


In Glendale, California, Debi King and her
team of hard-working veterans at Economy
Office Supply Company are also icing up
the champagne, as they get ready to cele-
brate their dealership’s sixtieth anniversary.

Economy started out in 1949 as a retail

store in Los Angeles’ Miracle Mile district.
Today, it’s a thriving commercial dealership,
operating out of a 20,000 sq. ft. warehouse
in Glendale and offering an increasingly
broad product mix that includes furniture,

The champagne will be popping this year at
Malone Office Environments in Columbus,
Georgia, as Sam Buracker and his team
mark the dealership’s 75th anniversary. 

Malone’s was founded in 1934 as a Royal
Typewriter dealership, and even though it’s
come a long way since those early days, the
founders’ commitment to customer service
excellence, quality, value and community
service is as strong today as it was back then.

Business conditions today could be a whole
lot better, of course, but that’s not stopping
Sam and his team from celebrating this very
special milestone in grand style. 

In addition to a name change to reflect a
product mix that includes office furniture, of-
fice products, janitorial supplies, business
machines, commercial flooring and more,
the dealership is also remodeling its show-
room, with a heavy emphasis on sustainabil-
ity through use of recycled materials,
energy-efficient lighting and other environ-
mentally-friendly design features.

In addition, Malone’s garnered some very

positive publicity in connection with the an-
niversary, when a business columnist for the
local newspaper highlighted the dealership
for its 75 years of service and for its willing-
ness to change and re-invent itself in re-
sponse to current trends and market
dynamics.

“While some companies would simply order
and apply the ‘75 Years in Business’ gold foil
sticker on their letterhead, invoices and en-
velopes, this company was announcing that
at 75 years in business, they were re-invent-
ing themselves,” the columnist wrote. “I
don’t think [the owner] used that exact word,
but that was my take on it. And in my opin-
ion, it was absolutely brilliant.”

The good news, of course, is that Malone’s
is far from being the only independent that
has learned how to become a change mas-
ter to survive and prosper. And while they
were thrilled to get such well-earned recog-
nition locally, they aren’t exactly resting on
their laurels. Planning is already underway
for a special Anniversary Open House in the
fall, as well as a special event in conjunction
with their local Chamber of Commerce.

Time to Get
Out There and
Learn
Something

One of the things that makes the inde-
pendent side of the office products indus-
try so very special—and so much fun for
humble trade press editors—is the incred-
ible spirit of generosity and sharing that
most of the folks who work in it bring to
the table. 

If you’ve got a problem in your business,
chances are there’s another dealer out
there who’s got the answer and who’s
more than happy to share it with you.

But you can’t find those answers unless
you go looking for them. 

That’s why it’s more important than ever
for you and your key people to be taking
advantage of opportunities to network
with your fellow independents.

If you’ve never sat in a bar with three or
four other dealers from around the coun-
try and kicked around ideas for finding
good salespeople, growing online sales,
adding new furniture services or similar
hot industry topics, you’ve missed some
wonderful opportunities to make your
business stronger and more profitable.
But you have to be there.

In these tough times, it’s certainly tempt-
ing to hunker down and try and save
money wherever possible. But if there’s
one area that should be off limits to cuts,
it’s travel expenses to attend industry
meetings.

Tough times call for new and innovative
approaches and you won’t find a better
way to learn about them than by sitting
down with your peers. And the additional
money you can bring to the bottom line
from just one or two good ideas will more
than offset the expense of attending.

You’ll find a comprehensive calendar of
industry events on our home page at 
www.idealercentral.com. Check it out, see
what makes sense for your business and
start making your travel plans. Putting it
simply, there’s just too much at stake for
the long-term health of your business
right now to stay home.

See you at the registration desk!
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WINNERS’Circle
Malone Office Environments, 
Georgia Dealer, Celebrates 75th Anniversary

Economy Office
Supply, California
Dealer, Celebrates
Sixty Years 
of Service
The Economy Office Supply manage-
ment team (left to right): VP Sales &
Marketing Jeff Stine; VP Printing Bing
Miller, VP Operations & Marketing Karla
Veliz, President Debi King, Warehouse
Manager Didier Catzin and VP Finance
& HR Cathy de Leon.

http://www.idealercentral.com
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Expansion Continues for AAA Business Supplies & Interiors,
Northern California Dealer
San Francisco-based AAA Business Supplies & Interiors is on the acquisition trail once
again, this time by purchasing the customer list from a local competitor and opening a
second furniture showroom.

AAA purchased the list of About Paper Plus, its eighth such acquisition, and opened a
second furniture showroom and distribution center in Concord, California. AAA has also
beefed up its furniture staff with the addition of Stephanie Bonham, an industry veteran
with over ten years’ experience in office furniture, as its new vice president of furniture and
design.

“I am absolutely delighted that Stephanie and her team decided to join AAA to take our
furniture division to the next level.” said AAA president and founder Steve Danziger. “We
believe the current recession has created an unprecedented opportunity for acquiring ad-
ditional companies that are financially challenged and are looking for a viable exit strategy
for their companies, and for continued income for the principals,” he added.

Innovative Office Solutions, Twin Cities Dealer, 
Earns Special Diversity Award From Major League Baseball 

After throwing out the first pitch, Innovative Office Solutions president 
shakes hands with Twins first base coach Jerry White.

There must be something about the sports business that agrees with the folks at Innovative
Office Solutions. Last month, we reported on a successful partnership program to encour-
age reading in local area grade schools between the Burnsville, Minnesota-based dealer-
ship and the hometown Minnesota Wild hockey team. 

Now comes word that suggests the Innovative team is just as good around the bases as
they are on the ice.

At a special ceremony held as the baseball world celebrated Jackie Robinson Day last
month, Innovative received the 2009 Jackie Robinson “Most Valuable Diverse Business
Partner” award from the Minnesota Twins and Major League Baseball. 

The award recognizes proactive leadership, commitment to sound business practices,
quality product, efficiency, reliability and accountability as key attributes in its recipients.

“Working with the Minnesota Twins and Major League Baseball is both fun and rewarding,
and we’re honored to be recognized by this award among our peers in the Diverse Busi-

jan-san and breakroom, as well as tradi-
tional office supplies.

It’s no great secret that Southern California
has been hit hard by the housing market
meltdown but, says Debi, there are still
plenty of opportunities out there, even with
all the challenges.

Right now, she says, the dealership is work-
ing hard on business reviews with key ac-
counts, to make sure they know about all the
ways Economy can help them run better. 

“We held a very successful Green Show
last year and are finding customers very re-
sponsive to our one-stop shop approach
and our ability to help them reduce their
carbon footprint by operating as their single
source for a broad range of products,” she
reports.

And as the economy in general has tight-
ened, Debi says the dealership’s strong
“Buy Local” message is also resonating
with more customers of all kinds who like
the idea of keeping local money circulating
locally, instead of shipping it off to a big box
headquarters thousands of miles away.

In addition to her team—”a fabulous group
that I appreciate more than you can imag-
ine,” says Debi—she also pays generous
tribute to some key strategic business part-
ners and their contribution to Economy’s
success. 

“We’re members of TriMega and AOPD and
first call with S. P. Richards and they have
all played a big role in bringing us to where
we are today,” she says.

Debi’s own involvement with Economy
began in 1978, when her husband John
bought the business. “I can still remember
how excited we were when annual sales
broke $500,000 for the first time,” she re-
calls with a smile.

The dealership has come a long way since
then, but, she says, some things have never
changed. “Our business is still about taking
care of customers one at a time and that’s
where we as independents shine. The big
boxes may have very deep pockets but
they can’t match us when it comes to cus-
tomer service,” she says proudly.

MAY 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 4

Winner’s Circle: continued from page 2

continued on page 6



http://www.sprichards.com


ness Partner program,” said Jennifer Smith,
CEO of Innovative Office Solutions. “Inno-
vative Office Solutions strives for excel-
lence with our ‘Relationships Matter’
approach to customer service, and we look
forward to continuing to work with the Min-
nesota Twins.”

Not only did Jennifer receive a nice addition
to the display case at Innovative headquar-
ters, but she also got to throw out the cer-
emonial first pitch at the game. 

Sadly, though, the Twins lost that night to
the Toronto Blue Jays. There are certainly
many ways independents can help their
customers succeed, but sometimes, alas,
there are even limits to what they can do!

Tacoma Dealer Chuckals
Office Products Reaches Out
to Government Officials, Local
Politicians to Help Grow
Business
In Tacoma, Washington, local politicians
and key government procurement officials
know a whole lot more about Chuckals Of-
fice Products and their strengths in the
marketplace after two recent events that
put the dealership front and center before
some important customers and prospects.

Last month, Chuckals hosted a special
Tacoma-area Small Business Roundtable
for Rep. Adam Smith (D-WA). Rep. Smith
has represented Chuckals’ home district in
the U.S. House of Representatives since
1996 and currently serves on the House
Armed Services Committee and Select
Committee on Intelligence.

The event drew local Chamber of Com-
merce officials and other small businesses
in Tacoma to the dealership, to hear Rep.
Smith offer his perspective on the current
state of the economy and discuss the re-
cent stimulus plan and its likely impact.

In addition, Chuckals’ Al Lynden spoke at a
special Procurement Conference hosted by
Rep. Smith last month.

Al shared the podium with experts from the
Department of Veterans Affairs, Small Busi-
ness Administration, General Services Ad-
ministration and procurement officials from
local military facilities and talked about how
small businesses can serve government buy-
ers effectively and position themselves as im-
portant resources and strategic partners. 

“We find most politicians and elected offi-
cials are receptive to the idea of supporting
locally owned and operated small busi-
nesses, but you can’t just sit back and as-
sume they know who you are and what you
do,” says Al. “They will respond to a posi-
tive message but you have to get out there
and take advantage of opportunities to
present it.”

Preferred Office Products,
Dallas Dealer, Launches
Comprehensive Re-Branding
Effort
You’ve got a good, thriving business but it
doesn’t feel like your dealership as a whole
is sending a real clear message out to the
marketplace. And your logo and signage
are looking just a little tired. 

So what do you do? If you’re the manage-
ment team at Preferred Office Products in
Dallas, you take a step back, bring in some
outside marketing consultants and embark
on a comprehensive re-branding effort to
put a whole new face on the company.

“It’s amazing just how many things have
our name and logo on them and they’re all
being transformed,” reports Preferred’s An-
drew Atkinson.

After an intensive two-month process, Pre-
ferred has a dynamic new logo and a
tagline—Solutions in Good Supply—that
not only positions the dealership as a prob-
lem solver, but also offers a high degree of
flexibility to send additional positive mes-

sages such as “Knowledge in Good Sup-
ply” or “Service in Good Supply” while re-
inforcing the basic theme.

Also new is an increased emphasis on
third-party testimonials and customer case
studies that highlight the personal service,
superior product knowledge and value that
provide the foundation of Preferred’s go-to-
market strategy.

The re-branding effort is only a few months
old—the first mailers with the new look and
messaging went out in February—but initial
response has been very positive, reports
Andrew. 

“Our initial new look flyer featured a prize
drawing for an Xbox 360 that generated
well over 100 entries in the first few days it
was out,” he says. 

“The program has not only been very effec-
tive at spelling out exactly who we are and
how we go to market and what really
makes us different from our competition.
It’s also probably energized our own people
as much as it has resonated with our cus-
tomers.”

Capital Services & Supplies,
DC Area Dealer, Provides 
One-Stop Resource for Gov’t,
Education Buyers
With headquarters not much more than
three miles from Capitol Hill, it’s not too sur-
prising that government business accounts
for the lion’s share of volume at Capital
Services & Supplies.

And as the dealership gets ready to cele-
brate its 30th year of service to local gov-
ernment and education buyers in the
Washington, DC area, its “one-stop-shop”
approach continues to generate a positive
response, says Capital’s Levine Forsythe.

Levine’s father, Ivorine, founded the dealer-
ship back in 1980 as a typewriter sales and
repair shop. It’s come a long way since
then, particularly when it comes to the
overall product and service offering.
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About half of Capital’s volume today comes
from office supplies, with furniture account-
ing for another 20% and a full service mov-
ing, storage and logistics division adding
another 15%.

Reflecting its office machine roots, IT
equipment and accessories round out the
mix to generate about 15%, Levine reports.

“We started out in the typewriter business
and pretty much followed our customers as
they transitioned to personal computers
and accessories,” he explains. 

Chances are you don’t need Levine or any-
one else to tell you how fast things change
in the IT world and keeping up with new
technology while staying clear of what he
laughingly calls “the bleeding edge” is a
constant challenge.

“You have to stay close to your customer,
track their changing needs and make sure
you’re able to provide solutions that are

specifically tailored to those needs,” Levine
stresses. 

That means a strong commitment to ongo-
ing training and the ability to build an
equally strong network of reliable technol-
ogy providers who can be counted on, not
just for the right products and prices but
also for education and customer support.

In recent years, TriMega and Synnex have
joined other partners like Ingram Micro and
Tech Data to strengthen Capital’s IT capa-
bilities, Levine reports, and help him and his
team build strong relationships in a techni-
cally demanding but very attractive market.

“Keeping up with your customers as their
technology platforms change is a challenge
that is always going to be there,” he says.
The good news, however, is that it’s solid,
reliable business with the right kind of com-
mitment and management and following
the recent renewal of some key govern-
ment contracts, Levine says that even with

the current downturn, he and his team are
looking forward to good things ahead for
the remainder of the year. 

United Stationers Honors
Midwest Dealers with 
Special ‘Blue Chip’ Awards
Three Midwest dealers picked up special
honors from wholesaler United Stationers
last month when they each received a “Blue
Chip” award from the wholesaler’s St. Louis
and Kansas City local business teams.

Congratulations go to W. M. Putnam Co in
Bloomington, Illinois and Office Essentials
and Tierney Stationers in Kansas City. The
award is given out based on several criteria,
including increased sales, private label
sales, and jan/san, as well as dealer training.
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AUDIO PORTABLE BUDDY
Reach Crowds up to 1,000!   
Run your computer and projector 
through the Buddy! Includes computer 
and projector cables.

 
We have over 200 public address portable sound systems & lecterns.

We Design, Engineer & Manufacture - 6 Year Warranty - Superior Performance, Quality & Reliability

PRESIDENTIAL LECTERN 
Reach Crowds up to 2,000!   
Two Jensen speakers, large storage 
shelves and rolls on 4 casters (2 
lock)

6 Year 
Warranty

MULTIMEDIA LECTERN CART
Reach Crowds up to 2,000!  
2 Jensen Speakers, Four 4-in casters, 
2 lock, locking doors and slide out 
drawer. Internal grommets for cables. 
Ships assembled. 

MADE IN USA

PINNACLE LECTERN
Reach Crowds up to 1,500!  
Lightweight Polyethylene lectern. 
Black Marble or Cherry insert. SW 
model includes SW225 Dual Module 
Speaker.
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800.543.0550

800. 622.1331  |  www.waddellfurniture.com

Over a Century of Dedication to American Craftsmanship
For more than a century craftsmen have been carefully 
constructing Waddell Display Cases in the time-honored 
tradition of Waddell quality. These skilled artisans use only 

available.

The Waddell brand of display cases has been part of the 
Ghent Manufacturing family since 1986 and continues to be 

details. This distinctive level of quality can be touched and 

Waddell product.

When you select a product from the Waddell collection you 

trophies and treasured symbols of success. When you select 
the strength, reliability, beauty and tradition of Waddell, your 

Contact us today for more information or visit 
www.waddellfurniture.com

http://www.waddellfurniture.com
http://www.waddellfurniture.com


Twelve years ago Connie Callaway decided
that she wanted to operate her own office
supply business rather than work for some-
one else. She believed the typical dealer op-
eration was inefficient and that service levels
could be improved, and decided it was time
to do something about it.

She understood that selling office supplies
was a basic, mostly commodity-type busi-
ness, that price was and would continue to
be important to most customers and that
computer technology offered an opportunity
to reduce the cost of doing business.

“We decided we would focus on small- and
medium-sized customers, that being stock-
less was a more efficient operation, and that
we would place extreme emphasis on four
key areas,” Connie explained. Those areas
were:

n Sell more profitable products and
services.
n Develop service levels that signifi-
cantly exceed all competitors.
n Use subcontractors whenever pos-
sible.
n Reduce costs through electronic
technology.

Office Stuff took a look at margins, by prod-
uct and by supplier, and did two things—
they worked with suppliers that offered a
better deal and promoted these items with
their customers. They were surprised at how
many manufacturers and distributors were

willing to drop ship to their customers.

The company added design services to go
along with their furniture business, including
the sales and installation of carpeting and
wall and window coverings. They also build
custom furniture pieces, as well as refurbish
anything in the Herman Miller line, although
they are not a Herman Miller dealer. All of
this work is outsourced, including ware-
housing and delivery.

With one exception, sales reps are inde-
pendent and work on straight commission.
“In total, we work with 30 sub- contractors,”
states Connie Callaway, “and we’re very
proud of the fact that almost every one we
started with is still with us today.”

Unique Approaches
“We have some customer contracts,” she
explains, “but we don’t go through the tra-
ditional process. Instead of providing a com-
plete set of prices, we say, ‘Give us the 20
or 30 items that you want special prices on
and what you want to pay, and we’ll see if
we can get those prices for you.’ This works
because first, it gets their attention, and sec-
ond, it puts the work on their shoulders, not
ours. This approach also has the advantage
of sorting out the customers, to see if price
is really important to them, or are they just
hoping that we will give them a lower price
if they grumble a little.”

In 2007, Connie and her team decided to in-
vest in the technology required to go virtual.
Today, they operate without a central office,
and have eliminated nearly all paper pro-
cessing, with the entire staff devoting nearly
100% of their time to sales activity.

Using the latest software, everyone works
out of their homes and has access to com-
pany information on a 24/7 basis.

“Our people love it,” says Connie. “The of-
fice is in a special section of my home, and
they can use it whenever they like.”

“We cut just about everything out of our op-
erating budget that didn’t affect our cus-
tomers. We’ve eliminated all paper
connected with a sale. Most of our files are
electronic. A few customers still request
paper billing and write checks, but we’re re-
ducing that number.”

As a result, Office Stuff has reduced its op-
erating expense by 24% while generating a
7% sales increase in 2008.

Is this a model that other dealers may
choose? Stay tuned.
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A New Business Model 
for the Digital Age
by Jim Rapp

Secrets of Success

n Office Stuff, Inc.
Lakewood, CO

n Connie Callaway, Owner
n Supplies, furniture, design serv-

ices
n Founded: 1997
n Sales: $5 million
n Employees: 4
n Partners: S.P. Richards 
n On-line sales: 40 %
n Web: www.goofficestuff.com

http://www.goofficestuff.com
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City officials in Berkeley, California, picked up some unexpected
spending money last month, after Office Depot delivered a check
for more than a quarter of a million dollars that represented over-
charges by the Florida big box in connection with its contract to
supply the city with office supplies.

The $289,000 check was for overcharges on purchases that oc-
curred in the course of Office Depot’s contract with the city from
July 2006 to March 2009 and was the result of efforts by local inde-
pendent Diane Griffin of Radstons Office Plus and former Office
Depot employee David Sherwin, who prompted city officials to in-
vestigate Depot’s pricing.

“I’m elated for the city of Berkeley,” Griffin told The Daily Californian
newspaper. “I’m pleased Office Depot is making right by the situation.” 

Berkeley City Council member Gordon Wozniak told the newspaper
that although he is pleased with the refund, the city should keep the
incident in mind when the contract expires. 

“I think the city has to very carefully monitor the remainder of the
contract to make sure this doesn’t happen again,” he said. “Cer-
tainly when this goes up to bid again, (the city has) to take this into
consideration.”

Meanwhile, news reports in Michigan and Texas last month indi-
cated more investigations of possible Office Depot overcharges in
those states are currently underway.

The Detroit News reported that the city’s public school system is
looking into allegations by Sherwin that the district is being over-
charged as the result of price manipulation on products that gov-
ernment agencies bought through the U.S. Communities
Government Purchasing Alliance. 

“Nationally, the overcharging amounts are somewhere in the range
of $100 million annually to between 4,000 and 5,000 agencies
around the country,” Sherwin told The Detroit News.

Sherwin said he tried to contact Detroit Public Schools at least 15
times over eight months and received no response. He also con-
tacted the Michigan attorney general’s office within the past few
weeks but has received no response, he said. 

Following a reporter’s inquiry, the DPS’ new inspector general, John
E. Bell, called Sherwin and requested more information, the news-
paper reported. “I thought it was something we ought to take a look
into immediately,” Bell said.  

In Texas, meanwhile, The Dallas News reported the state’s attorney
general’s office is also investigating possible Office Depot over-
charges in response to a complaint filed by Sherwin. 

When the newspaper asked a spokesman for the attorney general
for a status report, he declined to comment. “We don’t acknowl-
edge investigations,” he told The News. Office Depot, though, did
acknowledge receiving what amounts to a subpoena from the AG,
the newspaper said.

The Texas investigation comes after some states, cities and coun-
ties have settled complaints against Office Depot. Other agencies
—including the federal government—are still examining overpric-
ing allegations. The Dallas News provided the following “snap-
shot” of events to date: 
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Georgia%20Depot%20termination%20letter.pdf

February 2008: The  state of Georgia terminated its $40 mil-
lion contract after finding billing errors that Office Depot
failed to correct.

http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Nebraska%20state%20audit.pdf

April 2008: A  Nebraska state audit found agencies there
were “paying too much for office supplies because of seri-
ous pricing errors and overcharges.”

http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Florida%20governor%20letter.pdf

July 2008: The Florida’s inspector general’s said the attor-
ney general was investigating and the management services
department’s inspector general was conducting an audit.

http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/archives/2009/04/www.documents.dgs.ca.gov/dgs/pio/ODRelease.pdf

August 2008: The  state of California won a repayment of
$2.5 million for two years of overcharging. Officials said they
did not receive promised discounts from Office Depot.

http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/NC%20audit.pdf

September 2008: A North Carolina audit found state agen-
cies were overcharged $294,000 and noted that the com-
pany “inflated retail prices on Office Depot brand items so
that they could offer a higher discount to win the bid.”

http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Alabama%20AG.pdf

February 2009: The Alabama attorney general said it was
conducting a preliminary review. Office Depot also con-
firmed in its annual report that the Justice Department was
conducting a joint investigation with the Defense and Edu-
cation departments, as well as the General Services Admin-
istration.   www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/800240/000095014409001556/g17711e10vk.htm
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If you have news to share - email it to
Simon@IDealerCentral.com

Office Depot Repays $289,000 in Overcharges to California City;
Reports Surface of New Investigations in Michigan and Texas

mailto:Simon@IDealerCentral.com
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Georgia%20Depot%20termination%20letter.pdf
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Nebraska%20state%20audit.pdf
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Florida%20governor%20letter.pdf
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/archives/2009/04/www.documents.dgs.ca.gov/dgs/pio/ODRelease.pdf
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/NC%20audit.pdf
http://watchdogblog.dallasnews.com/Alabama%20AG.pdf
http://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/800240/000095014409001556/g17711e10vk.htm


CRM • LEAD GENERATION • MARKETING SUPPORT

Looking
Ed Minnick at 
Storey Kenworthy was...
BEFORE he called Tom Ketchum

and his team at SalesTactix!

“We’ve always had a new 
account push but Tom Ketchum
and SalesTactix have given us a

real shot in the arm.”

“We work together on the script,
he lines up appointments and
we make the sales calls. We
then review what happened,
what worked and didn’t work
and what we want to do next.” 

“We have a great close ratio. 
It’s revitalized our whole 

organization.”

New
Business

Isn’t It Time Your Dealership Started Sounding
MORE Like Storey Kenworthy?

for

Call Tom Ketchum Today at:
1.949.466.5718

For a demo go to:
www.salestactix.com

or email Tom at 
tom.ketchum@salestactix.com

What a New Business Development Program 
That Actually Works Can Do For Your Dealership!

http://www.salestactix.com
mailto:tom.ketchum@salestactix.com


TriMega Distributes $12.7 Million in 
Rebates for Q4 2008, Launches 
New Efforts in Support of City of Hope
TheTriMega Purchasing Association recently distributed rebates
to its members for their Q4 2008 purchases totaling $12.7 million,
TriMega president Charlie Cleary announced.

“It was particularly satisfying to make this rebate distribution to
our members given the current economic challenges, because
these payments represent a very real, much needed injection of
capital to the independent dealer community,” Cleary said. 

“Not unlike most other businesses today, TriMega members are
increasingly feeling the pinch of credit that is harder to come by,
slowing collection of their receivables and bottom lines that are
fighting to keep pace with prior year. These quarterly distributions
of rebates go a long way to bolster the financial strength of the
entire independent channel and thus the office products industry
as a whole,” he added.

Separately, TriMega announced several new initiatives in support
of The City of Hope, the California-based cancer research, treat-
ment and education institution, and its 2009 campaign, “Inspiring
Life,” honoring 3M vice president Jack Truong.

TriMega has launched a charitable campaign entitled “Signatures

for Hope” which for the third consecutive year is sending an over-
sized “Signatures for Hope” board to all of the association’s offi-
cial events in 2009. 

Attendees at these events are encouraged to donate $5 to sign
their name using a Sharpie marker, and join in the fight against
cancer. Each signature donation will be matched both by Sanford
Brands and TriMega. 

In addition, TriMega president Cleary was recently named to the
City of Hope, National Office Products Council while vice presi-
dent of marketing Michael Morris was named co-chairperson of
the Legions of Hope Committee, which is spearheading a per-
sonal giving campaign amongst middle management and the fu-
ture industry leaders. 

Buffalo Business Products, 
Texas Dealer, Joins AOPD
The American Office Products Distributors dealer network (AOPD)
has announced the addition of Buffalo Business Products in Fort
Worth, Texas, as a new member dealer. AOPD said Buffalo’s ten
locations will help strengthen the group’s presence in Oklahoma,
New Mexico and Texas.

This addition brings AOPD’s total membership to 63 dealers with
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153 locations, providing distribution throughout the U.S., Canada,
Puerto Rico, Europe and Australia. 

ECi Appoints 
New SVP Global
Corporate Marketing
Dealer technology provider ECi Soft-
ware Solutions has announced the
promotion of Traci Johnson to SVP,
global corporate marketing. In her
new role, Johnson, formerly presi-

dent of ECi’s Britannia business unit, will oversee marketing
across all of the company’s product lines and business units, in-
cluding both its North American and European operations.

“I’m excited to welcome Traci as the new head of marketing for
ECi,” said company president and CEO Ron Books. “She has
tremendous experience with our various products and a deep un-
derstanding of the needs of our customers. Both of these will be
tremendous assets as we introduce new, customer-focused ini-
tiatives and roll out several major new products over the coming
months, including TeamDesign version 14, the all-new ECi Ad-
vantage, and Britannia version 5.”

Johnson brings 20 years of experience working with ECi products
and customers to her new position. Prior to becoming president
of ECi’s Britannia subsidiary, she was general manager of its Sil-
ver Plus division and was actively involved with sales and mar-
keting for both business units. She has also worked with several
of ECi’s more recent acquisitions, including OMD, Advantage and
RockSolid and helped integrate these business units into ECi’s
overall operations. 

BMI Announces 
United Smart Search Integration
Dealer technology provider Business Management International,
Inc. (BMI) has announced the integration of United Smart Search
technology into its OP Revelation Software for independent office
product resellers, resulting in improved search capabilities for e-
commerce applications.

United Smart Search technology is provided by United Stationers
and enables the delivery of United’s content for nearly 40,000
products to power resellers’ web storefronts, based on search
and navigation requests by end consumers.

The integration of the United Smart Search technology allows re-
sellers to leverage United Stationers’ content, search and navi-
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gation, and cross-sell and up-sell capabil-
ities within the OP Revelation  e-com-
merce platform.  

Features of United Smart Search include
more detailed product attributes, im-
proved photographs, persuasive selling
copy,  and additional data to facilitate the
matching of supplies with equipment. 

“BMI’s integration of United Smart Search
represents another step in our continued
drive to improve the end-consumer shop-
ping experience, and to help resellers en-
hance their capabilities through access to
this technology,” said Laura Gale, vice
president of marketing for United. 

“With the advent of United Smart Search,
resellers have a powerful way to deliver
improved content to their customers in a
user-friendly fashion that will help increase
their web sales and improve customer
service.”

“The United Smart Search integration has
exceeded our expectations in terms of the

value it has added to our OP Revelation
solution,” said Craig Greitzer, BMI’s vice
president of sales. “The reseller can be as-
sured that their customers will find the
products they want with the fewest clicks.”

Thalerus Announces
Integration of SP Richards’
Enhanced E-Content 
The Thalerus Group dealer technology
provider has announced the launch of a
new version of its Vendere webstore solu-
tion powered by S.P. Richards’ new En-
hanced E-Content and Search Engine.

“SP Richard’s new enhanced e-content,
combined with a new version of Vendere
that features powerful ordering tools and
shop cart technology, will strengthen our
dealers’ relationships with their online cus-
tomers allowing them to make smart buy-
ing decisions” said Lillian Yeh, president of
Chicago-based Thalerus Group.

“We are very excited about Thalerus Group

dealers having access to our new en-
hanced e-content. Our partnership will be
a significant benefit to the dealer commu-
nity,” said Paul Gatens, S.P. Richards’ di-
rector of marketing information.

Gatens said the wholesaler’s new en-
hanced e-content and search includes im-
proved indexing drill-down; enhanced key
word search with spelling correction tech-
nology; richer product detail; filtered
searches by product attributes; cross sell-
ing of accessories; up-selling of compara-
ble items, and viewing of enlarged images
of products.

AOS Ware Announces New
Management, Investors
Dealer technology provider AOS Ware has
announced several changes to its senior
management team.

Seth Schulman has become the com-
pany’s new chief executive officer, while
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In Memoriam:
Howard A. Stockwell, 1918-2009

Howard A. Stockwell, originator of The Stockwell Report, died March 8 at the age of 90.

The Stockwell Report, once called The Office Products Industry Trends and Intelligence Re-
port, was first introduced in March of 1998 as a quarterly white paper report on the office
products industry to help industry executives manage their business.

“Howard was one of the first to identify the industry’s increasing move towards technology
products,” noted Thomas Stockwell, his son and co-principal of the Stockwell Associates
consulting firm with his brother David. “Whether it was charting new channels of distribution,
expansion of new and growing product categories, the global impact or private label devel-
opment, Howard seemed to be one step ahead of most people.”

He is survived by his life partner of 23 years, Jane Flagg Guise of Newbury, N.H.; his sons
John of Nashua, N.H., Thomas and his wife Susan of Bridgton, Maine; David and his wife
Mary of Groton; nine grandchildren; nine great-grandchildren; his brother Richard and his
wife Ginny, and his sister Martha and her husband John.

In lieu of flowers, contributions may be made in Howard’s name to Dartmouth College Fund,
c/o Gift Recording Office, 6066 Development Office, Hanover, NH 03755-3555. Online con-
dolences may be shared with his family at www.westonchandler.com.

Dave Stewart has been named director of
product development. 

AOS Ware has also announced the forma-
tion of a new investor board. The company
was previously owned by a single private
investor, with ties to the office products in-
dustry. “We are very lucky to have had,
and will continue to have to some extent,
the experience of learning and testing our
products with someone who has been in
this industry for over 13 years, but our new
investors are very excited about the
growth and potential of the company, and
are ready to move forward with all our big
plans”, said Schulman.

S.P. Richards Launches
Enhanced Version of Its
Design Made Easy Space
Planning Tool
Wholesaler S. P. Richards has announced
the launch of a new and improved version
of its Design Made Easy furniture space
planning and sales visualization tool.

With Design Made Easy, dealers will be
able to work with furniture clients and
prospective clients to develop a virtual lay-
out of their ideal workspace, S. P. Richards
said.

Enhancements to the program include
more realistic graphics of S. P. Richards’
furniture offering and the option to work in
either 2D or 3D views. Users also have the
ability to rotate rooms and products, zoom
in and out, paint the walls, lay the carpet,
and show the client exactly what their fin-
ished office will look like.

“We’ve made some truly dynamic im-
provements to the Design Made Easy pro-
gram. Being able to work in an interactive
way with your clients and show them what
their actual office environment will look like
is extremely powerful”, said Dawn St. Pe-
ters, S.P. Richards furniture program train-
ing manager. “We believe this program can
be a difference maker for our customers.” 

For additional details on the new Design
Made Easy program, dealers can contact
their local S. P. Richards sales representative.

Baumgartens Expands
into Writing Instruments
Market 
Baumgartens, manufacturer of
school, home, office, and personal
care items, has announced an ex-
clusive deal to manufacture and
distribute PenAgain, a patented
line of ergonomic writing instru-
ments, in the U.S. 

PenAgain allows the writer to use the nat-
ural weight of the hand instead of the grip-
ping action of fingers to create the
downward pressure. This eliminates the
need to squeeze or push down while grip-
ping the instrument, thus allowing the
thumb and forefinger to concentrate on
the act of writing. 

“The PenAgain range helps us strengthen
our product offering in the educational
market by adding unique innovations that
will make a difference for children learning
to write,” said David Baumgarten, vice
president of Baumgartens. “Further, we
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are interested in adding new innovations to
the areas of office supply, security, per-
sonal care, arts and crafts, and especially
products that help conserve natural re-
sources. We invite young businesses to
match synergies with us and expand their
opportunity to grow and succeed in this
challenging economy.”

As part of the partnership, Baumgartens
named Colin Roche, former chief executive
officer of Pacific Writing Instruments, as its
director of educational markets. 

West Point Products Opens
Sixth Distribution Facility
Imaging supplies distributor West Point
Products recently announced the opening of
its sixth distribution center, providing the
company with coast-to-coast shipping ca-
pabilities. The new DC, located in Irvine, Cal-
ifornia, joins the company’s other distribution
facilities in Gananoque, Ontario, Pittsburgh,
Jacksonville, Houston and Denver.

Duck Brand Goes Pink in
Support of Breast Cancer
Research
According to the Breast Cancer Research
Foundation® (BCRF), more than 180,000
women in the U.S. will be diagnosed with
invasive breast cancer this year. To join the
fight for a cure, Duck brand products is in-
troducing a special Breast Cancer Aware-
ness Month initiative later this year and
turning select products pink to benefit
BCRF.

Starting October 1, the Duck brand will do-
nate up to 20¢ to BCRF for each specially
marked item sold, with a maximum dona-
tion of $25,000. Packaging of participating
products—everything from shelf liner to
duct tape—will be dressed in pink and
marked with the BCRF logo.

A 20¢ donation will go to BCRF for the pur-
chase of Bubble Wrap cushioning, Smooth
Top Easy Liner or HP260 Packaging Tape.

Additionally, a 10¢ donation will go to
BCRF for the purchase of Duck
Tape brand duct tape in Funky
Flamingo, One-Handed Invis-
ible Tape or EZ Start Pack-
aging Tape.

‘We are proud to announce
our partnership with the
Breast Cancer Research Foun-
dation,’ said Traci Finkelmeier,
senior category manager for of-
fice stationery, Duck brand.
‘We are eager to join the
fight against breast can-
cer and look forward to
donating up to $25,000
to fund research to
help find a cure.’

Wall Calendars
• Sizes: 12”x12”, 12”x161/2” and 21”x123/8”

Desk Calendars
• Size: 181/2”x13”
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ebra
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Tent Calendars
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• Pick your theme: 

Kittens, Puppies, 
Gardens or Scenic

Write-on/Wipe-off 
Wall Calendars
• Size: 18”x24”
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Last summer, NOPA wrote to the U.S.

Small Business Administration (SBA)

and requested it launch rulemaking to

amend its small business “affiliation”

rules as a means to discourage the

large and expanding problem of small

business “fronts.” 

Such companies are typically put in

business or recruited by a national big

box company to allow them to partic-

ipate in federal, state and local gov-

ernment contracts that have been set

aside for small business. 

SBA responded last year that it was

receptive to such rulemaking and

would combine it with a comprehen-

sive review of its industry size stan-

dards for small business. 

NOPA highlighted the problem of

“fronts” during Capitol Hill meetings

in 2008 and again this year to educate

newly elected legislators about the

problem. 

When contracting reform legislation

stalled in the Senate at the end of the

Bush Administration, NOPA’s congres-

On April 23 NOPA wrote President

Barack Obama to propose a major

change in the federal government’s

strategy for purchasing office supplies.

The letter followed media reports sug-

gesting that he believes the U.S. gov-

ernment could save tens or even hun-

dreds of millions of dollars annually

through “bulk” buying. 

NOPA chairman Bob Chilton, presi-

dent, Supply Division of The Phillips

Group, and NOPA president Chris

Bates sent a joint letter seeking a

meeting with the President and his

senior purchasing staff to outline a far

more competitive and open approach

toward government-wide purchasing

of office supplies: reliance on open

competition among the more than 500

dealers and other vendors that are el-

igible to sell using the GSA multiple

award schedule for these products. 

In reply to reporters’ questions about

his recent challenge to cabinet officers

to find quick savings of $100 million

in their departments’ administrative

expenses, President Obama remarked

that “Secretary Janet Napolitano at

the Department of Homeland Security

estimates that they can save up to $52

million over five years just by purchas-

ing office supplies in bulk.” 

NOPA’s letter was intended to dispel

this misconception and related myths

that volume buying from large national

companies would generate desired

savings and ‘best value’ for govern-

ment agencies. 

Decisions to “strategically” buy office

products from a single, large national

source have proven unsuccessful and

have many unintended consequences,

Bates and Chilton said in their letter.

They said sole sourcing arrangements

displace competitive small businesses

and are subject to abuse, as an

awarded vendor’s pricing on thou-

sands of distinct products is rarely au-

dited and there are no competitors left

to challenge the awarded company for

the government’s business every day.

The President’s comments also pro-

vide an opening for independents to

highlight the clear economic and en-

vironmental benefits of buying from lo-

cal independents throughout the

country. 

NOPA is now pursuing a meeting to

explore its superior alternative to ex-

tended sole-source, “strategic” pur-

chasing. 
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sional allies suggested SBA rulemaking

as an alternative strategy to address this

serious problem. But then the rulemak-

ing effort stalled during the transition be-

tween the Bush and Obama Adminis-

trations.

Following NOPA’s annual Government

Affairs Conference in Washington in

March and meetings that addressed the

“fronts” problem, a few Members of

Congress sent letters to SBA encourag-

ing it to move ahead promptly with the

rulemaking. 

Now that a new Administrator is con-

firmed and in place, there is no excuse

for further delays and NOPA and con-

gressional allies are pressing for the rule-

making to begin.

This is just one example of the impact

that NOPA members are having on gov-

ernment policy makers when they visit

Washington, DC. Sharon Stepien, na-

tional operations manager of AOPD, and

other members of the Illinois delegation

were successful in encouraging their

representative, Congressman Bill Foster,

to send a letter to SBA on behalf of

NOPA.

In his letter, Rep. Foster specifically

asked the SBA for an update on the

agency’s response to NOPA’s request

for a formal rule-making to address the

“fronts” problem. 

“Illegitimate small businesses should not

be allowed to gain access to govern-

ment contracts as brokers receiving a

commission for little or no value added

work,” Rep Foster wrote. “And,” he

added, “large businesses should not

gain a larger piece of the federal market

through sham mentoring programs.”

Said AOPD’s Stepien, “I am genuinely

pleased that our congressman has lent

his support to address pass-throughs

affecting independent office products

dealers. Our visit to his office and meet-

ing with his aide to discuss this matter

proves again that individual voices are

heard and that we can all make a differ-

ence in promoting action on key industry

issues.” 

NOPA members can and do have an im-

pact as association-coordinated grass-

roots advocacy efforts at the state and

federal levels in the past few years have

shown. 

NOPA continues to highlight the benefits

of open competition, multiple award

schedules and term contracts and pur-

chasing from legitimate independent

dealers. 

SBA rulemaking is essential to make it

more difficult for the big box companies

to “affiliate” with small business “fronts”

for illegitimate purposes.
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May is Disability Insurance Awareness Month, which focuses 
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ability to earn an income.  Help your employees 
protect themselves against one of the 
most significant financial risks they face 
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UniCare Life & Health Insurance.
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If you sell office furniture, the numbers
aren’t good. 
According to the latest quarterly forecast from the
Business and Institutional Furniture Manufactur-
ers Association (BIFMA) International, 2009 office
furniture shipments will contract 19% compared
to 2008 volumes, while orders are expected to de-
cline 25%.

Although this isn’t exactly the best time for an of-
fice products dealer to grow their furniture busi-
ness, there are strategies dealers can take to
ensure that their overall business remains finan-
cially solvent and that they are in position to capi-
talize on opportunities once the economic
pendulum starts swinging in the right direction. 

Consider what’s going on at Nelson Office Supply
in Greeley, Colorado. During the first two months of
this year, the company’s furniture business fell 40-
50%. January, which Jim Nelson says is typically a
good furniture month, saw business fall close to
70%. February was an improvement thanks to a
large sale, but overall business is still down.  

“The activity is half of what I’d normally expect,”
says Nelson. “Our office products business is still
okay, only down 10-15%, but furniture is where you
make a lot of your profit.” 

Cover: photography by Dar•Ran Furniture, Inc.
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This may be the worst time ever for office products
dealers to grow their furniture business, but the last

thing they need now is to become complacent.
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It’s not for lack of trying that business is
down. The company is still talking to cus-
tomers and creating marketing and promo-
tional materials that highlight its furniture
offerings. The only way to keep it going and
hopefully get it growing again is by consis-
tently reminding customers that Nelson still
sells furniture.

“That’s what we’re trying to do,” says Nel-
son. “At least what is out there we still get.”

Things aren’t much better at Sayes Office
Supplies in Alexandria, Louisiana. 

“Furniture sales are slowing down dramat-
ically with people taking a good breath and
watching what happens with the economy,”
reports Kenny Sayes, the company’s
owner. 

Sayes still believes that advertising is es-
sential for growing one’s furniture business

even though that only gets them in the
door. 

“Then you’ve got to hook them,” he says. 

The key to that he says is presentation, es-
pecially when it comes to office design
services related to the furniture sale. 

“I still find people—the smaller independ-
ents—who use pencil drawings,” notes
Sayes. “That’s not an impressive way to
go to market. You don’t need to be a
rocket scientist, you just need some sort
of design software, and then sell what’s
good for the customer.”

This isn’t the time to sell A-grade furniture,
either. 

“A-grade books just aren’t coming off the
shelf right now,” observes Sayes. “People
aren’t into spending that kind of money.”

He recommends listening to what the cus-
tomer wants and coming up with a price
that’s sufficient for their budget.

“I don’t think you need to sell junk because
that will hurt you in the long run, Sayes
opines. “They’ll go back to their nearest
big box to pick up that kind of stuff.”

Sayes Office Supply still carries some im-
ports for customers looking for the lowest
possible price, but staff is trained to ex-
plain why customers don’t want to buy
that product. 

Even though his government sales are also
down, Sayes believes this is one market

that dealers should still focus on. 

“You ought to be in every government of-
fice pushing furniture,” contends Sayes.
“All of us can get a GSA line, they’re a
dime a dozen. If you have a state contract,
you need to be in there getting that busi-
ness. It’s lower margin, but it’s business.
And it’s a business that has a much higher
close rate.” 

Unlike most other dealers who sell furni-
ture, Business Office Outfitters (BOO) in El
Cajon, California isn’t down yet. Last year
the company grew 20% over the previous
year, and they’re up 5% for the first three
months of 2009. 

President Jerry Sinclair believes that figure
would be even higher if its competitors
weren’t giving the farm away. 

Although BOO focuses exclusively on fur-
niture, its strategy for growing business
even in difficult times is adaptable to any
dealer.  

“The thing that’s working for us, is that we
can provide a full service for the cus-
tomer,” says Sinclair. “Whatever their
budget is, we can match it.”

If a customer is looking for 20 cubicles,
BOO can quote them prices for new, re-
manufactured or as-is furniture. They can
also mix and match new and used per the
customer’s preference.

“Blending is key,” says Sinclair. “We don’t

MAY 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 23

Cover Story: continued from page 22

continued on page 24



have to miss a sale. We’ve got everything that everybody could
need at every budget level.”

BOO’s customers are in key verticals like healthcare and educa-
tion, but the majority of its clients are traditional businesses that
believe it or not are still buying furniture. And those sales often
lead to more sales, just because someone saw the product in
somebody else’s office. 

“Every time we do a job and do it well, we get two or three more
sales from it,” beams Sinclair. “That’s been a big part of our in-
crease in business.”

Asked if he’s surprised to be growing while others have seen their
sales decline, Sinclair admits he is. 

“I don’t like to see other businesses hurting,” notes Sinclair, who
believes collaboration with other dealers is important. 

“What happens is when you see the numbers not there, the first
thing you want to do is start eliminating people and go into a
shell,” says Sinclair. “We’re not doing that. We’re spending money.
We recently made the investment to attend this year’s WorkPlace
Furnishings meeting because we want to get more ideas and
learn. We’re always trying to be a step ahead of everybody else.
We’re not just sitting here. We’re marketing, we’re calling people,
and most people don’t want to do that when they’re depressed.”

Another way BOO is growing is by expanding its used furniture of-
ferings. There’s a lot of vacant office buildings in the San Diego
area with good furniture in them and BOO is buying. They’re stock-
piling inventory even though they may not currently have a cus-
tomer for that furniture. It’s all about planning for pent-up demand.  

“We may be the only dealer that has inventories when people
want them,” notes Sinclair. 

BOO is selective in its purchases. They classify used furniture on
a scale of 1-10. The preference is 9’s and 10’s, and if it isn’t an 8
or higher, BOO isn’t interested. 

“All the inventories we’re getting in are spectacular,” says Sinclair.
“We just sold four used workstations last week and the customer
is totally pleased. We literally saved them thousands of dollars
per station.” 

BOO photographs all the used furniture it buys and creates a mar-
keting booklet with pictures of every item with the quantity next
to it. This information can also be found on the BOO web site. 

“We can take that out to customers, drop it off, or send out e-
mails and say, here are the new products we just bought,” says
Sinclair. “Every time we do that, an order comes our way.”

Grady Taylor, executive vice president with TriMega Purchasing
Association, isn’t about to sugarcoat what’s going on, but he does
see opportunities. 

“With the economy bad, the first thing to go is capital expendi-
tures, so if you’re selling copiers or furniture, you’re normally in
bad shape,” says Taylor. “But some people still need furniture and
if they do, a lot of times they’re not looking at a contract grade.
Your focus should be on inexpensive furniture.”

He identifies mid-market and used as opportunities. He also has
some words of wisdom for office products dealers looking to sal-
vage the furniture portion of their business.
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“You want to hunker down and withstand the storm,” he
says. “Not that I’m advocating layoffs, but

you have to be extremely careful that
you don’t have overhead that’s
going to kill you.”

Taylor uses a TriMega dealer who at
press time had no furniture orders
on the books for April as an exam-
ple. Even in that bleak scenario, he
was still paying two designers, one
using Autocad and the other GIZA.
Taylor suggests consolidating to one
design program or splitting the hours
between the two designers rather
than laying one off. 

“It’s difficult to justify carrying overhead
that isn’t producing,” says Taylor. “At

the end of the day you have to do
whatever it takes to save the

company and find creative
ways to keep people instead
of taking the layoffs route.”

Taylor is confident the in-
evitable rebound will come
and advises preparing for it
now.  

“You are going to see some
work coming through
whether it’s the stimulus or
people bottoming out,” he
says. “There’s got to be

pent-up demand at some
point.”

When that pent-up demand comes,
Taylor doesn’t expect to see a huge

rebound for contract product.  

“Positioning myself away from the contract furniture
lines at this moment is a good idea and you’re going to
see that carry on when this recession is over,” predicts
Taylor. 

“I think there’s business out there,” adds
Allen Kleinhenz who oversees fur-

niture business for is.group.
“Some businesses are doing

alright and you need to
identify what those are
and attack those niches.”

Government, education,
and healthcare are three of

those niches, although Kleinhenz is quick to point out
that state government business, depending on the
state, may not necessarily be flourishing. 

Kleinhenz emphasizes the need to get in front of cus-
tomers and reinforce your entire product offering, not just
the supplies that customers continue to buy.

“It’s the age-old saying, when the going gets tough the
tough get going,” he says. “I think there is business out
there, it’s just tougher to find.” 

Both Kleinhenz and Office Partners’ president Jim Hebert
suggest getting back to basics and letting customers and
prospects know you’re alive and well.

“You need to continue to sell your supplies, but make
sure your customer knows that you sell furniture and
you’re there for them when they need it,” says Kleinhenz.   

“Most dealers tell me they have to turn over more rocks
and knock on more doors right now, and that’s part of
it,” adds Hebert. “You really need to get back to the ba-
sics and say, ‘What did I do before that was good and
what have I forgotten while things were good?’”

One of Office Partners’ dealers is doing very nicely meet-
ing the needs of a credit assistance company that’s
growing in leaps and bounds.

“Look for people who could do well in this economy,” ad-
vises Hebert. “Back in the 1980s when we went through a
similar thing with the savings and loans and 24% interest
rates, we were still selling tables and chairs down at the
unemployment office.”

Although there’s a boatload of suggestions for navigating
the rough economic waters, Hebert acknowledges that
most dealers must figure things out for themselves.
Again, it’s doing what comes naturally and leveraging the
talents and strategies that made them successful in the
first place. He acknowledges that even successful deal-
ers have a tendency to get complacent. 

There’s no one-size fits all answer to how to grow one’s
furniture business when times are tough, nor when times
are good. And even though most office products dealers
won’t see much growth if any in their furniture business
this year, that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be out plant-
ing seeds so that customers know where to turn when
it’s buying time again.
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Ask almost any salesperson what they
think of these keepers of the keys to the
corporate kingdom and you’ll often hear
them discussed in less than complimen-
tary terms. And that attitude is a big part
of the problem.

The reason gatekeepers are the way they
are is that many salespeople are the way
they are. 

Imagine you’re the gatekeeper. Your boss,
the decision maker, has tasked you with
guarding their valuable time and restricting
access to the inner sanctum. Essentially,
you’re a corporate bouncer. 

Now, you might start off your gate keeping
career on a power trip—after all, the boss
trusts your judgment, and that’s pretty
heady stuff. You might be the type who’s
earnestly interested in making sure only
worthy requests get passed to the boss.
Or, you might just be afraid of your boss’s
wrath if you’re lax in your duties. 

However you begin, though, you’ll proba-
bly end up jaded, curt, and cynical. Why?
Because the people who are asking to
cross your bridge treat you as nothing
more than an obstacle – eight hours a day,
five days a week, fifty weeks a year. And
in the interest of simple survival, you raise
the shields and ready your No’s every time
you see a salesperson coming.

Gatekeepers as allies
Like you, gatekeepers are only doing their
jobs. If they weren’t, decision makers would
be so busy dealing with products and serv-
ices not worth their attention that yours
wouldn’t get the consideration they deserve.

In truth, the gatekeeper is on your side, and
realizing that is your first step toward the
decision maker they guard. 

Reframing your relationship in this
way repositions gatekeepers as
the vital, valued parts of the sales
process that they are. Equipped
with that insight and the follow-
ing five tips, you’ll stand a much
better chance of rising above
the background noise and con-
vincing the gatekeepers you face of
your value to their decision makers.

Five tips for opening the gate
Can the sweet talk. Sweet talk, schmooz-
ing, flattery—whatever you call it, it gets
old fast. When gatekeepers hear it, they
immediately begin looking for ways to get
rid of you. Why? Because it’s a signal that
the value of your offering is weak and that
you must resort to manipulative tactics to
get an audience.

Involve gatekeepers in the sales process.
If you’re sending a brochure or other mate-
rials, include a copy for the gatekeeper. Ask
questions that recognize their position as
decision makers themselves, such as, “In
your opinion, is what we have to offer some-
thing that could benefit your business?”

Respect a gatekeeper’s time. Call or
show up when you say you will. Keep your
conversations short and to the point. Ask
if it’s a good time to speak or if you should
call or stop back.

Get a referral. Because gatekeepers are
so busy, they’re always trying to streamline
their days. One way they do that is with a

mental list of contacts who don’t have to 
be scrutinized before being allowed to see
the boss. Get a referral from one of these
and get yourself on the shortlist.

Do your homework. If you can demon-
strate knowledge of a gatekeeper’s com-
pany, principals, and needs, instead of
appearing to be merely working your way
down a cold call list, you will get credibility
points and a much better shot at seeing
the boss.

Gatekeepers aren’t trolls who delight in
turning away would-be bridge-crossers. In
fact, most of them don’t even like saying
no. But, it’s their job to do so. That makes
it your job to step into their shoes, look at
yourself from their point of view, and re-
spect them as valuable human beings.

Enemies at the Gate?
Why Gatekeepers are your allies 
(and how to convince them you’re on their side)
By Danita Bye

If you’ve been in sales for more than ten minutes, you’re well acquainted
with gatekeepers, those mythical trolls guarding the bridge who get a
kick out of denying you access to decision makers unless you can
answer their questions three – and probably not even then. 
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Here’s the strategy we put into place for a local office supply
company, and they got first-page rankings within a couple of
months.

week 1: Research
The first thing to do is sit down, ideally with some of your staff,
and come up with a big list of phrases you think potential cus-
tomers might be using when they're looking for someone to
sell them office products. 

Think like a prospect, not an expert. Be sure to include your
city or town name. Use plural and singular forms (Boston of-
fice supply stores,  office supply store, office supplies store,
etc.). Get specific. 

Then take that list and expand it, using the free Google Keyword
Tool (https://adwords.google.com/select/KeywordToolExternal). 

This will show you how many people are searching on those
particular phrases. There are options from drop-down menus
to show other keyword suggestions or hide them, and once
you've gotten your results, you can export them to a spread-
sheet. Some will have a lot of interest, some none at all. 

week 2: Strategize
When people search on these phrases, does your site come
up? A fast, free way to check is to use a tool that's an add-
on for your Firefox browser. 

Rank Checker (http://tools.seobook.com/firefox/rank-
checker/) is easy to use—paste in your list of keyword
phrases, enter your site's URL, and let the tool do the work. 

It will tell you where your site is ranked on the three largest
search engines: Google, Yahoo!, and Microsoft Live. You can
export this report to save and see how your site's rankings
improve over time. 

Try running a fresh one every month, and you'll be surprised
how things can change in a few months. 

Now that you know where you stand, decide where to focus
your efforts. What you’re looking for are phrases with good
search volume, but where you don’t have to compete with
hundreds of thousands of other pages. 

The phrase “leather office chairs,” for example, is much too
broad for a local business, but “used office furniture Chicago”
is a good choice since it’s more specific. 

Check out your competitors’ rankings, and see if there are
terms where you can “hit ’em where they ain’t.” 

Focus on the terms where you have a competitive advantage.
If you see local directories coming up consistently on your
terms, by all means consider advertising prominently in the
appropriate category…you get a lot of leverage for your own
site, and you can get included immediately in a top-ranked
directory.
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Eight Weeks to Winning on the Web
By Sara Rasco

The idea of working on web marketing can be intimidating for a small business, especially
when the main competitors are large, national chains and your dealership has no dedi-
cated marketing department with a big budget waiting in the wings! 
Fortunately, it doesn't take all of that to make an impact on how your business is found
in your market. Better yet, the work can be done in small steps over time without a mar-
keting department. 

https://adwords.google.com/select/KeywordToolExternal
http://tools.seobook.com/firefox/rank-checker/
http://tools.seobook.com/firefox/rank-checker/


week 3: Get on the Map
Submit your business listing to Google Local, Yahoo! Local, and
Live Local. These are like a Yellow Pages listing, only you’ll be
listed in the map results that are on the first page when people
search on phrases that include a city name. 

Be sure to include some of your chosen key phrases in the space
where you can write a bit more about your business. 

Follow through on the confirmation email or postcard to activate
your listing, and be sure to ask your customers to write reviews
for you…this will help you get better rankings. 

Other important directories with free local listings include
DMOZ.org, YellowPages.com, Yelp, local.botw.org, SuperPages,
MerchantCircle, and Insider Pages…this last one is a directory
that CitySearch pulls from. 

These are all important sources of links, and Google LOVES to
see links to your site. A good paid link is the Yahoo Directory,
which is $299 per year.

weeks 4-8: Fresh Content
Pick one or two pages each week, and revise the content on it.
Start with the home page, putting the most important key phrases
there, then move onto the second most important page. 

Working with your web designer or webmaster, add 3-5 relevant

key phrases into the copy, the title tag, the description and key-
word meta tags, and the headlines (when possible). 

Office furniture terms go on the office furniture page, more general
terms might go on the About Us page.

See You at the Top!
Monitor your results by running a ranking report every few weeks.
If you haven’t updated your site in a while, it may take a few
weeks for the search engines to begin indexing the site regularly
again. Once they do, you should see your rankings gradually
begin to improve. 

If a few terms move up and others stay back (lower than position
20), emphasize the winners and de-emphasize the losers in your
strategy. Keep adding content, asking for reviews and adding
links via contributing to blogs or forums and doing press releases
with keyword-based links back to the relevant content on your
site (we like PRWeb). 

The great things about search engine marketing are that you can
measure your results and your rankings tend to stay high once
you’ve achieved authority for your terms. 

It takes a little time to get to the top, but it’s pretty easy work.
Good luck!
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8 Weeks to Winning... continued from page 27

The First Network of Independent Installation Companies

Installation made easy.  Anywhere.

Over 250 service providers offering trouble-free office furniture 
installation services throughout North America.

A network of installation professionals

24/7 access to real-time project status 
information

Online Quotes, national capability and 
experience

Consistent performance and service excellence 
nationwide

A one-stop solution for multi-location projects

Moves, reconfigs, panel cleaning and more!

Call 1-888-GO-INSTALL Today or go to www.installnet.com

http://www.refreshweb.com
http://www.installnet.com


In today’s competitive market, independents need to have a fresh, new breed of
polished and professional sales reps facing their customers. Yet finding and re-
taining high quality sales professionals is one of the biggest challenges they face
today because there is a perception they can’t attract the most talented people. 

Furthermore, the entire hiring process seems daunting and is often put on hold
because the company lacks a clear selection process and effective training pro-
gram. Instead, independents tend to take the easy way out by going with a friend,
relative or other referral, or hiring someone who has “a piece” of what they are
looking for, such as industry knowledge. 

With today’s high unemployment rate, the talent pool is the best it has ever been.
Do not wait until you have an opening. Finding and retaining great people should
be an ongoing process—and a commitment to excellence for your organization.

K.Coaching has created an interview and training guide to help independents with
this process. The guide includes a sample job description, interview questions to
understand the candidate’s core competencies, and an assessment process and
tool to measure their capacity for the job requirements. 

The guide also outlines a recommended training approach, suggests expecta-
tions for first year sales reps, and provides tools to establish quotas and activities
that will achieve the results you expect. 

Here are some highlights and best practices from independents who are using it.

The Five-Step Approach to Hiring Great Sales People
1. Detail the position you are looking to fill—including the required knowledge,
job responsibilities, skills and core competencies. This makes it easier to iden-
tify and appeal to candidates who possess the qualifications or characteristics
best suited to your organization’s needs and culture.

A detailed description of key responsibilities might include the following:

n Research, contact, qualify, prepare and present proposals to acquire new
mid-market accounts.

n Manage day-to-day relationships with existing customers by developing a
high value-add relationship with the buyer and higher–level management.

n Identify short-term and long-term sales retention and penetration oppor-
tunities.

2. Create an evaluation and selection process. Having a process may help you
eliminate having to hire from a pool of one. But once you advertise and begin re-
ceiving résumés and phone calls, you must have a reliable system for narrowing
the field. 

Step 1: Eliminate any résumé that doesn’t put the candidate’s best foot forward.
Lack of professionalism in organization or appearance, a missing cover letter,
and too many jobs in a short period of time are obvious red flags. Also, look for
how the résumé is presented. Are there misspelled words, poorly written sen-
tences, or other signs of poor communications skills?

Step 2: Arrange telephone appointments to screen the remaining applicants.
One key question to ask is, “Why are you interested in working for our com-
pany?” Or, as an alternative, “Tell me what you know about us and why you want
to work here?” If they are not prepared and can’t answer intelligently, imagine
how they will perform on a sales call. Also, listen to their phone voice, inflection,
and energy—as well as their language, slang, and other noticeable habits. Are
you hearing what you want your customers to hear?
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Hiring &
Retaining 
GREAT

Sales
People

By Krista Moore

Krista Moore is President of K Coaching,
LLC an executive coaching and consulting
practice that has helped literally hundreds of
independent dealers maximize their full
potential through enhancing their manage-
ment systems, sales training, and leadership
development. For more information, visit the
K Coaching web sites at www.kcoaching.com, for coaching
and consulting programs and www.opwebinar.com for the
latest online training courses.

http://www.kcoaching.com
http://www.opwebinar.com


Step 3: Interview around core compe-
tencies. At K.Coaching, we have deter-
mined 13 core competencies for
successful office products sales reps.
As a company, you should define the
core competencies you are looking for
and create standard behavioral ques-
tions to target that competency during
the interview process. Often the inter-
view becomes about likability and going
with the gut, rather than about trying to
determine if the candidate possesses
the traits to succeed in the position. In-
terviewing for core competencies will
eliminate both the impostors and the
too-nice guys!

Let’s take prospecting as an example.
These days all sales people need honed
prospecting skills to be aggressive and
proactive in getting new accounts and
closing business. If the sales rep does
not have any prospecting experience,
you must be willing to take a risk and
also invest in personal one-on-one time
and professional training to prepare

them to successfully land new accounts.
Remember, having sales experience
doesn’t necessarily mean they are good
at prospecting.

Interview Questions:

n Tell me about your experience in
cold calling on prospect accounts
for your company. 

n Tell me about a time you were able
to bring on a difficult new account.

n What was your new business
quota and what did you achieve? 

n What was the sales process and
how did you get the new account?

When you interview specifically for the
competencies, you will quickly see
whether candidates possess the required
skills and determine how much you will
need to invest in additional training and
development.

4. Share your expectations. Come to the
interview prepared to be able to tell the

candidate what their goals would be and
how they would be measured, held ac-
countable, and rewarded. How do they
know whether they want the job and if
they’ll be able to succeed without knowing
what is required? Remember—they are in-
terviewing you as much as you are them.

5. Provide a quality training and orien-
tation program. The first day on the job
should be their best day. I remember the
time I showed up for my first day at work
and was given a dusty desk with coffee
stains in the hallway—not the best first im-
pression.

Make their first day really count. Spend
time with them, take them to lunch and
make them feel welcome. Share the com-
pany vision and explain how they will be
an integral part of both the team and the
company’s success. Communicate your
expectations clearly and review the sales
training and company orientation training
with them, so they get off to a strong start!
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One thing that all back office software pro-
grams do very well is hold the price of the
contracts that you or your reps have cre-
ated. 

Many dealers have come to believe that
they must use this feature “religiously” in
order to protect customers from frequent
price increases that might cause them to
search for a new supplier.

Putting it bluntly, this practice, based
largely on fear, is simply not sustainable.
Dealers cannot make any profit when cus-
tomers are buying more contract items at
very low margin, while buying fewer
higher-margin, general line products.

And to make matters worse, the sheer
number of custom contracts that most
dealers create makes it very hard to up-
date prices in a timely fashion, even when
the decision to increase pricing has been
made.

Now for the good news! 
The contracts problem can be mitigated
so that it will harm the profitability of your
dealership less in the future than it has in
the past. The following solutions are not
foolproof, but they can help you retain or
gain margin on the contracts that currently
plague your profitability.

First, let’s look at recent history. Hewlett-

Packard products represent between 20-
30% of most dealers’ sales and it is com-
mon knowledge that HP raised prices
twice between September 2009 and Feb-
ruary 2009. These increases added ap-
proximately 12-20% to the cost of their
products. 

Copy paper pricing also increased signifi-
cantly during 2008, and no dealer could
afford not to pass these increases along to
their customers. 

Somehow, your dealership is still alive in
spite of significant price increases for the
most commoditized products that you sell. 

However, if someone had asked last year
if your company could have passed on
such major increases and keep most of its
customers, many of you and your reps—
especially your reps—would have pre-
dicted a result bordering on Armageddon!

I’m guessing that despite the price in-
creases, you still have most of your cus-
tomers and though they might not be as
loyal as a year ago (see last month’s col-
umn for some ideas to increase customer
loyalty), they still buy from you. 

Your competitors could not take them all
away even when the unthinkable occurred.
Conclusion: Competitive prices are not the
only reason most of your customers buy
from you. Let’s use that knowledge to your
company’s advantage.

In order to maintain the overall profitability
of your company, price increases must be
passed along to your customers and con-
tracts must become a less important por-
tion of your pricing plans. How? Here are
a few ideas to get you started:

Grow the contract.
This doesn’t mean that your reps perform
an account review and add items in the
customer’s top 20 to the bid list. (This mar-
gin-killing concept has been employed by
independents as well as the power chan-
nel for the past 10 years.) 

It will be hard to ever make any money if
80% of your customer’s purchases are
controlled by a low margin contract that
keeps growing every time someone buys
something in quantity. 

Instead of growing the number of items on
custom contracts based upon current pur-
chases, add buying group or wholesale
flyer pricing to your contracts while selec-
tively raising the price of those items that
are hurting your margin by a few percent-
age points. 

There is a risk, but as a general rule the
customer will not notice unless you aren’t
adding other value to the account.
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Don’t Let Customer 
Contracts 

Drain Your Profitability
By Tom Buxton



Shrink the contract.
This provides another method through
which margin can increase, but don’t
waste too much time deleting items from
large lists just because the customer
doesn’t use them. 

If you think about it for a minute, what
good will it do to waste precious time ma-
nipulating items that aren’t part of your
problem? Instead, introduce alternatives
to the client that will save them money or
make them more efficient. 

There are numerous examples of these
sorts of products in various categories in-
cluding toner, binders, laser labels, and
envelopes. In many cases custom con-
tracted items can be replaced with overall
default pricing like a matrix and the quoted
item can be removed.

Create a system of
menu-based pricing.
This can help you avoid having to con-

stantly maintain all those custom con-
tracts. 

For example, rather than allowing every
sales rep to create a specific price for copy
paper, give them a choice of 4-6 options.
Price level #1 will provide their new cus-
tomer with the lowest possible cost on a
few paper SKUs as long as the rep agrees
that within one or at the most two quar-
ters, the price will move up through the
levels. 

Similar menus can be created for other im-
portant items like toner and ink. The less
emotional products can be priced using
one of the excellent matrixes that the
wholesalers provide.

Raise contract pricing.
Raise contracts by a higher percentage
than the increase you receive from your
supplier. It is almost tragic the way that
many office products dealers fail to use
the opportunity that price increases afford
them to raise their margins. 

If your customer is going to leave you be-
cause of a price increase, it won’t be the
extra 1.5-3% you add that throws them
over the edge. Reevaluate the value you
bring to your customer. 

Is the continued existence of your com-
pany important enough to risk the possi-
bility that a customer may become upset? 

In my experience, if a customer leaves,
pricing is usually at most an indirect cause.
More often, the company or sales repre-
sentative has not added enough value
over a period of time.

Remember that tough times demand
tough choices. Don’t think that leaving
your contracts alone or adjusting them
only when you have no other choice will
ensure your customers’ loyalty. 

Your company must make a profit in order
to survive and unless many dealers decide
to revise the manner in which they price
contracts their failure is a foregone conclu-
sion. As always, we welcome your com-
ments and opinions.
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Don’t Discount
Small Business,
Mr. President

by Paul A. Miller
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fice Furniture Dealers Alliance
(NOPA/OFDA). In addition to
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government markets. For
more information, visit
www.mwcapitol.com.

It was a good first step to see the President ac-
knowledge during his first cabinet meeting that
the government should be doing a better job in
its purchasing process. Unfortunately, that is
where the good news ends.

From his remarks, the President seemed sur-
prised that the government doesn’t buy in bulk
and he further stated the Dept. of Homeland Se-
curity, as one example, could save over $52 mil-
lion over five years by purchasing its office
supplies in bulk. The President went on to say the
government could see a real savings by purchas-
ing its goods from single vendor. 

As baseball great Yogi Berra might say, this is
déjà vu all over again!

We’ve been down this road before with former
Vice President Al Gore’s “Reinvention of Govern-
ment” effort. It didn’t work then and it doesn’t
work now. Those advising the President have to
realize that the government doesn’t operate like
a business, nor can it.

If the government adopted a sole source ap-
proach for its office products, the contract would
most likely go to a large national company and
eliminate small business from the federal govern-
ment market and put quite a few of them out of
business into the bargain. 

During an economic recession, the last thing we
need to do is make things any harder than they
are already for the small businesses in this coun-
try who are providing most of the jobs for peo-
ple.

The President’s comments only serve to under-
score the critical need for someone on his team
who truly cares about small business. 

This will only happen when that person has sta-
tus in his administration that is on a par with the
President’s cabinet secretaries. 

If the position of SBA administrator was a cabi-
net-level appointment and served as a member
of the Council of Economic Advisors, this person
would have the President’s ear and be able to
make the case that the sole source approach to
procurement is not necessarily good for the gov-
ernment, purchaser, taxpayer or small busi-
nesses.

Doing business with the federal government is
challenging enough for small businesses. The
President’s comments will only make it harder for
them to get out from under the myth that only the
big corporate companies can meet the needs of
the government and the taxpayer.

As reported elsewhere in this issue, NOPA has al-
ready requested a meeting with the White House
to show the Administration just how effective
small office products businesses can be. 

If given a seat at the table, we can help the Pres-
ident accomplish his goals of cutting fraud,
abuse and waste. We can make the purchasing
process an effective one, but only if the mindset
changes and the people calling the shots give
small businesses a real opportunity on a level
playing field. 

Two steps are needed to start the process: First
of all, the President needs to clarify his com-
ments and secondly, he needs to elevate the
SBA administrator to cabinet-level status imme-
diately.

Mr. President, we need your help on this, not as
a handout but as a way to provide new efficiency
and value to government purchasers, strengthen
the small business sector of the economy and-
boost its ability to provide valuable jobs in these
challenging times.

http://www.mwcapitol.com


Most days, office products is a serious business.
There are fierce competitors to worry about, and
more often than not, they come with far more mar-
keting muscle and financial resources than most
independents can muster. 

And on those rare days when the competition is
not a problem, there are always at least one to two
customers who can be counted on to ratchet up
the blood pressure with a demand for unrealistic
pricing, long discontinued mystery products or
complaints about jammed up copy paper that
somehow works just fine for everyone else.

Fortunately, if you’ve been in this business for any length of
time, chances are you’ve also got a pretty good sense of
humor. After in-depth product knowledge, a strong customer
service orientation and time management skills, the ability to
find things to laugh about may well be one of the most valu-
able resources for long-term industry success. 

Just ask Bob Palmer at Independence Business Supply in
Cleveland. Bob is an industry veteran who next year will be
celebrating 30 years in office products sales. Bob has spent
the past seven years at Independence and, he says, he’s
never seen better times for locally owned and operated office
products businesses. 

“More people today like the idea of buying from local com-
panies and appreciate the personal service they get from an
independent dealer,” he says. “It’s a relationship business
and if you treat your customers the right way and take care
of them properly, they’ll stay with you forever.”

That would be enough to bring a smile to the face of the most
hardened sales vet, but Bob Palmer has a lot more to laugh
about. In addition to a successful office products career, Bob
also has built up a nice sideline as a stand-up comedian and
voice over specialist for local TV and radio commercials.

“I was always the class clown at school and never really had

a problem making people laugh,” he confesses. And even as
his office products business was growing, there was still that
unanswered question nagging away about just how funny he
was.

One day, back in 1988, he decided to take the plunge and
find out. “There was a comedy club in town that had an open
mike night every week, so I put together a short routine,
signed up and stepped into the spotlight,” he recalls.

The memory of the raw fear and adrenaline surge from that
first performance is still fresh but somehow Bob got through
his routine, won that night’s comedy contest and a new ca-
reer was born!

Over the next 20 years, Bob hit the comedy circuit, both lo-
cally and across the country “I never tired of doing comedy,
but it was a lot of time on the road and the travel got old fairly
quickly,” he admits. 

These days, most of his appearances are limited to clubs in
the Cleveland area. At the same time, Bob has also found a
new career in recent years doing voiceovers for local TV and
radio commercials. And, he reports, his office products busi-
ness continues strong, even in today’s challenging times.
And these days, that’s enough to make anyone smile!
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For today’s independent business products supplier,
strategic accounts—large, multi-location, systems-based
buyers—offer more potential than they have in years. The
overall economy may be challenging, to say the least, but
the good news for independents is that many of today’s
larger clients are willing to shift from the big box players if
a strong business case can be presented. They realize that
service, account management and overall attention to their
specific program are more likely to be realized by partner-
ing with someone from the independent community. 

Creating your own advantage

In the late 1980s, I had the unique opportunity to transi-
tion from a traditional sales role to that of national ac-
count manager. 

While we had little experience in this arena, the company
I represented decided was time to compete for multi-mil-
lion-dollar contracts within the financial industry. 

As one of the chosen few, I embarked on an ambitious
quest to beat our competitors and take market share from
them. While difficult at times, this experience proved a
career-changing opportunity and one that I would not
have wanted to miss.

As we fast forward from the 1980s to the 21st century,
we find ourselves in a time of dramatic, inevitable change
for all industries. Sourcing tools are automated, the client
is more sophisticated, the competitive landscape has a
wider or more select group of participants and the dollars
at stake are larger due to the centralization of shared
services within many companies. 

All this, you would think, would make selling strategically
a uniquely different exercise. But is it? 

The common factor in most selling environments is com-
munication. While communication alone does not provide
value, communication that enables the sales team to un-
derstand the client’s goals does. 

Once the client’s goals are understood, the means
through which the information is utilized become the
foundation for the strategic selling process.  

Understanding the client

Throughout my career, I have been a big proponent of
viewing each client as unique and of trying to understand
as much as possible about the specific reasons why they
are looking at strategic sourcing opportunities. 

While many clients share the same problems and issues,
the purpose for sourcing may be very different. Under-
standing this purpose is a key to understanding the client’s
motives and to defining what they hope to accomplish. 

Opportunities for change 

Understanding who or what is driving change in a com-
pany is a key factor in the selling process and this factor
becomes even more critical when working with strategic
accounts.

A strong salesperson should not only be keenly aware of
this fundamental issue, but should be able to answer the
following critical question: Who or what is driving change
within the organization?

Outlined below are some of the factors that can create a
need for change in an organization:

n Shift of Strategic Direction

n Personnel Changes 

n Supplier(s) Influence

n Economic, Environmental or Cultural Pressures

Understanding the change agent(s) will enable the sales
team to create a sales strategy that will begin to address
what the client is already beginning to experience within
their organization. 

For example, a decentralized company that is moving to-
wards centralization will often look to consolidate suppli-
ers and leverage their spend on an enterprise-wide basis. 

This shift creates both opportunity and angst for the sup-
plier community as well as for the client. Presenting a pro-
gram that clearly demonstrates how one’s products and
services can be redistributed to support the organiza-
tional goal of consolidation without alienating the user
community could prove a very attractive solution for the
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client’s team that is responsible for implementing the new program. 

Thus, communicating how you will address not only the overt need
(consolidation), but more importantly the covert need (making the
change less painful to the user community) could well differentiate
you from your competitors.

The next important paradigm in strategic selling is ensuring that
when possible, you as the supplier are integral to creating the op-
portunity for change, rather than having the opportunity for
change create a reaction. This will put you in a more powerful po-
sition and open the door to selling strategically.

Because office supplies and related services fall in the indirect
spend category in the procurement process, it is critical that the
sales team understand client issues associated with indirect spend. 

The indirect spend category is defined as items that are purchased
to support the client’s organization with day to day activities, but
that are not revenue-generating themselves. The direct spend cat-
egory is defined as items or services that are purchased to fulfill
revenue- generating requirements. 

All products that go into manufacturing widgets for a medical de-
vice company, for example, are considered direct spend. All sup-
porting products such as travel, office supplies, janitorial supplies
etc., are considered indirect spend. This distinction is critical in un-
derstanding how the client may conduct the strategic sourcing ini-
tiative.

For example, the indirect spend is usually not managed as well or
as strategically as the direct spend category, due to the fact that
the dollars at risk are not as substantial. Issues that impact the sup-
plier include:

n Working with a client’s sourcing team that lacks experience or
consistently changes

n Inability to capture and control maverick spend 

n Difficulty in capturing commodity spend due to the lack of AP
integration

n Inability to achieve contract compliance in the area of revenue
or operational goals

n Challenge of working with “Power” spenders who are not sup-
portive of the sourcing initiative and seek to undermine its validity

To conclude, understanding the client and the sourcing environ-
ment is a critical element in creating a response that provides for
differentiation in the strategic selling process.

Strategic positioning for the independent 

As an independent supplier, selling strategic accounts becomes a
process of creatively thinking outside of the box. It is about placing
yourself in your client’s shoes and identifying solutions that make
financial and operational sense to the client, while simultaneously
allowing you to be profitable. 

Never forget that clients don’t determine the price they pay for an
item or service, the competitive landscape does. And because the
“Big Box” players in our industry have much deeper pockets than
we do, the independent supplier needs to use their brains versus
brute to get the job done.

Key to that process is a recognition that strategic clients are looking

for solutions that provide consistency in service and ongoing ac-
count management on an enterprise-wide basis. 

Being able to implement a solution at a local level but not enter-
prise-wide eliminates many independents in the early stages of the
supplier evaluation process. 

Additionally, an independent that can service a client on an enter-
prise-wide basis but has difficulty explaining how their team would
accomplish this task may experience the same fate. 

Thus, the independent must comprehend and proactively address
the following to be effective in winning the client’s business:

n Good understanding of the competitive landscape—strengths,
weaknesses and available resources

n Ability to create solutions that provide for enterprise-wide serv-
ice in a seamless manner and without requiring the client to give
up current services in order to make a change

n Identification of a technical and human resource support struc-
ture that will enable enterprise-wide implementation and support
of the proposed program

n Management experience that will enable the independent to
modify the contract if revenue or operational commitments are
not being upheld by the client 

No need to dance alone

If these requirements are in place, the independent supplier may
well have a unique opportunity to effectively compete with the “Big
Boys.” And their chances of success become even greater if they
creatively leverage pre-existing resources. Examples of available
resources include:

American Office Product Distributors (AOPD)—provides
education, account management and logistic coverage
across the United States and Canada aimed specifically to
support the acquisition and management of strategic ac-
counts.

S.P. Richards and United Stationers—two primary whole-
salers that support the independent with key product and lo-
gistics services

TriMega, is.group and Office Partners—buying groups that
support the independent community with purchasing lever-
age for key product lines

OEM Manufacturers—product support and availability 

External Consultants—knowledge in terms of responding to
a strategic RFP

GOPD—technical, pricing and web support for centralized
order entry

Independent Supplier Community—network of those that
have experienced success closing strategic selling opportu-
nities and are willing to educate other independents regarding
their experience

While winning strategic account business is not easy, it is doable.
Working together as a unified team further enhances the indepen-
dent’s ability to be successful in this endeavor. Interdependence
rather than independence is the foundation for success in this
environment. 
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