
The Corporate Marketer’s Guide to Driving Winning Behavior

in a New Marketing Ecosystem

Maximizing
Co-op Dollars



Now’s the time to start shifting from a 
single-channel tactic mindset and 
focusing on a more integrated mix. 
Layering digital tactics onto traditional 
allows you to better measure the 
impact of your business by quantifying 
the impact of what’s being spent.
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Effective local marketing means continually evaluating 
the progress of your programs and initiatives. Seeing 
that all things marketing begin and end with money, 
start by assessing your co-op/MDF program. These 
programs can be daunting to plan and administer, but 
the return on investment can be vast when you position 
your programs in a way that encourages your partners 
to use their funds in the most effective ways.

In this year’s State of Local Marketing Report (SOLM), we 
analyzed nearly $2B worth of co-op and MDF 

investments made by brands between 2011 and 2016, 
giving us a year over year snapshot of how local 
business partners are spending their co-op/MDF 
dollars. The data tells us that program participants are 
aware that the customer journey is changing and 
expanding, requiring a breadth of tactics across 
multiple touchpoints to reach their targets.

Assessing Co-op/MDF Alongside 
the Consumer Journey 

In short, tactics have evolved, but local 
marketing budgets haven’t. 

Looking closer at the data, it’s more complex than 
reallocating funds from traditional to digital tactics. 
From the same set of 2,700+ respondents, 40% want to 
spend more on digital tactics, yet 66% of program 
participants don’t intend to stop spending co-op/MDF 
dollars on traditional tactics, creating a clear funding 
paradigm that underscores an either/or misalignment to 
the customer journey. 

Yet, how do you figure out which tactics should be 
offered and encouraged to be executed together for the 
desired outcome? How do you leverage your co-op/
MDF program and budget to achieve a more integrated 
marketing ecosystem, while encouraging your local 
partners to spend their dollars on specific tactics? 

This eBook examines three key co-op/MDF program 
actions you can make to improve the way you offer and 
allocate your co-op dollars. 
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#1: Create 
Clarity 

45%
of local businesses did 
not use all of their co-
op/MDF fund last year
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Offer Simplicity

This year’s SOLM tells us that more than a quarter of 
respondents didn’t use all of their funds in 2017 because 
either the approval process was too complicated or because 
they don’t have enough time. 

Time is money, after all, and simplifying the process frees 
your partners to get back to their regular business.

Offer Resources

Whether it is a group within the corporate marketing team, or 
a third-party vendor, start providing more support for difficult, 
yet effective, tactics (event marketing, digital initiatives, etc.). 
With the right resources, your co-op dollars, and local 
marketing efforts, can stretch much further than anticipated. 

Offer Turnkey 

Over half (52%) of SOLM respondents claim they’ve never 
received adequate training on co-op/MDF processes or 
platforms. Here we harken back to simple. When you offer a 
turnkey, opt-in process, you’ll decrease your time investment 
at the corporate level on training and increase participation at 
the local level. 

12%
of respondents did not 
even use their funds 
in 2017 because the 
approval process was 
too complicated

15% didn’t use their funds 
because they don’t 
have enough time

of SOLM respondents 
claim they’ve never 
received adequate 
training on co-op/MDF 
processes or platforms

52%

By simplifying the obstacle course of 
reimbursement, you’ll open up a path of 
increased adoption and engagement you 
desire, with program participants 
spending their funds on corporate 
approved advertising.



The Word on the Street
In our 2018 State of Local Marketing Report survey, we asked 
participants what they thought could be improved about the co-op/
MDF approval and reimbursement process. 

2018 State of Local 
Marketing Report

Industries Surveyed

Insurance

Beverage & Food

Technology

Manufacturing

Automotive

Telecommunications

Retail

Hospitality

Education

Healthcare

Home Services

“I have done ads that have been preapproved, and then 
when I do the same ad two months later, it will be denied. 

Corporate needs to be more consistent with approvals.”  

“Shorten the co-op 
process. Make it 
automatically paid back.” “I'm not sure why some 

of the funds expire 

quarterly, but I do 

understand annually. If 

my funds expired 

annually versus 

monthly, it would allow 

me to adjust larger 

projects to different 

parts of the year.”

“Anything helpful to speed up the 

process and keep my time  

at a minimum, which will also 

help me move units each month.”

“The co-op program needs to be 

a smoother process. It's not easy 

to get something approved, and 

we usually have to resubmit 

several times before it is. Also, 

there should be a wider option 

of local marketing activities that 

are approved. It's very slim on 

what we can do, and that does 

not always fit into the marketing 

that I've found to be successful 

in my area.”

“I would like 

communication on how 

to better leverage the 

co-op program to achieve 

marketing goals.”

“Time of approvals take entirely 
too long. Sometimes, we need 
an answer in a day or two.”

“I don't think the process has been 

sufficiently communicated to us, 

and our funds can wind up being 

wasted. Having had this happen to 

me, it has left me quite disappointed 

in the program.”

“Give me  

reminders to use  

my funds and 

recommendations 

on tactics  

to use them for.”

“When I try to do local advertising, 

I cannot get anything approved."

“Trying to track reimbursement  
is very confusing.”

“The process 

is very 

cumbersome in 

that there are 

times the same 

tactic will and will 

not be covered. It 

seems to depend 

on the person 

approving, and 

that should not 

be the case.”
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Focus on Effectiveness

Tailor your co-op/MDF guidelines to highlight 
marketing activities that you want your program 
participants to focus on by increasing or decreasing 
funding. If you see that direct mail campaigns are 
driving traffic and increasing sales in certain markets, 
encourage more of that behavior by increasing the 
reimbursement amount within the co-op/MDF 
guidelines. 

Too often, the time-strapped program participant gets 
stuck in a tactic rut, where they send postcard mailers 
month over month over month without a way to 
measure success. They get comfortable, and maybe 
some customers have brought the mailer in, so they 
consider that tactic to be a success. Yet, haphazardly 
executing tactics to cross marketing off a long “to-do” list 
doesn’t mean they need more funding for that tactic. 

Focus on Clean-up 

Remove certain activities all together if you are not 
seeing ROI. Yellow pages, for example, are becoming 
obsolete, and many organizations are no longer seeing 
a benefit to applying funds to this activity. The same 
can be said for branded merchandise, which time-and-
again depletes the local business partners’ budgets only 
to sit in a storage closet, doing nothing to grow their 
business. Take time to educate those program 
participants who are spending the most time on 
outdated tactics, then remove that tactic from your list 
of eligible activities. Education and resources, while 
implementing changes, will be paramount for continued 
engagement with your co-op program. 

Focus on Motivation

Make your co-op/MDF rules of participation and 
guidelines public to all who have the potential to 
participate. When everyone knows how to be 
successful, they are more motivated to work toward 
that goal. Convoluted program guidelines can quickly 
turn your local partners away from participating. 

#2: Feed the Focus

  In our 2018 State of Local Marketing Report survey, 
we asked participants to rank tactics by perceived 
effectiveness and perceived difficulty. The 
Effectiveness Index compares effectiveness of each 
tactic compared to the average effectiveness for all 
media tactics as perceived by local business partners. 
Difficulty is based on a weighted calculation of local 
business partners ranking each tactic on a five-point 
scale from Extremely Easy to Extremely Difficult. The 
higher the score, the higher the perceived difficulty.

Caveat: These decisions should be 
based on data, not blind trust of the 
program participant’s assessment.

Focus on Turnkey

Offering bundled solutions encourages integrated 
marketing efforts, while ensuring that fundamentals 
are properly covered. This is a great place to find a 
partner to do-it-with-them or do-it-for-them, so 
that your local business partners can move beyond 
using co-op/MDF for single-channel tactics and 
instead formulate an integrated, multi-phased 
campaign that’s mapped to the consumer journey 
of your local target audience. 

Traditional

Digital

Social

Event

REEVALUATE NEEDS SUPPORT

LOW PRIORITY REINFORCEEasy to Implement

Direct Mail

Magazine

Newspaper

Flyers

LinkedIn

Phone Book

Radio

Pinterest

Instagram

Snapchat

Facebook

Email

Billboards

Paid Search

Sponsorship

Television

SMS Text 
Messaging

Youtube

Website

Online 
Directories

Online Displays
SEO

Local Events (Booth)

Host Own Events
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Earn  
 REIMBURSEMENT

Earn 
 RECOGNITION 

#3: Try Tiering

Earn 
 PARTICIPATION

Earn 
 RESOURCES

Implement a tiered approach by rewarding your 
top performers with a larger percentage of co-op/
MDF reimbursement or earnings. For example, 
your top performers may receive 100% 
reimbursement on digital tactics, while your 
middle or lower tier group received 50%. This 
encourages program participants to learn more 
about these tactics and work harder to get the 
co-op/MDF funding to support them.

Set a minimum sales goal requirement for 
program participants to participate in the 
program. Co-op/MDF dollars are typically earned 
based on performance. Setting minimum 
participation goals allows better spending control 
from the corporate budget and gives everyone 
some skin in the game.

Offer additional resources to those program 
participants who are top performers such as 
digital/website support, event staffers or concierge 
services and marketing strategy support.

Publicly recognize top performers on your co-op/
MDF platform. This keeps your top performers 
motivated and encourages all other participants to 
up their game. Supplemental, or discretionary 
funds, are great for peaking engagement at certain 
times, or on specific initiatives, if you have some 
room in the corporate budget. Giving out a 
‘bonus’ fund a couple times a year to your top 
program participants is a great way to remind 
them you know who they are, and that there is a 
reward for their efforts. Program participants can 
feel far removed from the corporate level calling 
the shots, so direct recognition goes a long way.
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These three tips will contribute to increased engagement 
and utilization of co-op/MDF dollars, but one size does not 
necessarily fit all when it comes to marketing strategies. It 
is important to take feedback from your channel and find 
ways to make changes based on that feedback. In 2017,  

of all SOLM respondents reported not using 
their co-op/MDF dollars because the tactics 
they use most weren’t eligible.  

Your program participants are spending time with 
consumers day in and day out, so what corporate predicts 
will generate the highest ROI, may not necessarily align 
with ever-evolving consumer behavior. Your co-op/MDF 
program can provide invaluable data on what your 
program participants are doing. Link that data directly 
with overall sales, and you will truly be able to connect 
the dots and continue encouraging your program 
participants to put their co-op/MDF dollars where you see 
the greatest impact. 

Remember  
to Listen

16%
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BrandMuscle is Precision Marketing.
BrandMuscle is the leader in brand-to-one marketing. A pioneer in distributed/local marketing, BrandMuscle serves more than 

300 of the world’s top brands with a team of nearly 800 can-do professionals in six offices globally and embedded within 75 
client locations. The BrandMuscle integrated marketing platform enables brands and their local marketing partners to simply 
deliver the greatest marketing impact to each individual customer. BrandMuscle simplifies the process of digital and physical 

marketing executions, enabling brands to acquire and retain the best customers, build loyalty, enhance lifetime customer value, 
and achieve significant, measurable ROI. To learn more, call (866) 464-4342, visit  www.brandmuscle.com or follow 

BrandMuscle on Twitter, Facebook or LinkedIn.

Chicago Headquarters | 233 S Wacker Dr., Ste. 4400 | Chicago, IL 60606
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It's a Win-Win

Wouldn’t it be great if the co-op/MDF relationship between corporate and your local 

partners was a total win-win? Ever think of what that might look like if someone was there 

to do the heavy lifting on both sides? 

BrandMuscle created a product that streamlines approval procedures, and makes the 

process of claim submission and reimbursement transparent and easy.

Our single platform provides an easy-to-use display of available funds with an automatic 

single shopping cart check out and multiple vendor integration. Plus, there’s no arduous 

pre-approval process. You get the benefit of knowing your valuable marketing dollars are 

spent on your materials and since our system automatically creates claims when co-op funds 

are applied, you’ll have less paperwork to manage. We also save you phone calls. 

Our performance marketing team handles troubleshooting or those urgent do-it-on-my-

behalf calls for you. We take care of communication too by sending a monthly email update 

with their fund balances and ideas for future spends, and we let them know if and when 

their funds will expire. 

www.BrandMuscle.com  |  (866) 464-4342

Contact us today to set up a time to talk about a co-op/MDF program 
where everyone is winning.

www.BrandMuscle.com


