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The Art of  Relationships
For one distributor, great relationships – both within and outside of the company – 
have accounted for its success.

T
he four dental products sales colleagues shared 
two things in common: They enjoyed their pro-
fession and they enjoyed working with one an-
other. So it made sense that when their boss an-

nounced his retirement in 1987, the co-workers teamed up 
to acquire Burbank, Calif.-based Valley Dental Supply Inc. 
“Having been career dental sales associates, this move felt 
like a good fit for us,” says co-owner Dave Dhuet. That the 
four of  them – Dhuet, Doug Barton, John Cook and Tim 
Easton – were friends as well as associates made it a “par-
ticularly positive choice,” he adds. 

Valley Dental Supply got its start in 1927, when M.A. 
“Mike” Herman opened his sole proprietorship in Los 
Angeles. In 1933, he was joined by R.L. “Bob” Slater, who 
became a partner in 1945. Three years later, the company 
moved to North Hollywood, where the owners began to 
grow the business and add more salespeople. After Her-
man’s death in 1972, Slater became full owner and soon 

afterward moved the distributorship to Burbank.
Since Dhuet, Barton, Cook and Easton acquired Val-

ley Dental Supply, their collective expertise in dental sales 
has been huge in propelling the company through nearly 
a quarter of  a century and an economy sluggish enough 
to hold back more than one distributor. Dhuet and Cook 
have been with Valley Dental Supply for over 30 years; 
Barton’s early work experience includes stints with Codes-
co, S.S. White and Healthco; and Easton hails from Patter-
son and Shaw Dental. They have added several company 
branches in Phoenix, Ariz. (1995), Orange County, Calif. 

(1997) and San Diego, Calif. (2005). Last year, they re-
located to a larger facility in Burbank. What started out 
as a one-man sales operation in 1927 has grown into a 
19-person distributorship, including full- and part-time 
salespeople says Dhuet.

But, just as telling is the fact that the foursome has 
brought an 84-year-old business from one century to the 
next, without losing sight of  the one thing that, in their opin-
ion, counts most: relationships. “Although we current own-
ers of  Valley Dental Supply never met the original owner, I 
would expect the company mission has remained somewhat 
the same over the years: to provide a very personalized ser-
vice to the dental community, especially to the single-office 
environment,” says Dhuet. “We have consciously made our 
relationship with our clients the top priority.”

Value-added service
A lot has changed in the 24 years that Dhuet and his 
partners have assumed their responsibilities as business 

owners. Perhaps the biggest change has been in the way 
dentists work with their sales reps, he notes. “I believe that 
dental customers have a lot of  new buying opportunities 
that didn’t exist 15 years ago,” he explains. “There used to 
be two choices for making purchases: working through a 
catalog or a local salesperson. The Internet has opened up 
a whole new world for dental customers.

Valley Dental Supply has been in business since 1927.
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“The younger dentists are used to making online pur-
chases in other areas of  their life, so they aren’t intimidated 
by these choices,” he continues. “For those of  us who have 
been in the dental business for so many years, [Internet 
sales are almost like] another form of  catalog buying, and 
the same challenges exist. We need to be able to show our 
customers that working directly through us provides both 
economical and service value.

“Our success depends largely on our relationships with 
our clients,” Dhuet says. Yes, competitive pricing counts 
for the customer, as does simplifying the sales process and 
ensuring personal service, he points out. “Our telephones 
are answered directly by people, and our customers have 
names – not numbers.” 

In addition, Valley Dental Supply has hired and trained 
more sales associates to make face-to-face calls 
on their customers. “We have been careful not to 
sell into areas that we cannot directly support with 
one- or two-day delivery from our location in Bur-
bank,” he notes. “As a result, most of  our sales 
are close to home.”  When they do work “outside 
of  their backyard,” as Dhuet puts it, they employ 
sales reps with a strong background in equipment 
sales and service, he says. “We rely a great deal on 
our vendors to educate our sales reps on product 
knowledge through in-house sales meetings and 
co-travel. We have also fostered a particular corpo-
rate culture that communicates our values of  cus-
tomer service through friendliness, intense focus 
on our customers’ concerns and rapid solutions.”

In spite of  its accomplishments, like many small busi-
nesses, Valley Dental Supply has faced its share of  challeng-
es. “As an independent distributer, it is difficult to support 
every vendor and to meet all the expectations and require-
ments that they have,” says Dhuet. “We especially appreciate 
those vendors who understand the difference between us 
and a large chain environment. We must be careful which 
products we keep on the shelves, as well as the quantities. 
Not every new product will become established, and they 
may supersede current inventory, leaving us with harder-to-
move stock. Expiration dates are critical for us to watch.

“We have addressed some of  these issues by maintain-
ing the best possible relationships with our vendor reps, 
encouraging them to spend time in our shelves with ‘their’ 

inventory,” he continues. “We have also found a great ben-
efit in being a part of  the American Dental Cooperative 
family. This has given us expanded access to products and 
a private branding recognition through the Quala line.”

In hindsight, Dhuet and his partners might have em-
ployed a different marketing strategy in their early days as 
entrepreneurs. “If  we could ‘Monday morning quarter-
back,’ there would be a lot we might have done differently,” 
he explains. “We could have spent more time at targeted 
marketing for individual products, focusing on current and 
future trends in the marketplace. We could have narrowed 
down our product offerings in particular categories (not 
trying to be all things for all people). And we could have 
spent more time and money on marketing strategies. Early 
on, we might have paid better attention to credit check-

ing and tightened up our accounts receivable.” That said, 
the company looks forward to “expanding into the differ-
ent ethnic communities that Southern California is known 
for,” he adds. “I also see a move toward a greater online 
presence. Currently, we have a website, but we’d also like to 
incorporate a couple of  the social networking sites.”

Growing a business has been a fulfilling – and fruitful 
– experience for Dhuet, Barton, Cook and Easton. But, in 
part, that’s due to prudent planning and foresight. For startup 
owners, he has this to say: “I would consider it carefully, do 
good research, and have experienced people advising you. As 
with any start-up business, I would also advise having solid 
financial backing. Most small businesses that fail do so by be-
ing under-capitalized and overly optimistic. There is a learning 
curve both on the dental side and the business side.” 

Valley Dental Supply staff.


