
channels, such as newspaper, radio, 
and billboards. Once again, 90% 
of search begins online. Marketers, 
manufacturers, and retailers that 
avoid digital marketing tools, like 
social media, paid search, and 
retargeting, are missing out on 
an enormous pool of consumers. 
Online services have provided the 
perfect tools for audience targeting 
and performance measurement, but 

co-op marketing has yet to respond 
in kind.

The industry as a whole remains too 
steadfast in its ways to ever fully 
break from its tried-and-true, but 
stagnant, methods. However, the 
introduction of digital components 
to co-op marketing is meant to 
complement – not substitute for – 
traditional marketing. The intention 
is to fill the gaps in a campaign by 
analyzing each company’s unique 
marketing assets and targeting 
goals, conducting thorough market 
research, and plugging in the 
appropriate digital components. 
Different digital tools and platforms 
work better for different strategic 

Several cracks exist in the foundation of co-op marketing programs – this 
much has been made clear. As a result, one minor change will not fix every 
problem. Rather, each business requires a carefully implemented plan com-
plete with specific steps unique to their needs. These steps must align ap-
propriately with the two core components of the solution: a digital strategy 
and a qualified marketing team.
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goals and demographics. Pairing 
the right digital aspects with the 
traditional methods already in 
place paves the way for a balanced, 
well-rounded marketing co-op that 
reaches a wide range of audiences, 
attracts new customers, and makes 
both parties happy.

Advancements in digital 
performance measurement 
have made it easier than ever to 
accurately track campaign metrics. 
Digital marketing techniques enable 
marketers, retailers, and building 
product manufacturers to see – 
nearly in real time – which aspects 
are working, which need altering, 
and which are worth abandoning. 
The ability to evaluate performance 
quickly and precisely makes for 
more aware marketers, as well as 
manufacturers that are more in 
tune with the needs of retailers and 
homeowners.

An all-too common “technique” for 
companies is to throw money into 

co-op marketing strategies to see if 
they work. But when have hunches 
or blind spending ever made for 
effective marketing? As mentioned 
earlier, 40% of allocated funds for 
co-op marketing campaigns is 
wasted due to inaccurate spending. 
Fund allocation and budget 
development becomes a science, 
though, when it’s backed up by 
data-driven decisions. With intuition 
supported by performance metrics, 
marketers and manufacturers can 
see exactly where their money went 
and whether that money was worth 
spending. Then, as the next fiscal 
quarter comes around, companies 
can accurately reevaluate their co-
op spend, rather than waste money 
on unsuccessful marketing tactics.

Solid data comes much slower 
with only traditional marketing 
techniques in play, leaving 
manufacturers and retailers with 
no choice but to wait until a 
campaign has run its course to 
make changes. Once a newspaper 

THE SOLUTION(S)
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ad has been placed, marketers 
can either wait until the allotted 
run-time has expired or lose large 
amounts of money on canceling the 
ad and printing a new one. Digital 
marketing tactics, however,  
can be changed in an instant.  
When running a Facebook ad,  
for example, a copy mistake or 
change in target demographic can 
be made within seconds, and with 
zero cost.

Solution Part Two: 
Introduce Qualified 
Marketing Professionals
In shying away from the co-op 
concept, modern-day marketers 
have truly done a disservice to 
manufacturers and retailers.  
Their failure to recognize the 
potential of properly coordinated 
co-op marketing campaigns has  
left building product manufacturers 
and wholesale dealers to their  
own devices. Without the 
assistance of qualified marketing 
professionals, manufacturers and 
retailers are forced to set aside 
time from running their businesses 
to design campaigns they are not 
experienced in designing, and  
make decisions they are not trained 
to be making.

Bringing in a team of qualified 
marketing professionals 
experienced in co-op advertising 
is a crucial step toward building 
a successful campaign. The 
proper marketing team will offer 
manufacturers and retailers an  
array of advantages:

 •  Coordination – Marketers work 
closely with both the building 
product manufacturer and the 
wholesale dealer to make sure 
the process runs smoothly on 
both ends.

 •  Accountability – A marketing 
team provides consultations on 
agreements so that each party 
feels represented and is held 
responsible for their agreed-
upon contributions.

 •  A Custom Fit – Experienced 
marketers can design a specific 
co-op marketing campaign that 
is unique to the needs of all 
involved businesses, ensuring 
that the campaign fulfills 
the financial, geographical, 
and visual specifications 
put forth by the retailer and 
manufacturer.

 •  Advanced Targeting – Today’s 
qualified marketers have the 
resources to pinpoint ideal 
demographics for both parties 
and target their ads to reach 
those audiences. Narrow target 
audiences help both parties 
avoid wasting allocated funds 
on ads that have little chance to 
succeed.

 •  Accurate Measurement – 
Qualified marketers possess 
experience with proper 
performance measurement 
tools. From one campaign to 
the next, performance metrics 
allow businesses to determine 
if a strategy works well, 
needs tweaking, or should be 
abandoned altogether. Again, 
this saves all parties money 

THE SOLUTION(S)
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because each will know exactly 
where their allocated funds  
are going.

 •  Time Management – A 
team of qualified marketing 
professionals is able to facilitate 
the many intricate processes 
involved in co-op advertising, 
from offer adjustments to 
design and copy revisions, 
so that both the building 
product manufacturer and the 
wholesale dealer can return to 
what they do best – running 
their business.

Choosing the right marketing 
team is of the utmost importance. 
It’s not an accident that the word 
“qualified” appeared seven times 
within the last 493 words. When 
hiring a marketing team to take 
over co-op marketing efforts, 
companies need to be discerning. 
Many marketing professionals 
have been hesitant to embrace an 
advertising co-op due to drops in 
success over recent decades, and 
no longer understand the proper 
techniques necessary to ensure a 
successful co-op. These techniques 

require specific cooperative-based 
experience, which is why it is 
essential that manufacturers and 
retailers interested in developing 
this kind of marketing agreement 
work exclusively with marketers 
who are thoroughly experienced in 
co-op advertising.

While marketing companies often 
specialize in one individual area, 
like branding or design, the best 
co-op marketers can manage every 
aspect of the campaign. Hiring 
multiple companies for one co-
op marketing contract results in a 
classic case of “too many cooks.” 
With competing ideas from several 
companies, momentum can easily 
slow down or stop altogether, and 
multiple communication channels 
often result in missed messages 
and emails that can lead to major 
campaign flaws. Therefore, it’s 
best to work with one company 
that conceptualizes, creates, and 
implements the entire strategy. 
Equally critical is that the one 
company has a mastery of the 
industry at hand.

THE SOLUTION(S)
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LONG-TERM 
RESULTS

The long-term results are cyclical: 
As individual building product 
manufacturers achieve success 
with the help of proper co-op 
advertising management, the 
numbers start to show the value of 
the cooperative concept. The more 
the statistics corroborate co-op 
program success, the more retailers, 
wholesale dealers, installation 
professionals, and marketers 
become interested in the idea. 
The more individual companies 
participate in co-op marketing, 
the easier it becomes to align 
manufacturers with the perfect 

retailers to meet their unique goals. 
In turn, more marketers become 
involved in cooperative marketing 
strategies, and more resources 
become available for retailers 
and manufacturers to utilize 
when conceptualizing, curating, 
and executing their campaigns. 
With each completed, properly 
managed co-op campaign comes 
additional statistical support, thus 
completing a cyclical trend that will 
yield more and more successful 
co-op marketing agreements, 
exponentially raising the profile of 
cooperative marketing. 

Implementing digital marketing techniques into co-op advertising isn’t 
just cost-effective and helpful to campaign performance; it also provides 
a number of advancement opportunities for the cooperative marketing 
concept as a whole. Recall that, due to poor marketing strategies, limited 
statistics are available to showcase the enormous value of co-op marketing 
campaigns. Without validating statistics, few retailers, wholesale dealers, and 
marketers are willing to engage in co-op marketing agreements with building 
product manufacturers, and perhaps even fewer resources are available to 
help manufacturers with the process. By honing in on the many problems 
within the co-op marketing industry, enacting the proper solutions, and 
reaping substantial financial results, the campaigns themselves can begin to 
confirm the value of a well-managed marketing co-op.
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SUCCESS
Case Study: 

Unilock is a premier manufacturer 
of concrete pavers and retaining 
wall systems in the U.S. and Canada. 
This building product giant leads 
the industry quarter after quarter in 
both style and technology.

Goals
Unilock’s Northeast leadership 
engaged Halstead Media for 
the purpose of designing, 
implementing, and managing 
a successful co-op marketing 

program that would be offered to 
their exclusive Unilock Authorized 
Contractors, “an elite group whose 
work and business practices 
have met demanding standards” 
(Unilock).
 
The initial pilot co-op program was 
intended to be offered exclusively in 
New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, 
and Pennsylvania. The major 
goal of the co-op was to initiate 
and engage Unilock Authorized 
Contractors, appeal directly to 
homeowners, and expand the 
company’s Northeastern U.S. reach.
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 Process
First, the team at Halstead assessed 
the strengths and weaknesses 
of Unilock’s current marketing 
methods directed at Authorized 
Contractors. They worked closely 
with the company to understand 
their overarching goals, the specific 
goals required for the the co-op to 
succeed, and how to bridge the gap 
between the two. After conducting 
an analysis of the marketing tools 
already in place, the team identified 
which voids needed to be filled, and 
determined where to apply their 
expert methodology.

Next, they developed a marketing 
strategy to create a thriving 
co-op program that would be 
balanced and effective. Drawing 
from a history of knowledge 
and experience in the landscape 

construction industry, the team 
designed and implemented a co-op 
marketing program comprised of 
both print and digital techniques. 
Authorized Contractors who 
adopted the program were given 
access to Halstead’s industry 
marketing professionals, who 
provided seamlessly integrated 
print and digital tactics – including 
brochures, responsive website 
design, content marketing, SEO, 
and Google and Facebook ads – 
to ensure brand consistency for 
Unilock across all modern media.

After the initial launch, the team 
continued to work closely on 
the campaign. They managed 
stakeholders, tracked data and 
success rates, and made necessary 
alterations based on hyper-accurate 
performance measurements.

SUCCESS
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Success
The initial Unilock co-op marketing 
program launched in 2014, and 
since then, the program has gained 
incredible steam. The evidence 
speaks for itself:

 •  In year one, Halstead Media 
rolled out the co-op program 
with a 20% adoption rate 
in the first 12-month period. 
Because of the success, after 
an initial pilot rollout in the 
four Northeast states, Unilock 
expanded the program to cover 
all of their markets across the 
U.S. and Canada. 

 •  In conjunction with the rollout, 
the team oversaw the digital 
marketing education of more 
than 2,000 Unilock Authorized 
Contractors by way of speaking 
engagements and webinar 
courses.

 •  As a result of the high 
adoption rate, Unilock and 
their Authorized Contractors 
became further aligned via 
more precise Unilock brand 
representation across their 
contractors’ digital properties.

 •  Millions of consumer brand 
impressions were generated 
from Unilock’s new marketing 
tools.

 •  Unilock was able to reach 
multiple channels by leveraging 
installation contractors, as 
well as a dealer pilot program, 
to promote their brand via 
Facebook Ads, Google Ads, 
websites, SEO, and more.

Unilock’s leadership has boasted 
of the program’s success and 
their relationship with the team at 
Halstead Media: “Immediately it 
was clear that they were different. 
They demonstrated a high level 
of professionalism and expertise 
in modern media, but what really 
clinched it for me was their intimate 
knowledge of the landscaping 
Industry and unique understanding 
of our customers and the process in 
which they make a decision.”  
                        – Brian K., Unilock GM

Due to the immense success of the 
initial Authorized Contractor Co-op 
program, Unilock engaged  
Halstead to integrate digital 
marketing into their traditional 
dealer co-op programs throughout 
the Northeast.

SUCCESS
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ONLY THE 
BEGINNING
When companies like Unilock utilize industry experts like Halstead Media to 
design and implement a co-op marketing program that marries the benefits 
of both traditional and digital marketing, the results are undeniable. But 
individual building product manufacturers coming around to the value 
of a properly managed co-op campaign is only the beginning. As more 
building product manufacturers adopt these invaluable concepts, the home 
improvement and construction industries will ascend to their full economic 
potential.


