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EDITORIAL

The joke at 
Firmin’s Office 
City, Texarkana, 
Texas, is “if we 
don’t stock it they 
don’t need it,” 
says Chuck Firmin 
III, president. With 
all the growth that 
has taken place 
at the dealership 
over the years, it 
is even more likely 
today that Firmin’s has whatever product a customer might need.

It was 100 years ago that Harry Firmin opened Firmin’s 
Printing in Texarkana. In the late 1940s, under the leadership of 
second-generation owner Charles Sr., Firmin’s purchased Paulson’s 
Office Supply and got into the office products business. Charles 
Jr, started working at Firmin’s in the 50s and in 1960 the dealership 
moved to its current location in Texarkana.

“Our product mix has exploded over the years,” claimed Chuck. 
“Including all the promotional items, we now have close to a million 
products that we sell.” Firmin’s current mix includes office supplies, 
office furniture, janitorial supplies, ad specialties, break room 
products, printers, copiers and more. “We try to cover everything,” 
said Chuck. “We try to go from product category to product category 
with existing accounts and get as much business as possible.”

Over the years, Firmin’s has had offices in Mt. Pleasant, Carthage 
and Terrell, Texas. In 2016 the Mt. Pleasant and Carthage locations 
merged into one office in Longview. This latest location extended the 
dealership’s reach further into East Texas.

I’m just a few months into this job and one thing I can’t 
possibly complain about is that nothing ever happens. 
Yet again, just as INDEPENDENT DEALER was going 
to press, news came in of further developments in the 
ongoing Essendant/S.P. Richards/Staples situation 
(see page 18). We’ll have to wait to see how it all plays 
out, but for now it certainly looks like the wholesalers 
are committed to joining forces, while the big box firm is 
gearing up for a showdown.

Meanwhile, it emerged this month that in the nation’s 
capital, the Department of Veterans Affairs has finalized 
the design of its new veterans’ ID card and yes, it still 
includes the logo of the industry’s other big box player, 
Office Depot.

My predecessor wrote in this very column at the 
tail end of last year that allowing a “single private 
corporation to grab the spotlight in this way” was a pretty 
poor decision by the VA, particularly given the many 
vets who own or work for small businesses that compete 
with Depot and other large national corporations like 
them. Unfortunately it does not appear that sense 
prevailed, despite numerous setbacks and delays in the 
production of these cards.   

On a brighter note, however, a number of people 
I have spoken to were impressed at the turnout and 
general mood at this year’s NOPA Fly-In. It certainly 
seems there are legislators in D.C. who are willing to 
listen to the concerns of the independent dealer channel 
(see page 30). Now, it’s important that the IDC continues 
with our concerted efforts to put pressure on lawmakers 
and make sure they understand the threat to small 
businesses and local communities posed by the big box 
companies and Amazon.

Perhaps next year NOPA could add a visit to the 
Department of Veterans Affairs to the itinerary as well. 
Assuming, that is, that the rest of the agency hasn’t been 
sold off to Office Depot by then.

Texas dealer celebrates  
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Do Shoppers Like
Your Website?

More than 90% of consumers consider visual appearance to be the deciding factor 
in whether to make a purchase or not.   
Your online storefront needs to continuously stay up-to-date and on trend. But, do 
you have that kind of time?

Keep your shoppers happy with your website by using ECi’s Digital Services. 

Modern 
storefront design

Responsive 
design

Email marketing 
templates

Web banner  
design

Site news Weekly  
analytics reports

Happy shoppers are return shoppers!  
Keep them—and your website—happy.

 866.374.3221     info@ecisolutions.com     ecisolutions.com    
©2018 ECi, and the ECi Red Box logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of ECi Software Solutions, Inc. All rights reserved.

Please reference this ad when speaking to your account manager. 
Contact ECi Digital Services today!
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Jennifer Smith, CEO of Innovative 
Office Solutions, Burnsville, 
Minnesota, has been named a Most 
Admired CEO by the Minneapolis/
St. Paul Business Journal. The 
publication’s annual awards 
program showcases the professional 
accomplishments and community 
involvement of the Twin Cities’ top 
business leaders.

The awards were announced by 
the publication in April and were 
posted online. Recognition will 
actually take place this coming 
September, when the awards will 
be presented at a celebratory 
dinner. Profiles of the winners will be 
published in the business journal’s 
September issue. 

“They came to my office and 
surprised me,” said Jennifer. “Our 
employees nominated me.” She 
added that she was honored by the 
award. “Whenever you can get press 
out there it’s always good for the 
company,” said Jennifer.
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Firmin’s largest local clients have included Red River Army Depot, Collom 
and Carney clinics and all of Texarkana’s school districts. All customers benefit 
from personal relationships that develop with Firmin’s, Chuck suggested. “We 
try to make sure our customers know we care about them.”

To celebrate its first 100 years, Firmin’s recently hosted a business 
after hours meeting of the local chamber of commerce at its Texarkana 
location. Vendors provided door prizes and close to 300 customers were 
in attendance. Following the Texarkana event, similar celebrations were 
planned in conjunction with local chambers in some of the other markets the 
dealership serves.

The biggest challenge that Chuck sees for Firmin’s in the future is the need 
to keep up with technology. The office supplies business has moved largely 
to online sales and even the office machines division has gone partly digital 
with meter readings and automated billings. Even furniture sales have moved 
online, although this is not the case with contract work. 

“One thing that has not changed is that it is still a people-to-people 
business,” said Chuck. “People buy from who they like and who they trust.”

Birmingham, Alabama-based Strickland Companies recently came up with a 
way to give some key workers at the company the recognition they deserve 
with a full week of activities to honor the dealership’s warehouse employees. 

Warehouse workers received different tokens of appreciation each 
day. “On Day One they had a catered breakfast from The Smoke House 
restaurant,” said Emily Murphy, marketing specialist. The next day they 
received baskets filled with warehouse necessities – new gloves, face masks 
and YETI cups with the Strickland “S”. “On the last day of the week we did a 
cook out barbeque and everybody got lunch,” she added. 

“The warehouse workers appreciate the gratitude that we have for them 
year round,” said Emily. “It was hard to fit all of our appreciation for those 
guys into one week.” Warehouse appreciation week will undoubtedly be 
repeated in years to come. “They do a lot of heavy lifting, literally; they make 
the business run,” she added. 

Alabama dealer Strickland Companies 
pays tribute to warehouse workers

Jennifer Smith of 
Minnesota-based 
Innovative Office 
Solutions named 
Most Admired CEO
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With the message “Keep Your Footprint Small – Shop Local,” The Office Shop, Brainerd, 
Minnesota, invited customers to its Customer Appreciation Day event held on April 27. 
“We have been doing this more than 30 years,” said Jodi Johnson, owner. “We always 
have it on the Friday of Administrative Professionals Week and invite as many reps to 
participate as we can get. We usually get ten to 12.”

The event includes a small tabletop show in the Brainerd store. “We ask the exhibitors 
to give out new product samples,” said Jodi. “Scott (Jodi’s husband and co-owner) and 
I greet attendees at the door and give them an Office Shop bag with a few samples. 
Customers come in, see what’s new, get a few samples and sign up for door prizes. ”

Close to 200 people attended the event, which this year had a strong sustainability 
theme. “We gave everyone a tree to plant,” said Jodi. “That was our way of saying thank 
you to all the customers who support us locally. It makes us different from Amazon and 
the big-box stores.”

This business is built on relationships, said Jodi. “Greeting customers isn’t work, we 
enjoy it. We get to see people who we talk to on the phone several times a month,” she 
said. “It’s the one time of year when they come in and we get to say thank you in person.” 

Minnesota dealer, The Office Shop, says 
‘thank you’ to customers 

Latson’s Office Solutions, 
Inc., Sulphur Springs, 
Texas, makes an effort 
to hold a customer 
appreciation event every 
couple of years. This year’s 
Customer Appreciation 
Event was held in early May 
at the dealership’s facility. 
Attendance was down some 
due to rain, but attendees still 
received the same high level 
of attention.

About eight manufacturers’ 
reps were also on hand to 
give out samples to thank 
customers and introduce 
new products, said Mike 
Horne, president. 

“We gave away four tickets 
to Texas Rangers games 
that were provided by S.P. 
Richards,” said Mike. In 
addition, a Lorell Westlake 
high-back executive chair, 
was also given to one of the 
attendees as a door prize.

The next customer 
appreciation event at 
Latson’s will most likely be 
held in two years. 

Texas dealer 
Latson’s holds 
customer 
appreciation 
event

Hummels Office Plus, Herkimer, New York, recently teamed up with its local chamber of 
commerce to co-host a special Administrative Professionals Show. Close to 250 people 
turned out for the event, which featured a new product show, plenty of door prizes from 
industry vendors and local businesses and even a DJ.

Hummels’ furniture division had a display and featured a Putt for Paws game in 
conjunction with the Humane Society. There was a putting strip and three putts cost $5. 
If a customer sank a putt, they were entered in a drawing. 

Nine vendors had table-top exhibits including Avery, 3M, S. P. Richards, Pilot and 
Papermate. The Herkimer store is a Hallmark Gold Crown store, and it exhibited as well. 
A Keurig exhibit made coffee and cappuccino for attendees.

New York dealer Hummels celebrates 
Administrative Professionals Day
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At Amplify Digital Marketing, we see 
ourselves as true storytellers in every 
sense of the term. But it isn't our story 
we want to tell - IT'S YOURS.

“We have been Amplify 
clients for over a year and 
could not be happier with the 
quality of the marketing 
services we receive.”

Jim George - President
Donnellon McCarthy Enterprises

“We now have an all-in-one
inbound marketing and sales
platform that helps us attract
prospects, convert leads, and

win deals.”

Aric Manion
President - Kelley Imaging Systems

Increase Leads,
Promote Services,
Amplify Your Brand

Ready to start a project?

Email us today at amplify@cloverservicesgroup.com

CLOVERSERVICES.COM 183918A | Clover Services Group, and its logo are trademarks owned by Clover Technologies 
Group, LLC, and may be registered in the United States and other countries.
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Tejas Office Products, Houston, has acquired two independent dealerships, 
Red Tag Business Products, LLC of Houston and Office Edge, based in Austin. 
Red Tag was acquired on February 1, and Office Edge was acquired on April 1.

These are the third and fourth acquisitions for the dealership since February 
2016. “These acquisitions allow further opportunities for Tejas employees, while 
improving market coverage throughout the state for all Tejas customers,” said 
Jennifer Prejean, sales support manager. The expansion now provides local 
representation not only in Houston and surrounding areas, but also in Austin and 
central Texas.

Both dealers had books of business of loyal customers who have already been 
introduced to the Tejas brand, said Jennifer. “It was a really good marriage for 
both locations as they needed to expand and didn’t have the resources to do it.” 

“We are extremely excited about both of these acquisitions,” said Stephen M. 
Fraga, Tejas president. “This allows us to continue to grow in Houston and the 
acquisition of Office Edge expands our footprint into central Texas.” 

After taking a year off and not doing a show, Northern Business Products, 
Duluth, Minnesota, came back with a strong event this past April. “We hold one 
annually and last year was the first time that we had taken a year off,” said Jim 
Farrell, co-owner. “We thought if we took a little break between shows it might 
revitalize them a little.”

Whether it was a result of the year off or just a generally upbeat economy, this 
year’s event was highly successful. “We had a pretty nice day and more than 
350 people came out,” said Jim.

The event ran from 10:00am-2:00pm and included lunch. The product 
tabletop show had 23 vendors including 3M, Sanford, HON, Avery, Safco and 
Rubbermaid. “People could come through, see new stuff, get some samples 
and maybe win a prize or two,” said Jim.  

Office Furniture Warehouse, 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, recently 
partnered with the Chattanooga 
Area Chamber of Commerce and 
green|spaces, a local consulting 
firm, to host a Business After 
Hours event which highlighted the 
importance of environmentally-
responsible business practices 
and policies.

Office Furniture Warehouse 
started as a seller of used office 
furniture. “We have diversified 
since our founding, but we 
discovered that there is an inherent 
green aspect to used furniture,” 
said Marley Lentz, marketing 
coordinator. “We tried to leverage 
our waste management and 
expand the general umbrella of 
sustainability,” she added. 

Green|spaces, through its 
program “Empower Chattanooga”, 
teaches low-income residents of 
Chattanooga low cost and no cost 
ways to reduce utility bills. 

For every task chair priced at 
more than $100 Office Furniture 
Warehouse sells, the dealership 
makes a donation to green|spaces. 
A check is cut quarterly and 
the money goes to support 
dissemination of information kits to 
residents and the physical staffing 
needed to keep the program 
running. 

At the Business After Hours 
Event, John “JJ” Jerman, Office 
Furniture Warehouse president, 
praised green|spaces as the perfect 
partner. “They help lower income 
communities make their homes 

Tennessee dealer 
Office Furniture 
Warehouse promotes 
sustainability with 
local chamber, 
eco-consultants

Texas dealer Tejas acquires two dealerships

Minnesota dealer Northern Business 
Products shows appreciation for customers
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Announcing our Q3 2018 Promotion

Purchase $75 of Avery®products listed in this flyer 
and receive a $25 Macy's® Gift Card by mail.
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For the latest details on our Q3 Best. Meeting. Ever. promotion and 
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New to the site?  Just click Register to get started.
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For the fourth year in a row, The Office BOSS Mail Center, 
Truckee, California, organized an amateur art contest 
for customers and other aspiring local Picassos. Called 
“pARTicipate,” the annual event invites amateur artists from the 
region to submit artwork which was displayed through Memorial 
Day at the dealership’s Mail Center location.

The show featured acrylic and oil paintings, watercolors, 
illustrations, photography, and even an illustrated children’s 
book¬—all based upon this year’s theme of Transformation, 
which prompted a wide variety of interpretations.

Winners were selected by a panel of judges that included 
local artists as well as Office BOSS owner Carrie Ridgel. 
Participants in the show ranged from four-year-old Jacob 
Svitana and his experimental watercolor piece to 90-year-old 
Rich Schneider who won Best in Show for his technically 
precise, watercolor painting of a misty forest transforming from 
winter into spring.

In the 14-and-Under category, the top honors went to Siena 
Lyra Lopez (age 14) for her painting of an “Unusually Large 
Bunny” towering over a pine forest. In the adult category, the 
award for Best Photograph went to Samaara Robbins for her 
stunning shot of a robin in flight.

In the end, everyone left inspired, not just by the artists’ work, 
but by the power of art itself to speak to our emotions and help 
express moods and feelings that words alone cannot. “Artwork 
doesn’t need to be perfect. It’s more about experimenting, 
seeing what happens when you put a blank canvas in front of 
you and a brush in your hand. You never know what’s going to 
happen,” explained Carrie.

The Office BOSS, Truckee, 
California, celebrates 
amateur artwork

While customer appreciation events typically 
feature tabletop exhibits and product information, 
Sayes Office Supply, Alexandria, Louisiana, added 
an extra dimension to theirs this year, when they 
put customers on the spot and had them perform 
or play games to win prizes. Close to 400 people 
were in attendance at the Sai Convention Center to 
discover how important Sayes feels customers are 
to its success. 

The event was promoted with radio ads, on social 
media such as Facebook and with flyers that were 
included with every delivery, reported Diana Rogers 
Deville, sales manager.

All attendees were entered into drawings for door 
prizes that ranged from gift cards and trips to local 
theme parks and special events as well as a $500 
grand prize. 

“There were games that attendees could play 
to win some of the larger prizes,” said Diana. “It 
was very interactive and people were constantly 
coming up to do something crazy.” The DJs would 
put on music and ask attendees to sing the lyrics or 
stand up pool noodles and run around them without 
knocking them over. 

Another event had attendees wearing pantyhose 
on their heads with a tennis ball hanging from the top. 
Without using their hands, they had to use the tennis 
ball to knock over water bottles standing on the floor. 

The event was first started by Shirley Hayes, mother 
of current owner Kenny Sayes, who dedicated the 
event to secretaries. The dedication has evolved from 
secretaries to administrative professionals but the 
message remains the same: “If you live and work in 
central Louisiana this event is for you,” said Diana. 
“We want to celebrate you and all that you do to make 
the business that you work for successful.”

Louisisana dealer Sayes 
Office Supplies entertains 
customers
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zen says:
make your best impressions in steel,
and you will never be forgotten

Zebra Pen’s full line of STEEL branded writing 

instruments are designed for the task at hand. 

Whether your customer sits in the high rise 

downtown or built it, STEEL is rugged enough 

to withstand challenging environments, and yet 

stylish enough to complement any professional. 

For more information about the STEEL family of solutions, visit us at zebrapen.com

Long cap o� time!

Bullet point, refillable

Writes on metal, glass, plastic,
and more!

•

•

•

UP TO

5DAYS

Stainless Steel Permanent Marker

NEW

http://www.zebrapen.com
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EVOS Office Products, Chandler, 
Arizona, came to the rescue this 
Easter season for children in homeless 
shelters and low-income programs. 
The dealership donated 60 Easter 
baskets full of treats, gifts and more to 
A New Leaf, which provides essential 
community resources including 
homeless and domestic violence 
shelters, foster care, counseling and 
other essential services.

“EVOS has been working with A New 
Leaf for about seven years,” said Phil 
Barnett, vice president of sales and 
marketing at EVOS. The organization 
works to get a new start, a new lease 

Arizona dealer EVOS Office Products donates 
Easter baskets for Children in Need

It may not be a promotion that every 
dealer can use, but Stevens-Ness 
Law Publishing Co., Portland, 
Oregon, has built a considerable 
following with its Pen of the Month 
Club program. 

Customers gain entry to the 
club with a $10 purchase at the 
store, and when they sign up 
for membership, new members 
receive a free Pentel Energel 
pen, said Mitzi Eichner, general 
manager. They can bring the pen 
into the store at any time during 
the year for a free refill. They also 
receive a membership card and 
receive a signature every month 
they visit the store.

“If they get ten out of a possible 
12 signatures they are included in 
a drawing for a free pen from our 
case of fine writing instruments,” 
said Mitzi. Last year there were 
close to 600 club members. “The 
total list of people who have been 
members is close to 1,500,” she 
added. 

The store is located in downtown 
Portland but that doesn’t 
necessarily mean it gets a lot of foot 
traffic and the pen club helps drive 
more. “People are fanatical about 
pens so it increases our reach,” 
said Mitzi.

The pen year runs from May 1 
through April 30. The first day of 
the new pen year was busy with 
a special promotion that worked 
to increase participation. “It they 
brought a friend who had never 
been a member before, the new 
member received an Energel but 
the referring member received an 
Energel Alloy pen,” explained Mitzi.

Pen club boosts 
foot traffic and 
business for 
Oregon dealer 
Stevens-Ness

After an acquisition earlier this year, this year’s customer event was even more important 
for Eakes Office Solutions, Grand Island, Nebraska. Eakes acquired Latches of Lincoln, 
Nebraska, in January and took the opportunity of a new products show to introduce 
former Latches’ customers to all the new offerings that were now available, including an 
augmented sales force. 

“We really wanted to introduce those customers to all the services that Eakes offers,” 
said Sandy Faber, marketing manager. Along with office supplies, the Lincoln Product 
Show featured copiers and printers from Sharp as well as Steelcase furniture, both 
product lines that were previously unavailable to Latches’ customers. The event also 
highlighted the synergy between the Eakes and Latches sales teams.

The product show ran from 11:00am-2:00pm at the Eakes facility and featured 24 
manufacturers: 11 janitorial and 13 office products. Also on the agenda: seminars and 
demonstrations presented by janitorial vendors and a look at Eakes’ own private-label 
chemicals line. 

There was good interaction at the show and the vendors were pleased with the level of 
participation. “Vendors commented that customers were engaged and wanted to listen to 
them when they talked,” said Sandy. “It was one of the best product shows we’ve had.”

Nebraska dealer Eakes holds product show; 
showcases combined sales teams

on life, for all sorts of people in the 
community. “Our owner’s wife bought 
all the products that went into the 
Easter baskets and then employees 
spent time putting the baskets 
together,” said Phil.
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“Made in America” is alive and well.  Everything from automobiles to planes and paper are still manufactured in United States.  For over 50 years, Paris 
has been manufacturing high quality forms and specialty papers in Westampton, New Jersey. Our products are used in a variety of applications - 

so whether you are selling a hospital, university, financial or government organization be sure to mention DocuGard & PrintWorks on your next call!

© 2018, Paris Corporation  

DocuGard and PrintWorks specialty papers are available in various colors, weights, sizes and formats as well as custom configurations.  
For additional information or samples, please contact our Customer Service team at 800-523-6454 or customerservice@pariscorp.com.

Also available through

Security Papers

If you sell healthcare - make sure 
you mention DocuGard secure 
prescription blanks. Perfect for 
offices & institutions that print 
prescriptions & confidential 
medical records.

Business Checks

Our check blanks are compatible 
with most accounting software 
packages - perfect for companies 
who handle their own payroll and 
accounts payable.

Prepunched papers are perfect for 
offices that make GBC, Velobind or 
Spiral booklets.  Why spend 
countless hours punching paper, 
when you can just print and bind?

Preperforated papers are perfect 
for any office or organization that 
prints invoices/statements, gift 
certificates, direct mail, manuals, 
presentations and more.  

Punched PapersPerforated Papers

Dave has been with Paris 
for 40+ years - here you see 
him prepping a paper roll 
that gets converted into 
DocuGard Security Paper.

mailto:customerservice%40pariscorp.com?subject=


JUNE 2018 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 14

Winner’s Circle CONTINUED FROM PAGE 12

The 10th Annual Office Products Expo at Office Solutions 
& Services, Missoula, Montana in May was notable for 
the record attendance it generated. “We have averaged 
around 120 in the past,” said Darla Nokleby, COO. “This 
year we reached 170. They are our top customers and the 
right people.”

One of the particularly popular happenings at the Expo 
is the Ugly Chair Contest that is held every year. “Visitors 
vote on pictures submitted by other attendees,” said 
Darla. “The owner of the chair with the most votes gets a 
brand new chair. The ugly chair contest is always a hit.”

Darla said that a couple of differences this year might 
have resulted in increased attendance. A new sales 
rep has been calling on a lot of new accounts and that 
resulted in higher attendance. This was also the first time 
that Darla has used Constant Contact to handle invites.

“In the past it was always a manual invitation from us,” 

Montana dealer OS2 garners 
record turnout at annual office 
products expo

she said. “Now with Constant Contact people get the 
information, can click the link and RSVP. And a reminder 
goes out the day before the event. Constant Contact is 
evolving, and is now easier than ever to use.” 

http://www.leeproducts.com
mailto:info%40leeproducts.com?subject=
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SECRETS of success
Apex Office Products, Tampa, Florida
There’s a half-full, half-empty feel about 
business of late at Apex Office Products 
in Tampa, While total revenue has 
increased over the past several years, 
margins, especially on office products, 
have shrunk. 

“Competition from online retailers 
has caused us to change our business 
model slightly, as we have had to adjust 
pricing to win more business,” says 
company CEO Alex Llorente. “The 
fact that margins have been shrinking 
consistently in office products has made 
us focus heavily on other categories 
outside the normal everyday office 
products category.”

The categories that are pushed to 
grow margins include furniture, janitorial, 
break room, safety and promotional 
products. 

The janitorial category has been 
especially effective in positioning Apex 
as a solid alternative to its online and 
big-box competitors. Janitorial supplies 
enable salespeople to target a different 
buyer to the one who purchases office 
supplies, and that allows the dealership 
to develop deeper relationships with 
existing accounts.

Even within the janitorial category, 
pricing issues push Apex to explore 
alternative sources. “We have to buy 
some items direct as we wouldn’t be 
competitive buying them through the 
wholesale channel,” says Llorente. 
Direct purchases can be anything from 
cups, to paper towels, to toilet paper, to 
chemicals. 

When business slowed a decade 
ago, one Apex salesperson took it upon 
himself to pursue new opportunities. “He 

would go into bars and restaurants and 
built a book of business with items such 
as aluminum pans and to-go containers,” 
says Llorente. It wasn’t the typical 
offering from an office products dealer 
back then. 

“Normally we wouldn’t go after a 
restaurant but based on conditions at 
the time and items in stock it helped us,” 
says Llorente. “Due to his good work, the 
sector expanded into all the sales team’s 
activities.” Additionally, once sales of 
restaurant supplies began, it opened the 
door for purchases of office supplies. 

The current focus at Apex is on new 
business development and organic 
growth from existing customers. Inside 
and outside teams work in consort to 
achieve growth. “With inside and outside 
teams we emphasize the size and 
scope of accounts,” says Llorente. The 
inside team focuses more on smaller 
accounts, and the outside team goes 
after enterprise accounts. “The real push 
for us right now is to make our sales team 
stronger.” That includes adding some 
inside salespeople as well as right-sizing 
the outside team to increase coverage in 
certain markets.

The competitive landscape is in flux, 
not just for Apex but for dealers across 
the country, suggests Llorente. Rising 
costs impact everyone. 
“We have seen several 
paper price increases 
this year already,” 
says Llorente. Also on 
everybody’s mind is the 
impending merger of 
Essendant and S. P. 
Richards or Staples’ 

Key Management: Alex Llorente, 
CEO; Shannon Evans, COO; Martha 
Landis, Furniture Vice President; 
Aurore Caron, Office Manager, 
Inverness; Dorothy Bailey, Office 
Manager, Tampa
 Products Carried: Office Products, 
Furniture, Janitorial, Chemical, 
Safety, Promotional, Restaurant 
Supplies
Year founded: 1981
 No of Employees: 60
Key Business Partners: TriMega, 
SP Richards, Essendant, AOPD
www.apexop.com

purchase of Essendant. He questions 
whether wholesale pricing will remain 
consistent across first-call dealers from 
either wholesaler. He already uses 
TriMega for purchases and sees it 
becoming even more important. “If we 
are unable to compete on price from 
the wholesale channel we will have to 
increase buying group purchases and 
increase stocking levels.” 

In the current sales environment, it is 
more important than ever to listen closely 
to customers. “They get weighed down 
with so much information,” says Llorente. 
“A company like us can sit down and 
help them sift through the different 
offerings.” Apex salespeople can explain 
that low prices they may be quoted 
usually translate to lower service levels 
and invariably those low prices rise in a 
short time.

“We look at thriving, not just 
surviving,” says Llorente. “It’s 
about how we can buy right 
and be competitive and not 
lose a customer over a few 
dollars’ difference on an invoice, 
when the value we bring to them 
is so much higher.” 

PROSUMER SolutionsTM

The benefits and simplicity you value  from consumer products 
with the  professional-strength performance and  innovation you’d 
expect from Diversey.

DiverseyBrands.com
Trusted by the Cleaning IndustryTM

Behold® and Endust® are registered trademarks of Nakoma Products LLC.
Black Flag®, Cutter®, and Repel® are registered trademarks of United Industries Corporation.

The CRYOVAC™ mark is a trademark of, and used under license from, Sealed Air Corporation (US).

© 2018 Diversey, Inc. All Rights Reserved.  
*The hummingbird and wing shape logo is a trademark of Diversey, Inc.
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If you have news to share - email it to  

news@IDealerCentral.com

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 
has issued a request for additional 
information (also known as a “Second 
Request”) from Essendant and 
S.P. Richards owner Genuine Parts 
Company (GPC) with regard to their 
proposed merger, indicating concerns 
over potential antitrust issues.

Although expected by some,the move 
will extend the period of uncertainty 
over the merger as it resets the FTC’s 
decision deadline until 30 days after 
the two companies involved have 
certified “substantial compliance” with 
the Second Request. According to 
major law firm Latham & Watkins, this 
process can often take several months 
to complete.

Essendant also revealed on June 
6 that the contingent cash payment 
of $4.00 per share, provided by 
non-transferrable right to Essendant 
Shareholders proposed by GPC as part 
of its improved offer, could not be agreed 
upon by the two companies. This is due 
to considerations of the taxes and other 
charges the payment would incur.

Federal Trade Commission issues Second Request in Essendant/ 
S.P. Richards merger as Staples owner pushes on with hostile bid

The original merger agreement, 
which valued S.P. Richards at around 
$680 million, including a one-time 
cash payment to GPC of $347 
million, will therefore not be altered. 
It remains in effect, however, and the 
Essendant board has not changed its 
recommendation that shareholders 
vote in favor of the transaction.

Approval still needed
If it gets the necessary shareholder and 
regulatory approvals, the merger will 
create a new, $7 billion company that 
will operate under the Essendant name 
and under the leadership of current 
Essendant president and CEO Ric 
Phillips. Current Essendant CFO Janet 
Zelenka would continue in that role 
with the new company with current S.P. 
Richards CEO Rick Toppin assuming 
the chief operating officer position.

With the proposed deal between 
the two long-time rivals originally 
announced in April, the industry as 
whole had hardly started to absorb 
the news when word came of Staples’ 
owner Sycamore Partners’ interest  
in Essendant.

According to a regulatory filing with 
the SEC, Staples sent a letter to Phillips 
and the Essendant board of directors 
on April 17 to express its interest in 
engaging with the wholesaler regarding 
a proposal to buy the company for 
$11.50 per share in cash.

Staples suggested the offer delivered 
a significant premium to Essendant 
shareholders over the proposed S.P. 
Richards agreement and would create 
fewer potential antitrust problems.

Essendant responded to Staples’ 
letter ten days later, saying it was 
unable to enter into discussions with 
the big box under the terms of the GPC 
merger agreement and that it did not 
consider Staples’ offer would result in a 
superior proposal.

Staples followed up with a revised 
proposal on April 29, asserting it 
would be “able to identify incremental 
value opportunities” resulting in a 
“significantly” more valuable offer. 
Staples also contended its offer 
represented a 45% premium over the 
value placed on the proposed merger. 
“We remain committed to acquiring all 
of the outstanding shares of Essendant 
common stock,” said the Staples letter.

As a result of this improved offer 
and as part of its fiduciary duty to 
shareholders, Essendant sent a draft 
of an “Acceptable Confidentiality 
Agreement” to Staples on May 10, 
followed by a revised version on 
May 17, the terms of which were still 
being reviewed by Staples and its 
representatives as we went to press.

It was also revealed in the filing that as 
of May 16, Sycamore, via an entity called 
Emu Investments, owned around 37 
million, or 9.9%, of Essendant’s common 
stock, which it had acquired in the first half 
of May at a cost of just over $34 million.

The Essendant board then adopted 
a stockholder rights plan, intended to 
stop Sycamore Partners from increasing 
its shareholding beyond that 9.9% as it 
would trigger a so-called “poison pill”, 
which allows for a dividend in the form of 
preferred share rights to be distributed 
to shareholders. »

mailto:news%40IDealerCentral.com?subject=
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Register Today!

Education Forums on the 
Hottest Topics!
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Challenging
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Opportunities!

Hard-Hitting &
Action Oriented

Tons of Fun as New Orleans 
Lights It Up for 2018!

The Big Easy
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Industry Movers & Shakers!

Join an
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• Free Hotel Accommodations!
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Join Independent Stationers and TriMega 
this October for EPIC 2018. This year, 
EPIC takes our “Disrupt Ordinary” 
theme to the Big Easy for our industry’s 
Big Event! This year’s event will be 
hosted by the spectacular Hyatt Regency 
New Orleans, so mark your calendar 
for EPIC 2018 and for EPIC 2018 and register today!
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If the poison pill is triggered, then the rights are 
exercisable at a price of $33 per common share, making it 
prohibitively expensive for Sycamore to acquire Essendant.

The rights plan was later modified after it emerged that 
Sycamore had increased its holding to 11.6% on May 17, 
the day the plan was adopted. This action did not trigger 
the pill, but any further stock acquisition would under the 
modified plan.

Following the Sycamore bid, GPC improved its terms for 
the merger, making a new offer to Essendant that could value 
shares at $12, slightly higher than the offer from Sycamore, it 
is this improved bid that will not be included in the deal.

Sycamore Partners, on the other hand, is showing no 
signs that attempts by the Essendant board’s to block its 
hostile takeover bid have dampened its ardor for acquiring 
the wholesaler.

The private equity firm lodged forms with the Securities 
and Exchange Commission (SEC) in line with antitrust 
regulations for a hostile bid under the Hart-Scott-Rodino Act. 

Meanwhile, the competing merger plans sent Essendant’s 
share price sharply upwards, reaching a high of $14.51 on 
May 30 and sitting at $14.10 as INDEPENDENT DEALER 
went to press—both significantly higher than any of the 
proposed offers to date, suggesting that the market is 
expecting the bidding for the wholesaler to continue.

GETTING 
ORGANIZED JUST 

GOT EASIER.

1-800-251-8184 
www.tennsco.com/ID

At Tennsco, we understand your 

hurdles and offer you affordable 

storage solutions with on-time delivery 

and superior customer support. With 

a wide variety of quality products to 

choose from, we have a solution for 

you. Now, that’s Storage Made Easy.

Carolina Wholesale Group announced in May that it has 
taken on the day-to-day business operations of Vista, 
California-based Gilpez Office Products as part of its 
Arlington Industries subsidiary. The acquisition follows the 
retirement of previous owners Gil and Esther Perez.

The Perez family ran Gilpez for over 40 years and the firm 
prided itself on providing a high level of personal service to 
office machine dealers and office supply stores. Gilpez Office 
Products did not sell to end users or warehouse clubs and 
were in business solely to serve dealers.

“We have been trade partners with the Perez family for 
decades, have respected their 
business and wish their family 
the best in the future,” stated 
Larry Huneycutt, president and 
owner of Carolina Wholesale 
Group. “We welcome their 
loyal dealers into our family 
and our team looks forward 
to enhancing their product 
selection and sales solutions in 
the coming months.”

Carolina Wholesale Group 
acquires Gilpez Office Products

Larry Huneycutt

http://www.tennsco.com/id
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HOPE
For more than three decades, City of Hope’s National Business 
Products Industry has raised more than $175 million toward lifesaving 
cancer and diabetes research at City of Hope.

The 2018 Generations for Hope campaign honoring 
Rick Toppin of S.P. Richards Co. recognizes the individuals and 
families that have spanned across generations in the o�  ce products 
industry — people like Mark Whitlow of Offi ce Products Alliance. 

Whitlow began OPA back in 1993, today celebrating 25 years in the 
industry. “Time fl ies when you are having fun? I don’t have to tell any of you, it has not been easy but it has been rewarding. We have all 
faced many challenges and will face more, but I believe we as an industry will continue to be an integral part of our respective communities.” 
Whitlow is also a cancer survivor. “All of us will deal with cancer in our lives in some fashion, period. It is our obligation to do our best to fi nd 
ways to cure and prevent this disease. It could not be closer to home for me than the advancements made at City of Hope. The technology 
behind the development of Rituxan was developed at City of Hope. I utilized this drug during my initial treatments and I still do today. My 
doctors have prescribed this drug as my preventative maintenance to keep my cancer from coming back. What more of a gift in life can you 
ask for?”

For more information on the 2018 “Generations for Hope” campaign, visit CityofHope.org/nbpi.

Rick Toppin
2018 Spirit of Life Honoree
President and CEO
S.P. Richards Co.

Mark Whitlow
Offi ce Products Alliance

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

SEPTEMBER 4 TO 6
City of Hope Industry Challenge 

Pebble Beach, CA

JULY 30 TO 31
Honoree Golf Outing 
Lake Oconee, Georgia

HOSTED BY

Reynolds Lake Oconee sets the backdrop for 
the 2018 Honoree Golf Outing. The Rees Jones 
designed course provides for breathtaking views 
of Lake Oconee and recognized as one of the 
best courses you can play by Golf Week and Golf 
Magazine.

SEPTEMBER 12
Howard Wolf Golf Classic 

Cantingy Golf Club-Wheaton, Illinois
HOSTED BY

SEPTEMBER 13 
2018 Spirit of Life® Gala
Honoring Rick Toppin of 

S.P. Richards Co. 
Navy Pier-Chicago, Illinois

ALREADY ON BOARD FOR 2018!

For more information, visit CityofHope.org/nbpi 

http://www.cityofhope.org/nbpi
http://www.cityofhope.org/nbpi
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HPFi (High Point Furniture Industries) has appointed 
Workplace Answers, based in the metro Atlanta, 
Georgia area, to represent the company’s products 
in the state of Georgia.

“The partnership between Workplace Answers 
and HPFi is a very exciting next step initiative as it 
relates to our target focus in the state of Georgia,” 
said Doug Gaines, vice president of sales for HPFi. 
“The diverse business base and strong vertical 
sectors present a tremendous growth opportunity 
for both organizations.”

A full service independent rep organization with the 
ability to assist dealers and designers with design 
layout and specification services, Workplace Answers 
was formed in June 2017 by Scott Taliaferro, who has 
been representing manufacturers in Georgia for over 
20 years. He was joined by Allyson Sims in March this 
year. Sims had previously served in various sales and 
design roles within furniture dealerships.

For further information on Workplace Answers  
or HPFi, visit www.workplace-answers.com or  
www.hpfi.com.

HPFi selects Workplace 
Answers in Georgia

We are obsessed  
with the world of office furniture.  
 
If you’re struggling to navigate  
this complex market,  
we’re here to help. 
• Industry workshops
• Strategy sessions
• Grassroots research studies
• And more (lots more)

Sharing industry knowledge, growing industry insights. 

Learn more about what we do at  
contractconsultinggroup.com/2018/projects/

Avery Products Corporation has announced the latest version of 
its Design & Print software that allows users to work on custom 
projects while not in the office. The update makes it easier to 
personalize the firm’s labels, cards, tickets, t-shirts and tags from 
mobile devices, Avery said.

With the new software users are able to upload and edit 
images from phones, the Avery image gallery and social media; 
browse Avery professional design galleries for inspiration; open 
and edit saved projects from any device; personalize a blank or 
professionally designed template, and print projects. 

Along with being able to print to a wireless printer from their 
mobile device, users can also email a PDF of their finished 
project to another device for easy printing at another time or have 
them printed using Avery’s WePrint facility.

“We know that inspiration can strike at any time so we’ve made 
it easier for consumers to work on their Avery projects whenever 
and wherever it’s convenient for them,” said Allison Phillips, vice 
president and general manager, Avery Printable Media Group. 
“They can start a project on their laptop at home or work, save it to 
their account and then re-open it on their phone. Whether they’re in 
a car waiting for practice to end, commuting on a plane or train or 
waiting for an appointment, users can browse, personalize, save, 
print and email their Avery projects from almost anywhere.”

To learn more, visit avery.com/software/design-and-print.

New from Avery: Mobile design software

http://www.workplace-answers.com
http://www.hpfi.com
http://avery.com/software/design-and-print
http://contractconsultinggroup.com/2018/projects/
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Clover Technology Group, parent 
company of Clover Imaging Group, 
has launched a new division to offer a 
suite of business services designed 
to engage and attract prospects, 
support dealers and drive forward the 
profitability of their businesses.

Clover Services Group combines a 
number of programs: Amplify Digital 
Marketing, which provides dealers 
with customized web content, design 
and strategy to fit the vertical markets 
they are targeting; Axess Professional 
Services, giving dealers the tools to 
sell, implement and manage MPS 
programs with their customers and 
the TechLink 2.0 program, which 
offers dealers help with technology 
support needs.

Clover also announced at the end of 
May that to augment the TechLink 2.0 
platform, Clover Services Group has 
partnered with BoxScore, developers 
of an online tool that will give printer 
service providers an easy, real-time 
method to acquire customer feedback.

Clover Technology Group launches new business service division, 
releases White Paper on remans versus new build compatibles

“We are excited to offer a powerful 
sales tool like BoxScore to our 
customers,” said Chris Sinibaldi, senior 
vice president TechLink service and 
training for Clover Services Group. 
“As we continue to enhance our 
Techlink 2.0 services platform, we 
will roll out even more services like 
BoxScore to help our dealers increase 
customer retention while driving higher 
profitability.” 

Separately, Clover Imaging Group 
announced it has published a white 
paper on the legal, quality, and 
environmental risks to consider when 
choosing between remanufactured 
and newly built compatible print 
consumables.

“We would like office equipment 
suppliers and managed print service 
vendors to be aware of the risks that 
are involved with purchasing newly 
built compatible cartridges,” said Luke 
Goldberg, executive vice president of 
global sales and marketing at Clover 
Imaging Group. 

Fellowes Brands has announced 
that Beth Wright will be joining its 
senior management team in the role 
of vice president, strategic growth, 
reporting directly to president and 
CEO John Fellows. 

“Clover Imaging Group strongly 
believes that our remanufactured 
cartridges are better quality and more 
environmentally sustainable than 
newly built compatible cartridges while 
respecting OEM intellectual property 
rights. This paper not only tells our side 
of the story, it backs that story up with 
historical examples and independent 
third party findings.”

To download a copy of the new white 
paper, visit https://www.cloverimaging.
com/CIG-white-paper.

Beth Wright joins Fellowes as new strategic growth VP
In this newly created role, 

Wright will oversee expansionary 
opportunities for Fellowes in 
business professional categories and 
channels. She will provide leadership 
for this new strategic business unit as 
well as collaborate with the existing 
teams to identify and implement 
enhanced opportunities for 
customers to partner with Fellowes, 
the company said.

 “We are thrilled to welcome Beth 
into the Fellowes family,” said John 
Fellowes. “Beth’s skillsets and 
personality will synergistically enable 
our strategic growth plan, THRIVE2020, 
while augmenting our senior leadership 
team and strengthening our future 
business prospects.”

Wright commented, “Fellowes has 
built a strong foundation and brand 
presence in our industry over the 
years and I am eager to add value 
and accelerate the company’s growth 
plans. It is a great time to join the 
team and be a part of the exciting 
direction the company is heading.”

Wright has developed a track 
record of success and a legacy 
of driving growth with business 
channel partners in both the U.S. and 
Europe through her experience at 
Daisytek, Cardinal Brands and most 
recently as chief commercial officer 
at Bi-silque. In 2017, she received 
the Professional of the Year award 
from the European Office Products 
Association.

https://www.cloverimaging.com/CIG-white-paper
https://www.cloverimaging.com/CIG-white-paper
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Office furniture manufacturer 
Inscape has announced the 
promotion of John Gols to the 
position of chief commercial officer.

In his new role, Gols will lead the 
integration of Inscape’s externally 
driven sales force with a key internal 
driver, supply chain. As a result, 
both sales and supply chain now report to Gols.

“This promotion supports our efforts to improve the connection 
between sales and the entire supply chain to improve fulfilment, 
responsiveness and efficiency,” said company CEO Brian Mirsky. 
“John has made significant contributions to Inscape’s success, 
including strengthening our sales team, expanding our committed 
distribution, building brand awareness and helping to secure key 
accounts. John has more than 20 years’ sales experience in the 
office furniture industry and his broad range of expertise will be an 
asset in his new role.”

Inscape promotes 
John Gols to chief 
commercial officer

International writing instrument manufacturer 
Zebra Pen Corp. is to continue its partnership 
with the Association of Zoos and Aquariums 
(AZA), the AZA SAFE: Saving Animals From 
Extinction program, the Saint Louis Zoo, and 
Grevy’s Zebra Trust for the fifth consecutive year.

With the support of Zebra Pen, AZA-accredited 
facilities are working to conserve the endangered 
Grevy’s zebra and its fragile habitat through the 
Grevy’s Zebra Trust. The Kenya-based trust was 
registered as an independent charitable wildlife 
conservation trust in early 2007. 

The trust works in partnership with 
communities in Northern Kenya to restore critical 
habitat for the animals, protect them from illegal 
killing, monitor local zebra populations and 
help them survive during time of environmental 
stress. The trust is also dedicated to increasing 
conservation awareness and fostering positive 
attitudes towards the species and its habitat. 

In addition to the Grevy’s Zebra Trust, Zebra 
Pen continues to support the AZA SAFE 
program with its annual contribution to help aid 
in the conservation of endangered animals and 
their habitats. 

“We are thrilled to have the opportunity to 
partner with the AZA for the fifth year in a row,” 
said Ken Newman, director of marketing at 
Zebra Pen Corporation. “Our company was 
named Zebra because of the animal’s strong 
herding instinct and we’re proud to assemble 
our herd to support a cause so close to our 
hearts. Our spokesanimal Zen is a Grevy’s zebra 
and it’s important to our company to support 
the creatures that make our world a beautiful 
place to live. We are excited to continue raising 
awareness and educating people on the 
importance of saving endangered species.” 

Zebra Pen announces 
continuing partnership with 
Zebra Conservation Groups

Contract furniture dealer group INDEAL has announced a 
new partnership with Horizon Keystone Financial, allowing 
the organization‘s dealer members the option of adding a 
market-proven financing program to their service offering.

Based in Mt Laurel, New Jersey, Horizon Keystone Financial 
is a leading provider of financial solutions to small businesses 
with a special emphasis on office furniture. The company offers a 
quick and easy application process by which most clients obtain 
same-day credit approval and qualified dealers receive 50-100% 
payment prior to order on every project.

“When budgets are tight and businesses of all types and sizes 
are looking to preserve precious cash flow, financing offers an 
attractive way for the dealer’s customers to gain use of product 
they might not otherwise be able to afford,” commented INDEAL 
co-founder Dave Gatherum. 

“Our partnership with Horizon Keystone gives our dealer 
members access to a market leader in the furniture finance 
solutions arena with a record of service excellence that goes back 
over twenty years. In addition, it provides them with resources 
to add new value in the marketplace and strengthen those 
all-important customer relationships.”

For more information, visit indeal.org or horizonkeystone.com.

INDEAL dealer group looks to Horizon 
Keystone for new furniture financing 
program for members

http://indeal.org
http://horizonkeystone.com
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It’s always a good idea to have extra batteries on hand to keep your 
business running smoothly as well as power through an emergency 
event. In 2017, there was $306 billion in damage across the US. 
Are you prepared to power through this year?

Matt Homan has been named the 
new president and CEO of Liberty 
Diversified International (LDI), a 
New Hope, Minneapolis-based 
manufacturer of packaging, office 
furniture and building products 
and parent company of Safco  
and Mayline.

Homan will assume leadership of 
the day-to-day management of the 
company and will report to board 
chairman Mike Fiterman. During the 
months ahead, Fiterman and Homan 
will work side-by-side to ensure a 
smooth and successful transition.  

Homan most recently served as 
president of the Off-Road Vehicles 
division of Polaris Industries, where he 
held a variety of leadership positions 
since joining the company in 2002. 

He is credited with successfully 

leading and building the off-road 
vehicles business into one of 
Polaris’s largest divisions. Prior to 
Polaris, he worked in key marketing 
positions at General Mills and West 
Publishing (now Thomson Reuters). 

“In addition to his successful track 
record growing businesses, Matt’s 
deep manufacturing expertise 
and proven leadership abilities will 
be essential as LDI celebrates its 
100th anniversary in business and 
prepares for the next century of 
success,” said Fiterman. 

“Matt is an exceptional, authentic 
leader who has embraced our 
deeply held values and is ready to 
lead LDI as we grow to a $1 billion 
company and beyond. We are 
incredibly fortunate to welcome him 
to the LDI family.” 

New leadership for Liberty Diversified International, 
parent company of Safco and Mayline
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Health and hygiene specialists GOJO 
Industries has announced that Marcella 
Kanfer Rolnick, a third generation member 
of the Lippman-Kanfer family, will assume 
the role of executive chair for the 72-year-old 
family enterprise. 

Kanfer Rolnick’s focus will be to ensure 
that the conditions are in place for continued 
sustainable competitive advantage. 

As vice chair since 2007, Kanfer Rolnick 
has helped steer the enterprise with her 
father, Joe Kanfer, and the GOJO leadership 
team. This progression continues a pattern 
of collaboration across multiple generations 
of family leadership—a legacy begun by the 
wife-and-husband team of Goldie and Jerry 
Lippman in 1946.

Joe Kanfer, previously chair and CEO, is 
transitioning to the role of chair and venturer. 
He will mentor, coach and help shape GOJO 
strategy in partnership with Kanfer Rolnick 
and other GOJO leaders.

“Our world and the markets GOJO serves 
are continually changing but what will not 
change is our commitment to GOJO values 
and our highly collaborative, adaptive, 
customer-focused, team-based ways of 
working,” said Kanfer Rolnick. 

GOJO enters the 
next stage of family 
leadership

Multinational sales and marketing services agency Highlands has announced 
that Michelle (Mickey) Sandor has joined the firm as business development 
manager, responsible for building relationships within the multi-family and 
hospitality channels in the U.S. 

Sandor’s background as a hospitality specialist at HD Supply gives her 
the insight and knowledge to accelerate sales for Highlands’ clients, the 
company said.

“Mickey’s prior experience working in sales for HD Supply and on the 
manufacturer side—calling on the hospitality—vertical make her a great fit 
for Highlands as we move to support our partners and grow market share 
in these key business sectors,” says Mike Douglas, VP  of sales for the 
company’s central and west divisions.

Mickey Sandor joins Highlands as 
business development manager
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The Managed Print Services Association 
(MPSA) has announced the winners of 
its 2018 Global MPSA MPS Leadership 
Awards. Ten winners were announced 
for seven categories at the 2018 ITEX 
Show in Las Vegas last month.

Winners of the awards, which honor 
excellence in various MPS-related 
areas, were selected by a panel of 
industry leaders chosen from the MPSA 
membership and led by members of 
the MPSA executive committee.

“The nominees this year were 
outstanding and should give everyone 
in our industry great confidence in the 
future of MPS,” said MPSA president 
Doug Bies. The 2018 award winners are:
Best MPS Innovation Award – Clover 
Imaging Group, Print Audit and 
GreatAmerica Financial Services 
Corporation (one award for a 

Managed Print Services Assn. announces Leadership Award winners

collaborative approach)
Independent MPS Plus Provider  – 
Guy Brown Diverse Business Solutions
Managed Print Infrastructure 
Provider – Supplies Network
Regional Managed Print Services 
Provider – Xtandit
MPS Software Provider – Tiger Paw
MPS Professional Services Provider 
– GreatAmerica Financial Services
Outstanding MPS Contribution by 
an Individual

• Ron Alphin, ABM Federal and 
MPSA Board Member

• Josie Heskje, GreatAmerica 
Financial Services and MPSA 
Marketing & Communications 
Committee Chairperson

• Kevin Campbell, Independent 
Senior Executive Consultant and 
MPSA Education Committee 
Chairperson
For more information, visit http://

yourmpsa.org.

mailto:sales%40gopd.com?subject=
http://yourmpsa.org
http://yourmpsa.org
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In Memoriam: 
former Conwell 
Inc. owner 
Douglas John Rip
Veteran industry sales rep Doug Rip, who 
worked for lines such as Faber Castell, 
Avery, K&M Company, Elmer’s, Pentel 
and Duck Tape, died May 22 following a 
long, courageous battle with leukemia. 

Doug began as a field rep with 
Conwell Inc. in the late 70s. He bought 
the business in the mid 90s and ran it 
until he sold the commercial portion of 
the company to Highlands Group in 
2010. He maintained his mass-market 
business until 18 months ago.

At a young age Doug was 
heartbroken by the loss of his father, 
Jan Rip. From that loss, Doug focused 
on rebuilding his life and graduated 

from Highland High School in the first 
graduating class, served in the U.S. 
Army and married his high school 
sweetheart and the love of his life, 
Joanne McDonald. 

Doug was a successful entrepreneur 
who worked hard to build his business 
from the ground up. He was frequently 
recognized and honored for excellence 
as an independent sales rep. He made 
lasting friendships along the way and 
will be remembered for his sense of 
humor and fun loving personality. He 
was an avid outdoorsman and spent 
many days fly fishing, golfing, boating 
and spending time at a family cabin in 
Island Park, Idaho. 

With Joanne he had three children 
Dan, Jen and Dave, and his favorite 
role was that of grandpa. He enjoyed 
spending time with his ten grandchildren 
Sterling, Sam, William, Max, Adam, 
Luke, Nick, Jake, Abby and Maggie all 
residing in Utah.  

Doug enjoyed simple routines that 
included eating at favorite restaurants, a 
cup of joe in the morning and a favorite 
cocktail in the evening. He had a quick 
wit and made friends wherever he 
went. He will always be remembered as 
someone who loved having everyone 
come together for a good time. He will 
be deeply missed by all. 

http://www.logicblock.com
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If the country is to see a 
return to vigorous new job 
creation and high new 
business formation rates, 
it is time—in fact, it is long 
past time—to put an end 
to public policy and tax 
incentives that favor big 
business and address the 
fundamental threat posed by 
Amazon to the overall health 
of the economy and to the 
country’s basic democratic 
values and structures.

That was the message that 
came through loud and clear 
from Stacy Mitchell, opening 
speaker at NOPA’s 2018 
Small Business Advocacy 
Fly-In in Washington, D.C., 
last month.

In her presentation, 
Mitchell, co-director of 

the Institute for Local 
Self-Reliance (ILSR), 
described the damage done 
to the economy by failing to 
enforce the nation’s antitrust 
laws properly and giving 
preferential treatment to big 
business at the expense 
of small, independent 
entrepreneurs.

“Over the past ten years, 
80,000 independent 
businesses have closed their 
doors, while the current rate 
of new business formation is 
only one-third of what it was 
in the 1980s,” she reported. 

During this time frame, 
Mitchell contended, public 
policy has tilted the playing 
field in favor of big business 
with a “bigger is better” 
ideology that has resulted 

in 90% of all economic 
development dollars 
currently being directed 
towards big business. 

Mitchell called for an end 
to local tax subsidies and 
similar incentives for big 
business, and a return to 
more rigorous enforcement 
of existing antitrust laws.

In addition, she said 
small businesses should 
enjoy increased access to 
capital and a more equitable 
tax system in general, 
noting that for nearly two 
decades, Amazon’s growth 
was enabled in part by the 
fact that unlike most of its 
competition, it paid no state 
or local sales taxes.

In her comments, 
Mitchell made the case that 

Amazon represents what 
she termed “a profound 
threat to competition and to 
the American economy in 
general.”

While it is easy to mistake 
Amazon for a retailer, that 
profoundly misjudges the 
scope of what it is trying 
to do, Mitchell argued. 
Amazon, she suggested, 
is not interested merely 
in dominating markets. 
Instead, the company 
also aims to become the 
underlying infrastructure that 
markets run on. 

Fifty-five percent of 
all online searches now 
start on Amazon, Mitchell 
reported, while 40% of all 
cloud computing today goes 
through Amazon servers. In 

Washington fly-in brings NOPA members to Capitol 
Hill to urge support for small business

Left to right: Sen. John Barrasso (R-WY), Heidi Loucks, Rep. Liz Cheney (R-WY), Carl “Bunky” Loucks, owner of Wyoming 
Office Products & Interiors and a Republican member of the Wyoming House of Representatives, NOPA president Mike 
Tucker and Sen. Mike Enzi (R-WY).
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addition, she pointed out, 
Amazon is now competing 
with UPS, Fedex and the 
U.S. Postal Service as it 
builds its own package 
delivery network.

In addition, the generous 
development incentives 
Amazon receives from state 
and local governments only 
serve to make an already 
bad situation even worse, 
as every one warehouse job 
Amazon creates results in 
two other warehouse jobs 
being lost elsewhere.

On a more positive 
note, Mitchell said there is 
growing awareness of the 
threats posed by Amazon 
and big business.

“The past two years have 
seen greater interest in 
antitrust issues and their 
impact on the economy,” she 
contended, accompanied 
by “a backlash against the 

concentration of market 
power and a realization that 
the weakened competitive 
environment is causing 
significant problems in the 
economy.”

Mitchell pointed to the 
formation of an Antitrust 
Caucus in the House 
of Representatives and 
said lawmakers today 
are eager to hear from 
business owners and their 
associations on the impact of 
Amazon in their markets and 
communities. 

“We need to push 
members of Congress and 
antitrust subcommittees 
in both the House and 
the Senate,” she urged, 
suggesting lawmakers 
should consider weakening 
Amazon’s current near 
monopoly by breaking 
the company into two 
separate pieces—its 

e-commerce platform and 
its retail operation—thereby 
eliminating the conflict 
inherent in controlling 
market access for one’s 
competitors.

In addition to Mitchell’s 
address, the opening day 
of the Fly-In also featured a 
presentation by officials from 
AbilityOne on the agency’s 
plans for an upcoming 
pilot program involving six 
selected Airforce bases to 
test out the organization’s 
participation in an online 
marketplace.

Also on the agenda: 
an update by Paul Miller, 
NOPA’s director of legislative 
and regulatory affairs, on 
the association’s current 
government affairs priorities. 
They included: 
• The need to ensure that 

any online market for 
government purchasing 
maintains a level playing 
field for independent small 
businesses.

• The need for any 
long-term online solution 
for government to adhere 
to current and future 
Federal Acquisition 
Regulations. It should 
also offer vendors of all 
sizes equal opportunity 
to compete, include 
continued industry 

input and safeguard the 
integrity of resellers’ data.

• Appointment of an 
Industry Advisory Group 
to work with the General 
Services Administration 
to ensure online 
marketplaces meet the 
intent of Congress.

• Prohibition of any online 
platform provider from 
being able to sell its 
own products on the 
government platform it will 
be in charge of running 
and maintaining.

• Passage of legislation 
that would help speed 
up implementation of 
Association Health Plans 
as a way to drive down 
insurance costs for small 
businesses.

Following the opening 
day’s presentations, 
conference action moved 
to Capitol Hill, where NOPA 
members spent a day 
visiting their elected House 
and Senate representatives 
to enlist their support on 
these and other small 
business-related issues.

For more information on 
NOPA’s government affairs 
agenda and activities, 
contact Miller at  
pmiller@mwcapitol.com. 

Left to right: Gordon Thrall, EVP/CRO of Guernsey Office 
Products; Scott Moore, owner of AmeriSys, Inc., and Rep. 
Barbara Comstock (R-VA).

mailto:pmiller%40mwcapitol.com?subject=
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Among the participants 
in this year’s NOPA Fly-In 
was Jeremy Ryckman, 
president of America’s 
Office Source in Orlando. 
Jeremy was so impressed 
by his time in our nation’s 
capital he offered to put 
together a write up of his 
experiences. Here’s what 
he had to say:

Several years ago, after 
13 years in office products, 
I went back to school and 
took a microbiology and a 
biochemistry class, thinking 
I might pursue a career in 
medicine. Those first couple 
of days of class had my 
head spinning.

My first day at the NOPA 
meeting was eerily similar. 
This was my first in-person 
event with NOPA and there 
was a nervous excitement 
about flying to Washington, 
D.C. to meet with our 
representatives and talk 

about the issues at hand. 
For the opening session, 

NOPA pulled together some 
speakers and offered some 
basic training for the time 
with our legislators the next 
day. That first day, while 
filled with federal acronyms 
I had never heard and other 
Washington D.C. lingo, was 
incredibly helpful.

It gave us all the big picture 
and made clear just why we 
were there. Independent 
business advocate Stacy 
Mitchell spoke about 
Amazon and their agenda 
in Washington. She shared 
how they have hired a crew 
of Washington lobbyists and 
how Jeff Bezos just built the 
largest residential home in 
the city—what she described 
as “a palace meant for 
entertaining.” 

I quickly realized why it 
was so important that we, as 
a small business community, 

need to stay in front of our 
elected representatives and 
make sure they know how 
the bills they are voting on 
will affect us.

Now that I had the big 
picture, I just needed to 
figure out the details of the 
bills they kept referring to 
and make sure I could talk 
a little intelligently in my 
meetings on Capitol Hill the 
next day. 

At the end of the day, we 
all had an opportunity to 
introduce ourselves and 
enjoy some outstanding 
networking—thanks to Clover 
Imaging for a great dinner! 

After I mentioned that this 
was all new to me and that I 
might need a little coaching, 
NOPA’s government affairs 
expert Paul Miller, who has 
been lobbying in DC for 
years, offered to join me in 
my meetings the next day. 
That was both comforting 
and also concerning, as 
now I felt like I was about to 
go make sales calls with my 
sales manager!

In our meetings earlier that 
day we were given a binder 
full of all kinds of information. 
I skimmed through it a bit 
but mostly focused on the 
one-page summary sheet 
at the end. It was still full of 
lots of Washington talk but 
I figured if I put it under my 
pillow maybe I would pick it 
up via osmosis!

That next morning, we had 
breakfast at the Capitol Hill 
Club just around the corner 
from the Capitol building 
itself. Paul Miller went over 
the material one more time 

and gave us a little preview 
of how our time with the 
representatives might look. 

My first meeting wasn’t 
until 11:00, so I decided 
to go sit in with another 
rookie, Rob Smith with S.P. 
Richards, for his 10:00 and 
we could wing it together.

The Capitol Hill Club was 
a pretty neat experience in 
and of itself. House Speaker 
Paul Ryan and several other 
legislators were downstairs 
meeting for breakfast, and 
a couple of us hung around 
outside for a little bit before 
our own meetings in hopes 
of seeing some people we 
would recognize. Being 
that I didn’t really recognize 
anyone, I’ve determined 
I need to catch up on my 
C-SPAN!

Just like any cold call, we 
weren’t really sure where the 
meeting would go but we 
were armed with enough info 
to be dangerous and figured 
if nothing else we would try 
to make a friend and leave 
behind the packet that Paul 
and the NOPA team put 
together for us. 

Our 10:00 meeting—with 
Martha Cremer of Georgia 
Rep. David Scott’s  staff —
was probably one of the 
most encouraging sessions 
of my whole visit to D.C. 
This young lady (no more 
than 30 years old) came 
out prepared. She knew her 
stuff and she knew a little bit 
about why we were there as 
Paul had set up the meeting 
ahead of time. 

My style has always been 
to try and make a friend 

NOPA’s Washington, D.C. fly-in: one dealer’s report

Jeremy Ryckman of America’s Office Source (second from 
left) gets ready for a day meeting with key legislators and 
staff on Capitol Hill. Also participating: Jessica Waters of 
Malone Office Environments (far left), Rob Smith of S.P. 
Richards and Juanita Strickland of VIP Office Furniture and 
Supply and Malone Office Environments.
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first…so naturally that is 
where I went. We asked her 
where she was from, how 
she ended up in D.C., what 
her long term career plans 
are, etc. 

She told us she didn’t want 
to be a politician and end 
up as a “whipping boy” but 
would rather work behind 
the scenes. She has the ear 
of her congressman and 
he listens to her. She reads 
every word of every bill that 
crosses his desk and advises 
him accordingly. I didn’t 
realize that our politicians—or 
at least some anyway—have 
such bright minds behind 
their public face that they 
actually listen to and talk 
through policy with. 

As we spoke about our 
business and Rob shared 
the role of SPR with so 

many small businesses, 
she let us know that she 
doesn’t buy anything from 
Amazon because she 
would much rather support 
small business. That was 
encouraging in and of itself! 

The willingness and 
concern that she had for us 
and why we were there was 
so unexpected and I left our 
meeting feeling like I had a 
new friend in Washington 
D.C. Even though our politics 
may differ, I was encouraged 
because I had met someone 
behind the scenes that 
cared about real things.

The next several meetings 
were much shorter but also 
all very encouraging. With 
Paul by my side, I mostly 
just shared my story of how 
I ended up in our business 
and why I was in D.C. and 

I asked that they would 
continue to write policy that 
would favor small business 
and beware of policy that 
favors Amazon and large 
corporate America. I let Paul 
talk the specifics of particular 
bills and amendments 
we were proposing as an 
association.

Hands down, this was 
a way more rewarding 
experience than I could have 
imagined. It cost me a little 
money to get there and I 
wasn’t exactly sure exactly 
what I was there to do in the 
beginning, but it was well 
worth it. 

Occasionally I’ve been 
encouraged to send a letter 
to my congressman about 
an issue that might affect 
our family or business but 
I always figured my letter 

would go unread or end up 
in a junk folder. After our four 
meetings in D.C. last month, 
I won’t ever hesitate to write 
my representatives again. 

This was an incredibly 
rewarding experience. I 
made some new friends in 
the industry, learned a ton 
about how D.C. works and 
left with some hope in our 
government. 

I would highly encourage 
anyone who hasn’t been to 
a NOPA Fly-In to make sure 
they don’t miss the next one. 
Just like any industry event, 
you’ll meet lots of great 
people and find a plethora of 
ever-changing industry news 
to discuss and think through. 

I will certainly be back 
again next year and hope 
to see some of my industry 
friends there as well.

NATIONAL OFFICE PRODUCTS ALLIANCE (NOPA) 
3601 East Joppa Road, Baltimore, MD 21234 n info@iopfda.org n 410-931-8100

NOPA IS FIGHTING BACK  
AGAINST AMAZON!

Contact us to learn more about membership and benefits. 

 Visit www.nopanet.org.

AS A NOPA MEMBER YOU BENEFIT FROM:

NOPA’s Amazon Taskforce Committee

U.S. Communities Data Feed

National Defense Authorization Act, Section 846

Partnerships with the Institute for Local Self Reliance (ILSR)  
and Advocates for Independent Business (AIB)

http://www.nopanet.org.
mailto:info%40iopfda.org?subject=
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As sales of traditional office 
supplies continue to slow, 
dealers continue to seek out alternative 
categories to make up for the declining volume. 
Some of these product categories have been around 
for some time – you may not have tried them yet, but 
probably should. Others are new to this industry and 
certainly deserve a closer look.
By Michael Chazin
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Expanding into Industrial 
Supplies Sales 
Many paths propel a dealer to start 
selling office products. Printing, office 
machine sales or office furniture sales 
are probably among the first that come 
to mind. Mancon, Virginia Beach, 
Virginia, took the road less traveled. 
“The company was founded in 1983 
as a provider of contract packaging for 
the government and transitioned to a 
packaging supplies wholesaler in the 
early 90s,” explains Paul Sumner, sales 
manager for business and industrial 
supplies. That business naturally led 
into sales of janitorial products, then 
office products and ad specialties. 

Government offices (federal, state 
and municipal) school districts; park 
districts; and manufacturers were 
early customers. The U.S. military was 
another. “The largest naval installation 
in the world is right here in Norfolk, 
and there are other navy, air force 
and army facilities in the area as well,” 
says Sumner.

He explains that long-term 
relationships with customers led them 
to bring product requests to Mancon 
that might seem outside the norm 
for a typical dealer. “They see us 
as an extension of their purchasing 
or supply chain management 
departments,” says Sumner. 

Requests are sent to the purchasing 
department and purchasing agents 
might not have established relationships 
with vendors for every product type. 
With total acquisition costs today 
running as high as $150 per purchase, 
they can save when they go with an 
existing vendor, says Sumner. “So 
they look for someone they have done 
business with in the past and ask ‘Can 
you supply this item?’” 

Requests like that moved the 
category along but even before that, 
industrial products were imbedded in 
company culture. Between 2008 and 
2013 Mancon owned what today would 
be known as an MRO distributor. Direct 
access to that product line expanded 

sales of industrial products and those 
sales continued even after the MRO 
distributor was sold. 

The two companies remain in close 
contact, and today Mancon sources 
some industrial supplies from its former 
subsidiary, a ready source for items such 
as ladders, work gloves, specialty tapes, 
hardhats and, when available, material 
handling equipment such as hand trucks. 
Direct relationships exist with other 
vendors for additional industrial products 
that might be required. 

The fact that traditional office 
products wholesalers have started to 
offer many of these products has been 
a real asset and Mancon relies on its 
wholesale supplier-partners to source 
many of the safety products that it sells. 
“S. P. Richards’ safety catalog is an 
example of how the wholesalers can 
help position us in that category in the 
eyes of our customers,” says Sumner. 
“It lets customers know that we have 
readily available inventory of those 
products, which has helped us expand 
our product offering.”

The biggest challenge to grow sales 
of industrial products comes down to 
perception, says Sumner. Just how 
do you convince a buyer who knows 

you as an office products or janitorial 
products supplier that you are also the 
best source for MRO supplies? “We 
ask for the opportunity,” says Sumner. 
“If we are able to fill that need then, 
obviously, that relationship begins.”

Food Service Sales Open  
New Doors
Many dealers already sell the food 
service category without seriously trying. 
Products are listed in the wholesaler’s 
catalog, and if a customer orders one of 
these items the dealership is more than 
happy to deliver it. But just because they 
sell items every now and then doesn’t 
really make them active participants in 
the category.

That was how Workplace Central, 
Newtown, Pennsylvania, originally 
got started. “We’ve sold food service 
products for years,” says Norman 
White, president. There is a difference 
today, however. “We used to be a 
convenience player and now we are 
winning business from other vendors.” 
For the first four months of this year 
food service sales were up more than 
15 percent. 

In some cases, the food service 
business goes hand-in-hand with 
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janitorial, but not always. “We have 
really grown our business in five-gallon 
water and that leads to the food service 
buyer,” says White. The food service 
buyer is generally not the same person 
buying office supplies, he points out. 

Success selling food service at 
Workplace Central also gets attributed 
to the janitorial specialist who was 
hired a year ago. The specialist drives 
the connection between janitorial and 
food service, coffee and water. When 
salespeople bring him in for a Jan/
San opportunity he always asks, “What 
about food service?” 

The sales force is encouraged to 
bring the specialist in primarily for 
larger opportunities. “They are not 
going to take him to our typical $250 or 
$500 a month customer,” says White. 
They have learned more about the 
category by working with the specialist 
and figured out how to ask the right 
questions so that they can appear 
more knowledgeable. 

The sales process for food service 
can resemble sales of office products, 
but not always. The janitorial specialist 
has made it his business to find the 
food service buying influence who 
had not been talked to previously. “His 
mode of selling is to do a site survey, 
so he asks questions on the entire 
category,” says White. 

Often there is no strong allegiance 
to the former supplier of food service 
needs and the Workplace Central 
salesperson who calls on the customer 
regularly offers the possibility to 
consolidate ordering. Additionally, 
should they want to, the food service 
buyer can go online to place an order, 
which previously they were unable to 

a broad range of services to manage 
the facility needs of businesses from 
small offices to multi-location national 
organizations. The category takes 
in facility remodeling and redesign; 
electrical services – wiring, data or 
electrical; HVAC; plumbing issues 
including emergency repairs; 
and parking lot services, such as 
maintenance and repairs. 

Project management services 
started close to three years ago at 
Twist in a casual way. “It was kind 
of a side category for us, but in the 
past year we really focused to grow 
the category substantially,” says Liz 
Fernandez, vice president of marketing 
and analytics. The thinking was, if 
project management services could be 
successful as a casual offering, what 
would happen if Twist focused on it? 
“Obviously we were doing something 
right, and it is a good category in terms 
of profit margins,” she adds.

The intensified focus started with 
a project management specialist to 
head up the effort. The specialist was 
an existing employee with previous 
project management experience. 
When he first started he went out on his 
own to sell the category. “He worked 
with customers to figure out their needs 
and determine project scope,” says 
Fernandez. “We’d find the folks local to 
their area to come in and do the work.” 

With larger projects the specialist 

do. “We set up a favorites’ list for them 
and it really is the way they prefer to 
order,” White says. 

Product availability can be an issue 
as wholesalers don’t always offer the 
product the customer has used before 
or the price may not be competitive. 
The category has lots of price changes 
that are not on the normal cycle 
associated with office products. “We 
looked to some other sources that are 
a little sharper price-wise and have a 
broader product selection,” says White. 
Food services orders are regularly 
acquired through multiple sources. 

Food service sales has also 
opened new markets for Workplace 
Central. “Salespeople used to look 
for companies that had a lot of office 
workers,” says White. That works 
for office supplies but food service 
products call for different thinking. “We 
have grown business significantly in the 
manufacturing vertical which was never 
a good category for us,” adds White. 

Selling Project Management
Some dealers have been selling 
supplemental product and service 
categories to office products for years, 
such as furniture and janitorial. Other 
categories have come into the mix 
more recently. 

Twist Office Partners, Wood Dale, 
Illinois, has developed a project 
management category, which includes 
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upside is they have one bill coming to 
them from Twist versus having to sort 
through bills from multiple vendors.” 

 To help accelerate growth in the 
project management area Twist made 
important changes to its corporate 
identity and website. Close to a year 
ago it launched a separate project 
management website (www.twistpm.
com) to showcase its capabilities and 
help generate leads. Visitors to the site 

are encouraged to explore the different 
offerings and request a free quote.

The beginning of this year brought 
about another change. “As of January 
1, the ‘P’ in ‘Twist OP’ no longer stands 
for ‘products.’ We are now ‘Twist Office 
Partners,’” explain Fernandez. The 
new identity sets the business firmly on 
point for business in the 21st Century. 
“The idea was to partner with our 
customers on all things office,” says 

visits the site, wherever it is located, 
to manage required activities. 
He manages the contractors and 
subcontractors required to complete 
the project. With an outside project 
manager to oversee activities, company 
personnel don’t have to be assigned 
to oversee the work. “If a project 
needs plumbing, electrical and carpet 
installation those are different people 
most of the time,” says Fernandez. “The 
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business was comprised of highly 
fragmented smaller companies.

Summers investigated the wholesale 
options but dismissed them as he 
didn’t want to put Global in the position 
of being simply a sales agent. He 
ultimately decided to go with a direct 
purchasing model for both coffee and 
brewing equipment.

In early 2014, Global Office 
Solutions went with a roaster in 
western Michigan. It’s a family-owned 
office coffee service with specialty 
grade beans. “He has a great 
business and produces an incredible 
product,” says Summers. “He was 
extremely helpful for us early on.” 
Most competitors were placing old 
technology glass decanter brewing 
systems; to differentiate itself from the 
start, Global offered thermal carafe 
and airpot batch-brew systems. 

The coffee business evolved 
quickly and sales started to place 
whole-bean-to-single-cup brewing 
systems by Dejong Duke, which offer 
the ability to create lattes, mochas and 
other specialty coffee drinks. These 
machines can cost $5,000 or more. 
Global places the machines at no cost 
to its customers, and that’s where the 
business gets a little more complicated.

“It is not for the faint of heart,” says 
Summers. “You need to be well 
capitalized if you are going to place 
equipment into your customers’ places 
of business at zero cost to them.” Not 
only is there a capital expense involved 
in the placement of machines but 
Global also maintains and services the 
equipment when needed. 

Once sources were established 
and the sales team was introduced 
to the new line, sales efforts began in 
earnest. Customers were asked for 
invoices to give Global an idea of costs 
and throughput. “Our proposition was 
to determine if we could save them 
money while at the same time giving 
them access to upgraded brewing 
equipment and specialty grade 
coffee,” says Summers. 

Global management was pleasantly 
surprised when it discovered that 
margins were trending higher than the 
business plan called for – typically 70 
percent on the coffee and as much as 
80 percent on consumables such as 
sweeteners. Another early discovery 
with coffee sales was that the buyer, 
more often than not, wasn’t the person 
buying office supplies. “We were 
selling coffee mostly to human resource 
departments,” says Summers. 

Fernandez and not to have the name of 
the company as a limiting factor in the 
minds of customers and prospects.

In the past customers might have 
seen “office products” in the name and 
written off Twist as not being able to 
sell anything else. “We wanted folks to 
know that wasn’t all we could do,” says 
Fernandez. “With project management, 
furniture, JanSan and more, there are 
so many offerings to make their lives 
easier,” she says.

Coffee Brews Sales Growth
It’s practically a modern-day mantra 
in the office supply business – what 
can I sell to make up for declining 
sales of office supplies? “We were 
seeing year-on-year erosion in our core 
categories and I knew we needed to 
look for revenue sources that couldn’t 
be digitized,” says Jeff Summers, 
chief operating officer at Global Office 
Solutions, Novi, Michigan. 

Coffee was one likely candidate and 
Summers worked on a business plan to 
understand the competitive landscape, 
the profit potential and mechanics of 
that business. He brought in some 
coffee service competitors to hear their 
sales pitches and discovered that, for 
the most part, the office coffee service 
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At the low end, the coffee customer 
might be a 75-person office that 
purchases $400 of consumables a 
month. In a situation such as that, it 
might take 12 to 14 months to recoup 
the machine investment. On the high 
end, Global recently placed more 
than a dozen $5,500 machines with 
one customer. The dealership doesn’t 
finance machine purchases but covers 
their cost with operating cash flow. “This 
has really strengthened our balance 
sheet and the effect on our P&L has 
been significant,” says Summers. “Done 
properly, it can be very accretive to 
year-over-year EBITDA.”

“Coffee opened doors for us where 
we didn’t have an existing relationship,” 
he says. “They understood the service 
we provided and the value that we 
brought.” In turn, coffee paved the way 
for sales of office products, janitorial 
supplies and other categories to these 
new customers. Coffee and breakroom 

has become the third largest category 
at Global and accounts for something 
like 18 percent of total sales. “Its 
contribution to our business is more on 
the gross margin line than the revenue 
line because it is such a high margin 
business,” says Summers.

“If someone would have told me that 
there is an adjacent business out there 
that could integrate so well into our sales 
and operating model and potentially 
exceed our performance in some of our 
more traditional core sales categories 
after three-and-a-half years, I wouldn’t 
have believed it,” says Summers. 

Opportunities in Ad 
Specialties 
It was a background in printing that led 
Jordan Kudler, president of Legacy 
Office Solutions, Brooklyn, New York, 
to get into the ad specialties business. 
Kudler had been a printing broker for 
more than 40 years and occasionally 

picked up a request for some 
promotional item. 

It wasn’t until fairly recently that he 
began to focus on the category more 
seriously. “About nine years ago we 
started to purse it with a stronger 
effort,” says Kudler. “Then, when 
we merged with Peck’s Office Plus 
six years ago we made a concerted 
effort to go after more business.” 
Salespeople of the newly merged 
company were educated on the 
opportunities and since then the ad 
specialties business has prospered. “It 
is growing at a healthy rate and we are 
processing orders on a regular basis,” 
adds Kudler.

Kudler’s printing background 
provided a knowledge base that 
translated quickly to the ad specialties 
category. “I understood a lot of the 
details that need to be addressed to 
process these orders,” he said. There 
was a lot of education for the sales 
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staff in the beginning. Kudler told them 
the category was available and when 
they got requests for orders he would 
handle the back end.

As that process developed he 
explained to salespeople the questions 
they needed to ask and got them to 
understand the different selling cycle. 
“They were used to getting quotes 
on office products and providing that 
information to customers,” he says. 
Getting quotes and pricing information 
for ad specialties takes a lot more time 
and research which is one of the key 
differences between the categories. 

There are a lot more moving parts 
with ad specialties, Kudler points 
out. The customer might decide to 
change the order quantity, go with 
different colors or split the order among 
various locations. “A lot of variables 
come into play but they are not overly 
complicated to figure out,” says Kudler. 
Set-up charges and artwork charges 
have to be added in, sources have 
to be identified and, in contrast to the 
office products business, ad specialty 
buyers are accustomed to paying for 
shipping charges.

Orders are detail oriented and if one 
of those details gets missed or entered 
incorrectly an entire order might be 
unsaleable. “I can always take back a 
carton of file folders, but I can’t sell 1,000 
water bottles with a customer’s name on 
them to somebody else,” says Kudler. 

“We recently won an order for over 
20,000 baseball hats with various 
embroidered logos and national 
distribution,” he adds. A significant 
amount of effort went into winning 
this order, which was the largest ad 
specialty order that Legacy ever 
processed. “The end user selected us 
because of the way we handled smaller 
orders for them in the past. They simply 
felt more comfortable with Legacy 
handling the project,” says Kudler.

In the ad specialty business, he 
reports, there tends to be a good 
number of sole proprietorships that 
go after smaller orders such as 

pens for the corner pizza shop or 
small orders of T-shirts or magnets 
for local businesses. This is not 
really competition for Legacy. “We 
target larger types of customers 
and provide a different a type of 
experience,” says Kudler. It is not 
uncommon to hear complaints about 
other ad specialty vendors – the order 
was late or was produced with errors, 
he says. “We are consistent, reliable 
and we offer secondary services 
such as inventory management.”

Some Legacy customers order 
large quantities of branded items 
such as mugs or umbrellas and then 
use them for different occasions 
throughout the year. “We keep the 
inventory in our facility and release 
it as they need it,” says Kudler. “As 
they draw down their inventory we 
let them know and book a reorder.” 
That’s a value-add that isn’t available 
from small operations. 

Any dealer hoping to start an ad 
specialty offering needs to have 
someone on staff who understands the 
technical aspects of print, says Kudler. 
He says the vendors are extremely 
helpful, “but if you have someone who 
can speak their language there’s less 
chance of error.”

Six years into a more focused effort 
to sell ad specialties, Kudler still 

processes all of the orders himself. 
Based on the sales volume the ad 
specialties category generates, he has 
started to look for a specialist to handle 
this business full time.

Specialist Opens the Door to 
Increased Janitorial Sales
No one in the office products 
industry would argue that office 
supplies are declining and that 
janitorial and break room products 
offer opportunities for growth. At 
OEC, Mobile, Alabama, sales of 
janitorial products were hard fought, 
and after ten years had grown 
to be ten percent of sales, says 
Tom Bramlett, OEC president and 
majority owner.

Different approaches were 
attempted to grow janitorial sales 
at OEC. The sales team was made 
more proficient by attending boot 
camps and different industry experts 
came in to OEC to do training. 
“People came in from S.P. Richards 
and worked in the marketplace with 
us,” says Bramlett. These efforts 
helped to increase sales volume but 
only marginally. “The market experts 
would leave, and things would go 
back to where they were,” he says. 

“We had been dabbling in janitorial 
long enough to realize that we 
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weren’t going to become a serious 
player until we did something 
different,” says Bramlett. The 
difference for OEC was to find a 
janitorial specialist.

Bramlett attempted to purchase a 
couple of janitorial companies but 
those deals fell through. He interviewed 
several janitorial specialist candidates 
but never found the right person. It 
turned out his janitorial specialist was 
all the time right under his nose. A 
salesperson who had worked at OEC 
for 20 years was looking to make a 
change. Bramlett had him attend 
training sessions and he has taken 
to the challenge of selling janitorial 
products with vigor. “We actually took 
someone out of our office products 
division and wrapped this Jan/San 
opportunity around him.”

The investment in a category 
specialist was a game changer. “The 
specialist has really helped,” says 

Bramlett. “We have moved beyond 
just selling soap, tissues and towels 
and have actually won several pretty 
large accounts.” Since the specialist 
was brought on early last year Jan/San 
sales have increased to 15 percent. 
“That’s a 50 percent increase in sales 
in that category since we made that 
change,” he added.

Sourcing janitorial products offers its 
own set of complications. To start with 
janitorial suppliers haven’t necessarily 
welcomed office products dealers 
with open arms, says Bramlett. They 
are used to doing business with their 
distributors differently and expect 
dealers to adjust to their needs rather 
than the other way around. “If you can 
learn how to play the game the way it’s 
currently played and learn to speak 
their language, then they will play with 
you,” says Bramlett. “We buy some 
product direct, but the vast majority 
of what we’re doing at this point is 

supported by S.P. Richards,” he adds. 
One of the biggest obstacles to 

success in janitorial sales is the need to 
have a competitive cost of goods. “We 
are constantly working on that,” says 
Bramlett. “We have had more success 
as we’ve ventured further into the 
category in getting the pricing that we 
need.” Once the cost of goods is under 
control dealers have to watch their 
ordering and take into consideration the 
need for warehouse space if they intend 
to make a significant run at the category. 
“Janitorial products are bulky and will 
cube out a warehouse a lot quicker than 
office products,” Bramlett warns.

Many office products dealers 
have been frustrated by the janitorial 
category, says Bramlett. “They have to 
decide to become the aggressor and 
take the time, money and effort to learn 
what they need to do.” That certainly 
worked for OEC, which has seen strong 
growth in janitorial sales.
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Flying into Add-On Sales
At first look, selling drones might 
not be a logical business extension 
for an office supply dealer, but 
take a second glance. When Al 
Richter started Richter Drafting and 
Office Supply it was a drafting and 
engineering supply company that 
sold blueprints and allied products to 
businesses in and around Souderton, 
Pennsylvania.

Over the years the firm has evolved. 
It no longer works with blueprints but 
it does a sizable business selling wide 
format printers to the construction 
industry including construction 
management firms, engineers, 
builders and roofers. 

“We have a lot of customers in 
that space and one of our vendors 
suggested we add a drone line,” 
says Andy Richter, Al’s son and vice 
president at the dealership. These 
customers were already purchasing 
the equipment, paper, ink and 
other supplies. “They were already 
comfortable with us as a vendor so we 
said why not give it a try.”

Richter picked up drone lines 
from DJI and Yuneec Americas. A 
manufacturing representative trained 
Andy and provided the basics on 
drone usage. “It is amazing how many 
ways you can use them, especially in 
construction,” says Richter. Drones 
provide a much safer way to do 
surveying or building inspections. 
“You can actually program flight paths, 
and use that footage to send progress 
reports,” he explains.

The approach used in the 
marketplace is largely focused on how 
drones can improve workplace quality 
for employees and promote workplace 
safety. The roofing industry has also 
turned into a solid market for drones. 
“Roofers work on slate roofs, which can 
be slippery, so a drone is kind of a no 
brainer,” says Andy. Recently a sizable 
quantity of drones was sold to a forestry 
initiative for surveying.

Success selling drones largely 

depends on supplying necessary 
associated services. To operate drones 
in the commercial space operators 
must be licensed by the FAA. Richter 
has established a relationship with 
an online course that helps users get 
started. “They help people pass the 
written exam so they can literally get off 
the ground and start to use the drone,” 
says Andy. “Beyond the course we 
show them how to use it.”

Andy is pretty much self taught. 
“It is a lot easier than most people 
think,” he says. He has demonstrated 
drones at the local chamber expo 
and showed attendees that they are 
simple to operate. “People like to 
come around and see the controller 
in use and watch the drone buzzing 
around,” he says. “It definitely attracts 
a lot of attention.” 

Competition for drone sales isn’t 
that different from competition to sell 
office supplies. The internet makes it 
easy for any business or hobbyist to 
buy a drone with just a few clicks. “We 
are really able to help customers as 
a value-added reseller,’ says Richter. 
With an online purchase all a buyer 
gets is a box. “They’re not going to 
come over and show you how to use 
it or align with a school to take a class 
with discounted rates to help pass 
the exam. Those are services that we 
offer,” he adds. 

Richter believes that adding drone 

sales to the categories sold by Richter 
Drafting places the dealership on the 
cutting edge of industry innovation. 
“There are immeasurable opportunities 
in this space, and I’m really excited 
about it,” he says.

Janitorial Helps Boost Sales 
Volume
Like many dealers Office360, 
Indianapolis, has looked for additional 
product categories to take up the slack 
as sales of office products continue 
to decline. “If you look at the office 
products industry as a whole it is on 
the decline,” says Rayce Nahmias, 
category specialist and son of Steve 
Nahmias, Office360 president. “People 
are buying less paper, less toner and 
fewer pens and pencils.” Janitorial 
products are one way that Office360 is 
working to gain lost volume. 

 To start, janitorial sales have focused 
on existing customers who buy office 
supplies and office furniture. “When a 
sales rep talks to a prospect they talk 
about all the product categories that 
are available,” says Nahmias. Janitorial 
is an important category but office 
supplies and furniture continue as the 
largest categories. “With that said, 
janitorial and breakroom has been our 
fastest growing categories for the last 
five years. Outside of paper and toner 
they’re our top two categories.” 

The Office360 sales force is always 
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on the hunt for new customers, 
and they regularly seek out buying 
influences for janitorial supplies. That 
query leads to several outcomes. “They 
either get an appointment set up where 
I go to the customers with them or we 
get the customers to come to our office 
and visit our janitorial showroom,” says 
Nahmias. Depending on the janitorial 
needs, sometimes the salesperson is 
able to handle the request on his own. 

Nahmias had come across a couple 
of dealers with janitorial showrooms and 
used that experience to development a 
janitorial showroom for Office360. The 
showroom is located in a former sample 
room in the Indianapolis headquarters. 
“I took everything about the janitorial 
showrooms I saw and picked the best 
parts,” says Nahmias. Nine vendors 
are currently featured in the space, and 
there is room for one more, which will 
most likely be a machine company with 
vacuum cleaners and other equipment. 

Next, he worked with his vendors 
to be certain that they provided him 
with their coolest new items. One that 

Nahmias mentions is GOJO, which just 
released its new Purell healthy soap 
system. He redid all the dispensers in 
the space to highlight this new GOJO 
product. ‘It’s a line that came out six 
months ago, and there are customers 
that come into my showroom and 
have never seen this before,” he says. 
“They’re seeing it first here, and I am 
going to get the sale.”

The biggest obstacle to growing 
janitorial sales further is getting the 
sales force and customers to fully 
understand the availability. The sales 
force is a bit older and set in its ways 
and has to be reminded that janitorial 
products provide an option for 
additional business. Customers have a 
similar orientation. “They think of us as 
those guys who sell pens, pencils and 
file folders,” he says, and have to be 
reminded about the janitorial supplies 
that also are available.

Sales force training is constant 
and ongoing. “We’re always having 
manufacturers come in and train our 
sales team,” says Nahmias. Sales 

meetings are held monthly and 
manufacturers are usually involved. 
He also conducts frequent one-on-one 
training with reps when he explains the 
application of new products. 

Nahmias adds that the janitorial 
business is not blind to what is 
happening. “They know that Amazon, 
Staples and independent dealers are 
encroaching on their industry,” he 
says. He suggest that dealers thinking 
about entering the janitorial supplies 
business get started right away as 
change is coming.

“You have to take it seriously and 
hire a product category specialist 
who thinks about the sector full time,” 
he says. “It is important to have that 
because if it is just another product line 
that your reps have heard about, they’re 
not going to be successful.”

Michael Chazin is a freelance writer 
specializing in business topics, who has 
written about the office supply business 
for more than 15 years. He can be 
reached at mchazin503@comcast.net.
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Smokin’  
Too Much Hopium 

By Marisa Pensa

Hearing them makes us feel we’ve accomplished 
something, when in reality, we’re just smokin’ hopium 
and keeping our fingers crossed that these sales come 
through. We don’t have any concrete evidence that we 
can count on these opportunities. 

So what is this hopium thing? Hopium is counting on 
and forecasting sales that are out of our control. But how 
do we know when we have lost control of the sale? It’s 
very easy to figure out. Hopium is when the prospect has 
control and we are relying on them to take the next step 
instead of doing it ourselves. We say, “But I am always in 

control because I always want to move the sale forward.” 
Well, the tough question that needs answering is, “Does 
the prospect want that, too?”  

What can we do to avoid hopium? We must make sure 
that we end every meeting or conversation with a potential 
customer with a mutually agreed upon “Next Set Time.” 
This is a date and time to meet or speak again.

What do we mean by a Next Set Time? It is a very 
common practice for salespeople to suggest a date (or 
several dates) and then let the prospect pick the time. 
In blunt terms, this practice can actually be considered 
sales suicide. This is a very reactive way of running your 
business compared to the proactive approach. We need 
a Next Set Time, which is a mutually agreed upon date 
and time on both your prospect’s calendar and yours to 
talk or meet again to move the sale forward. 

We are the ones asking for a meeting or conversation 
at a specific date and time because it is convenient for 
us. It also shows the prospect that we are very interested 
in doing business with them. People like to feel wanted. 
Prove to them they are wanted by asking for the Next Set 
Time. What happens then is it changes from just gut feel 
to evidence our prospect is playing ball with us. This is 
being proactive in sales.

Without a Next Set Time, we cannot rely on 
that prospect for income. 
When we have a Next Set Time we know what’s really 
happening with our potential customers. We can 
fine-tune our approach, ask the right questions and make 
the appropriate adjustments before it’s too late. We don’t 

We’ve all heard statements like these. They give us much needed glimmers of hope: 
• “We’ll have a decision by next week.” 
• “We still don’t need anything but will definitely try you guys out.” 
• “I’ll order with you next time we need something.”  
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get paid on wishes and hope, but we do get paid on 
what becomes reality. Being overly optimistic about the 
business we expect to come in leads to not prospecting 
enough. We become comfortable and reactive. 

Then, when the hopium smoke clears and sales for the 
month look terrible, we get desperate… because we ARE 
desperate, we SOUND desperate. We’ve all been there, 
when we think we have enough in our pipelines—hopium 
runs high and we lose sight of the front end and are 
totally focused on what is closing. Sticking to a regular 
prospecting routine and staying proactive helps us 
avoid the ups and downs of sales—in other words, the 
desperation and chaos! 

THINK ABOUT THE FOLLOWING:
What are proactive activities? 
• Prospecting over the phone (gaining new accounts 

and growing categories) 
• Spending face-to-face time with prospects and 

customers (looking for new business)
• Strategizing your next call and planning how you will 

win the business, including getting that critical Next 
Set Time 

• Networking and attending new events 

• Gaining new categories such as Facilities, Safety or 
Technology 

What are reactive activities?
• Answering emails to serve customers (especially if 

there is a capable CSR who can handle) 
• Firefighting
• Servicing existing accounts without upselling or 

cross-selling new items 
• Administrative duties, cleaning out your office during 

prime selling hours 
• Busywork that is not a high impact activity 

In the end, when we snuff out hopium, we have a real 
grasp on what is in our pipelines. We can structure 
our days and better forecast what business is coming 
in. Structure without chaos equals more dollars in our 
pockets. And we can all use those!

Marisa Pensa is founder of Methods in Motion, a sales 
training company that helps dealers execute training 
concepts and create accountability to see both inside and 
outside sales initiatives through to success. For more 
information, visit www.methodsnmotion.com
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I’m watching an interesting phenomenon take place. I’m 
waiting at the Kansas City International Airport to fly to 
Atlanta. As per usual, I’m flying Southwest. As not per 
usual, the entire airport is under a fog delay. It’s legitimate 
and visible; it looks like pea soup outside, but it’s in the 
process of burning off. My flight will only be delayed 20 
minutes or so. But that’s not the interesting part.

To get to my gate, I had to walk past gates for two other 
airlines. At both sets of gates, there was serious grumbling 
about being late and at one airline’s gate, the passengers 
were near mutiny. Listening to the comments, the blame 
was being laid at the feet of airline incompetence. Yet at 
the Southwest gates, nearly everyone (and there are far 
more Southwest passengers than at any other airline at 
KCI) has a stiff upper lip mentality.

“It’s not their fault; they’re doing the best that they 
can,” is the common refrain. And it’s true; again, it’s 
quite obvious why the airport is shut down. So, why 
the difference? Does Southwest just have cheerier 
passengers than other airlines? I’m guessing not.

What’s happening is that Southwest has earned the 
benefit of the doubt from their passengers. Southwest 
has created relationships with their passengers that 
make their passengers cut them slack in a problem 
where other airlines have not – even when the problem is 
clearly visible.

By Troy Harrison

I’ve said for many years that the true measure of a 
customer relationship is the company’s ability to make 
mistakes that inconvenience the customer and yet retain the 
customer’s business. Think about it. We all make mistakes 
(again, the airlines in this case aren’t making mistakes – this 
is beyond their control – but their customers are definitely 
being inconvenienced).

We’ll get into the ways that I think Southwest has done this 
in a few minutes, but first, let’s talk about the three levels of a 
customer relationship:

The first level is the Occasional Buyer. This buyer treats 
every buying decision as a new buying decision, researches 
all potential providers and selects the provider that gives the 
best value and circumstances on that specific transaction. 
For instance, if every time you fly or stay at a hotel, you use 
an aggregating site like Kayak, Booking, Expedia, etc. and 
then select your travel options based on the best pricing or 
scheduling on that trip, you are an Occasional Buyer. If your 
customer needs a proposal on every purchase, takes time 
to evaluate it and then gets back to you (and you don’t win 
every time), they are an Occasional Buyer.

Occasional Buyers seldom forgive mistakes and a mistake 
with an Occasional Buyer can cost you even the opportunity 
to participate in their buying process for quite some time until 
the incident has been forgotten or sufficient amends have 
been made.

How good are your customer 
relationships – really?
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The next level is the Habitual Buyer. The Habitual Buyer 
typically buys from a single source, but does so out of 
force of habit, not any intellectual or emotional ties to the 
provider. “We buy from them because we buy from them” 
sums up the habitual buyer. Habitual Buyers do, from time 
to time, reevaluate their purchasing habits. It’s more often 
that they change based on outside stimulus – in other 
words, the provider makes a mistake. Like an Occasional 
Buyer, one mistake can cost you the Habitual Buyer. In this 
case, the consequences are even worse, because once 
the Habitual Buyer establishes a new source, they tend 
again not to give you an opportunity to get back in until the 
new source makes a mistake.

Habitual Buyers are also dangerous because they 
masquerade as the top level – the Loyal Customer. Loyal 
Customers are the type of customer we all want. Not only 
do they buy exclusively from you, they are aware of why 
they do it. They know your value so well that they can 
articulate it themselves (sometimes better than you can). 
They evangelize for you, they refer you and they tolerate 
mistakes because they know that your overall excellence 
outweighs any mistakes that you make.

The trouble is that too many salespeople mistake habit 
for loyalty. “Hey, this customer buys everything from 
me,” they say. “They’re loyal and I have them locked and 
loaded.” True, they’ll acknowledge they never get referrals 
or testimonials from the customer, but “that’s just not 
them”. These salespeople seldom become aware of their 
vulnerability (due to a mistake) until it’s far too late.

Listening to those around me, Southwest has created a 
lot of Loyal Customers. How did they do it? Well, here are 
my thoughts.

1. They’re good at what they do. Southwest has an 
amazing habit of getting me and my bag where they 
say they will, when they say they will. When there’s a 
problem it’s usually something out of their control.

2. They’re nice. I’ve dealt with a number of other airlines 
when things go wrong – when I’ve been delayed, when 
a bag has been misrouted, etc. When personnel at other 
airlines are nice, it’s the exception. And God forbid I 
approach a person that’s not the exact appropriate 
person to deal with it. With Southwest, everyone deals 
with the problems and do so honestly and with a smile.

3. They answer the danged phone. I’ve only had to 
call Southwest a handful of times – but every time I’ve 
called, the phone has been answered by a live, helpful 
person. I’ve never had to press 2 to get to where I want 
to go and then listen to a recording telling me how 
valuable my call is.

4. They re-sell their value. I fly frequently with 
Southwest. On a regular basis, I get free drink tickets 
mailed to me, mailers telling me (again) how good their 
services are and how low their fees are and sometimes 
just a letter thanking me. Southwest doesn’t rest on 
their laurels with me.

Salespeople should be working to move Occasional 
Buyers to Habitual, and from Habitual to Loyal. There are, 
of course, many options for doing so, but you could do 
far worse than follow the Southwest formula. At least your 
customers would tolerate problems in good cheer, as we 
in the Southwest gates at KCI are.

Troy Harrison is the author of Sell Like You Mean It! and 
The Pocket Sales Manager, and is a speaker, consultant, 
and sales navigator. He helps companies build more 
profitable and productive sales forces. To schedule a free 
45-minute Sales Strategy Review, call 913-645-3603 or 
e-mail Troy@TroyHarrison.com.

mailto:Troy%40TroyHarrison.com?subject=
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And now for some good,  
(actually great) news

By Tom Buxton

During the past few months, a sense 
of gloom seems to have descended 
over many stakeholders within the 
Independent Dealer Channel.

Amazon invaded our space a 
few years ago, while our big box 
competitors counter-punched each 
other with “temporarily” ridiculous prices 
in an attempt to grab market share. 

More recently the onset of a buying 
spree by Office Depot, Staples and 
possibly other players stunned the IDC 
community and if that wasn’t enough, 
now Essendant is on the block, either to 
Genuine Parts or Staples. Yikes! Things 
are really crazy.

We definitely live in interesting times, 
but would you indulge me for a minute 
as I turn your attention to another 
aspect of the current reality? 

In my opinion, the sky has not fallen. 
On the contrary, there are some 
amazing opportunities available to 
independent dealers today who are 
willing to get out there and prospect for 
new business.

Within the past few months multiple 
dealers within the IDC have:
• Won a bid renewal for one of the 

largest state contracts in the United 
States, beating all of the big boxes 
and their minions.

• Won the business of a 
multi-million-dollar hospital group 
from one of our big box friends.

• Won a brand new award for a state’s 
jan/san business.

• Won very large pieces of business 
from Staples and Office Depot 
without providing the lowest price.

• Hired the best reps from our 
competitors who were fired to save 
investment capital.

• Grown at a rate of over 15%, while 
stocking lots or not so much and 
not prospecting based upon lowest 
price. 

I can hear a few of the pessimists out 
there saying, “Well, none of that has 
happened to my company.” 

To which I reply, Why not? Is it 
possible that those of you who are 
depressed or pessimistic are too 
busy looking at the actions of industry 
giants, rather than concentrating on the 
possibilities for your own business?

Every independent dealer except 
one measures its success in millions 
of dollars not billions. So, when there 
is consolidation in the office products 
channel it brings us the opportunity 
to please customers that are told 
they should no longer need a sales 
rep, responsive customer service or 
efficient returns.

Business is out there for the taking, 
especially in the large and strategic 
account space. I have said it before, 
but it bears repeating: Now is the time 
to reach out and contact companies 

that you haven’t sold to in the past ten 
years. Many of them are looking for 
assistance and good service. 

Possessing the lowest price is no 
longer the main differentiator among 
competitors in our channel. Have 
you looked at Amazon’s price for 
copy paper recently? Unless your 
customer loves five or three ream 
cases your margins should be higher 
than they were a few years ago. And 
yes, I am aware of the three recent 
price increases that most of you have 
absorbed. 

We can grow millions of dollars per 
year in a multi-billon dollar business like 
office products and furniture. The most 
creative dealerships are growing right 
now and you can too if you bring the 
proper perspective to the marketplace. 
There are so many wins and good 
things to celebrate in the independent 
dealer channel. Are you ready to join 
the celebration?

In addition to serving as national sales 
manager for AOPD, Tom Buxton, founder 
and CEO of the InterBizGroup consulting 
organization, works with independent 
office products dealers to help increase 
sales and profitability. Tom is also 
the author of a new book on effective 
business development, “Dating the 
Gatekeeper.” For more information, visit 
www.interbizgroup.com.

http://www.interbizgroup.com
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