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COVID-19 upended the world as we knew it in 2020, creating untold 

challenges and disruption, but also unprecedented opportunities. With the 
virus still not under control, 2021 is promising to be one helluva ride 
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EDITORIAL
One of the most devastating aspects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is the uncertainty it has 
created. uncertainty in supply chains, uncertainty 
in demand and uncertainty over when and at 
what level normalcy may return. (Some were even 
uncertain as to whether there was anything to be 
worried about in the first place, but hopefully those 
people are few and far between these days.)

As we move into 2021, the only thing that we 
really know, is that this uncertainty looks likely 
to continue for a while yet, and we are set to 
experience yet more ups and downs as the year 
progresses. 

The analogy of the rollercoaster for our cover 
story therefore seemed appropriate. (It also 
makes a pretty great cover, even though we do 
say so ourselves.)

There are plenty of twists and turns yet to come 
this year, but what is apparent in the pages of this 
issue is that the IDC is, for the most part, proving 
itself to be nimble and prepared to adapt (or pivot, 
to use the popular vernacular) to face adversity.

Our trade body, buying groups and wholesalers 
are making an effort to provide as much help and 
support to dealerships as they can, to help them 
through these times and we at INDEPENDENT 
DEALER will continue to keep you informed of 
those efforts. 

What is also clear from our Winner’s Circle 
pages, is that you dealers are also doing your 
best to help your local communities with their 
struggles, even though business conditions may 
not be at their strongest. That is, as always, to 
your credit and shows that as this rollercoaster 
ride continues, the IDC is always strongest when 
it works together and with its customers to provide 
unmatchable levels of service. »

Founded in 1946 by Kurt Ellenbogen, Arrow Office Supply began 
life as a one man, one driver operation, with a very small retail outlet 
selling general office supplies. Life was very different back then, with 
all orders written by hand and variable delivery times. Ellenbogen 
remained at the helm until 1979, when he was approached by Bud 
Crane and son Sandy—which is where the story of today’s Arrow 
Office Supply really starts.

The Cranes were looking to invest in a family business and thought 
that office products would be a smart choice because everyone uses 
them. Shortly after Bud and Sandy purchased the company, Sandy’s 
two brothers, Michael and Danny, also joined.

The mission was to increase sales in the city of Detroit and 
the surrounding metro area by raising awareness among local 
businesses. Although life was not always easy in the Motor City, they 
built up a loyal customer base over the years and enjoyed great 
success during Detroit’s revitalization.

Arrow Office Supply of Detroit, 
Michigan celebrates 75 years

WINNER’S
CIRCLE
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Protect What Matters Most 
For complete virus protection*, add air  

purification to hand and surface hygiene practices with  
Fellowes AeraMax® Pro commercial air purifiers.

EnviroSmart™ PureView™

Patented EnviroSmart™ Technology uses dual self-

regulating laser sensors to measure sound, motion  

and air quality.

Seeing is believing - the best way to show your facility 

occupants that you are taking their health seriously is to 

show them! The Invisible becomes visible with PureView™ 

technology, a display that allows occupants to see the 

difference as they feel the difference.

AeraMax Pro air purifiers feature patented, responsive technology.

AERAMAX PRO 2 AERAMAX PRO 3PC/4PC AERAMAX PRO 3/4

*The AeraMax Professional Air Purifier was demonstrated to be effective in reducing airborne concentrations of influenza A aerosol in a test chamber, reaching 99.9%  
airborne virus reduction within the first 35 minutes of operation.

Learn more by visiting aeramaxpro.com

http://aeramaxpro.com
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Today, the business is still very much 
a family affair. Sandy Crane very sadly 
passed away in June last year; but his 
son Marc, who joined the company in 
2010, recently became a partner and 
now runs the company with his uncle, 
Michael. Michael’s daughter Ilene 
came on board in 2017 and currently 
runs the warehouse.

Marc believes there are two core 
reasons for Arrow’s success over the 
years: its focus on customer service 
and its close-knit workforce.

“My father always said to me: ‘Take 
care of the customer and everything 
else will take care of itself,’” he 
explained. “That has really been 
our motto; we have such a great 
relationship with our customer base. 
I really do think that people still yearn 
for that level of service. I get that the 
world is moving toward the digital; but 
a great digital experience, mixed with 
a great personal experience—that’s 
unbeatable, as far as I’m concerned.

“On top of that, our secret sauce is 
our people. Arrow is a place where 
people make careers. We have 
employees that have been with us 
for 15, 20, 30 years. Right down the 
line—from our sales force through our 
customer service team to our delivery 

drivers—our people are incredible and 
we are very lucky to have them. Our 
staff are our family; we truly feel that 
way, and I think if you were to ask them, 
they would say the same about us.”

Arrow currently has 20 employees 
and operates seven delivery vehicles. 
Its main market remains Detroit and 
the metro area, as Marc feels this is 
where it enjoys the biggest competitive 
advantage, thanks to a focus on its 
broad local customer base. 

“What has really helped us through 
the pandemic—and I think is one of 
our strengths—is that our customers 
are spread across so many different 
industries,” he continued. “So when 
it hit, we were lucky that we had a 
diversified portfolio of clients, some of 
which were able to carry on working, 
such as those in the medical and 
manufacturing sectors. That allowed us 
to keep going.”

What also helped was the fact that 
Arrow had made a big push into 
diverse categories such as jan/san 
and breakroom a number of years 
ago. While breakroom has obviously 
dropped during recent months, the 
company’s jan/san business expanded 
to fill the void; and Marc claims the 
nimble nature of the independent office 

product dealer also helped immensely.
“We have seen huge growth in jan/

san and we were very lucky to be able 
to pivot to PPE during the pandemic,” 
he said. “As you know, there was a 
mad rush for masks, hand sanitizer 
and gloves. For masks, we went direct 
to China, like so many others; but we 
were able to partner with a local Detroit 
distillery to produce hand sanitizer for 
us when no one was able to get it.”

Karen O’Keefe, an Office Depot 
veteran, joined the team in February last 
year as district sales manager. Despite 
the somewhat unfortunate timing (she 
was only in the office around two weeks 
before the entire state of Michigan was 
completely shut down), she has settled 
in well and helped the firm acquire new 
business.

“She has done a wonderful job 
working remotely, really transitioning 
to the new environment,” said Marc. 
“During the pandemic, there was also a 
lot of money given to schools to buy PPE 
and sanitization products, and Karen 
really helped us jump on that train. 
There was a fair amount of CARES Act 
money provided to schools to help make 
them safer, so we became a trusted 
supplier for them and hopefully those 
relationships will carry on into the future.”

Winner’s Circle CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

Preferred Business Solutions of Irving, 
Texas has purchased the assets of 
Gazillion Office Products in nearby 
Frisco.

As a part of the deal, five of Gazillion’s 
six employees—three sales staff and 
two delivery drivers—will move to the 

Irving-based company’s offices and 
over time the two firms will combine 
under the Preferred brand.

The acquisition will strengthen 
Preferred’s inside sales team while 
also offering Gazillion’s customers an 
increased product offer and improved 
delivery speed.

“The deal will bring the expertise of 
the Gazillion inside sales program to 
our company,” said Andrew Atkinson, 
president and CEO of Preferred 
Business Solutions. “We’ve done inside 
sales in the past, but not to the level 
they have. I’m extremely excited by 
this opportunity and we are ready to 
learn exactly how they achieved their 

level of success working primarily on 
the phone—especially in the current 
COVID-19 era.

“We will also be able to bring a higher 
level of service to Gazillion’s existing 
customers. We have a larger product 
offering—we are heavily into breakroom 
products, for instance. In addition, they 
predominantly drop ship orders from 
Essendant using UPS, whereas we will 
deliver using our own fleet, cutting the 
two or three-day window to next-day 
delivery in most cases.

“We will drive additional value 
to all the existing customers as we 
incorporate best practices from both 
companies.”

Texas dealer acquires Frisco-based competitor
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Protect what 
matters most.
Deflecto desk barriers help bring classrooms back to life safely by 
creating a safe space for students and teachers to learn and grow.

semi-permanent

lightweight desk barriers
hinged desk barriers

bent edge desk barriers

©2021 Deflecto, LLC | Indianapolis, IN | deflecto.com

http://www.deflecto.com
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The Tampa, Florida branch of office 
furniture specialist BOS has taken its 
waste management to new levels, 
recycling over 90 percent of the 
packaging materials that come into its 
warehouse.

This achievement is down to the 

efforts of warehouse manager Leon 
Ferguson, who joined the company 
in 2017. His motivation to help stems 
from a desire not only to make the 
planet a better place, but also to act as 
a role model to the next generation.

“I’m a leader in the community for 
the boy scouts, with three boys—two 
that have earned Eagle Scout and 
one on his way,” explained Leon. 
“We observe Earth Day every year 
and everything is about helping the 
community and making a greener 
planet; so it’s a question of leading by 
example, really.”

Leon initially worked with an area 
company to recycle cardboard boxes, 
but found he wanted to take it further 
than that. He then reached out to the 
local community through different 
social media channels, to try to find 
a place for the waste to go other than 
into landfill. 

On Facebook, he discovered a 
local family that was into upcycling, 
which now takes the lion’s share of 

the waste. He suggests that other 
dealers who are interested in helping 
the environment should also start with 
social media and go from there.

“It really is just a matter of getting 
the message out in your local 
community,” said Leon. “I met this 
one family who started off taking the 
Styrofoam to use as insulation and the 
rest followed from there. Just in the 
last few weeks, I’ve located a plastics 
company that I’m trying to get to take 
my shrink wrap and other items that 
still go into the waste.” 

For those dealers out there who 
may need further persuasion, there 
is another excellent reason that 
Leon has found for taking the more 
environmentally friendly route: “Since 
we started this, we have seen a big 
reduction in our dump fees. I’ve got 
those right down and have recorded 
savings of at least $25,000 a year.”

Who would have thought that going 
green could lead to so much extra 
green in the coffers?

Florida dealer excels at recycling waste

Eakes Office Solutions has made 
another acquisition in its home state of 
Nebraska.

The newest addition is 
Lincoln-based dealer Schwarz Paper 
Company. Schwarz has been locally 
owned and operated since 1899, 
serving the office, locker and janitorial 
supplies needs of businesses in 
Lincoln and throughout the state.

“We are thankful to everyone that 
helped us grow over the years. We are 
excited to join Eakes Office Solutions 
and to be able to expand our products 
and services to all of our loyal 
customers,” said Schwarz president 
Knox Jones.

Knox, along with Andy Riddle and 
Pat Jones, will be joining Eakes as 
janitorial specialists at its office in 
Lincoln.

“Knox, Pat, Andy and the rest 
of the team from Schwarz have a 
tremendous wealth of knowledge 
and experience in the janitorial 
products industry. Working together, 
we believe we can provide an 

even higher level of service to our 
customers throughout Nebraska,” 
said Eakes CEO Mark Miller.

Nebraska dealer acquires jan/san specialist

L to R: Eakes’ managing partner Paul 
McKinney, former Schwarz vice president and 
CFO Julie Jones, Knox Jones, Mark Miller

Recycled materials from BOS have been used 
for a number of DIY projects by local residents
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Domtar Paper is proud to announce the 
Lettermark™ collection of papers. Whether 
maintaining a fast-paced, high-volume 
printing environment, beginning your next 
strategic endeavor or capturing a creative 
idea, trust the options in the Lettermark™ 
brand as your everyday paper of choice.

Lettermark™ helps you make your mark on 
the world. Where you take it from there is 
up to you.

Elevate Your
Everyday Printing

Visit domtar.com for more information.

http://www.domtar.com
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Louisiana-based supplies and furniture GBP Direct has 
announced another acquisition.

Joining the GBP fold as of December 2020 is fellow 
Louisiana dealer Ives Office Products and Printing. A 
familiar name in the New Orleans metro area, Ives was 
founded in 1959 and has been led for many years by 
president Peter Dupuy.

The deal marked GBP’s fourth acquisition during 
2020 after it also snapped up Louisiana-based dealers 
Gulfland, Premier and Contract Furniture Group.

William “Chip” Keller has been appointed to serve as 
Morgan County Councilman for District 1 of the Morgan 
County Government in Indiana. The role became effective 
on January 1 and has a term of four years.

Chip has long been involved in community affairs, 
as a member of the local Rotary Club and Chamber of 
Commerce. He has also served as a city councilman for the 
last five years. He now steps up to a position on the county 
council, where he will assist in setting county budgets and 
overseeing their implementation.

Chip joins the council at a particularly interesting time, 
as Morgan County lies in the path of one of the only new 
interstates currently being built in the U.S. 

“Economic development is a big interest of mine,” he 
explained. “I want to help our local community to grow and 
prosper. We are in a unique situation here in my county, with 
the new interstate being built. That is going to have a big 
impact on our future and I want to help steer the county in a way 
to ensure we maximize all the opportunities that come from it.”

As to how Chip finds time to run his dealership and 
become involved with local government, the answer lies 
in organization and a love of what he does: “I enjoy being 
involved with local government and trying to make a 
difference in the local community. I have got to know so 
many people throughout my involvement in local politics 
and that is also good for business. It’s a matter of prioritizing 
time, making sure I keep a very detailed schedule and don’t 
over-commit myself. My background is as a CPA, so details 
come easy to me.”

Indiana dealer becomes 
local county councilman

Louisiana dealer acquires again

Tejas Office Products, based in Houston, Texas, has been 
awarded Gold Star Status by its local Better Business 
Bureau (BBB) for a third successive year.

The dealership, which was founded in 1962 by Lupe and 
Irene Fraga, joined the BBB in 1997 and has maintained an 
A+ rating since the current grading system was introduced in 
2009. The BBB showcases area businesses and companies 
that perform to the highest ethical and professional standards. 
Member companies are marked on 16 criteria, including 
elements such as competency licensing, complaint volume 
and speed of complaint resolution.

The grade received from the BBB thus represents its 
degree of confidence that a business is operating in a 
trustworthy manner and will make a good-faith effort to 
resolve any customer concerns filed with the organization. 
A Gold Star certificate is awarded to BBB-accredited 
businesses which have held an A- rating or higher and had 
no complaints over a three-year period.

Tejas is currently run by Lupe and Irene’s children—
Stephen Fraga, who is president of the company, and his 
sisters Michele Fraga and Alisa Fraga-Kautzmann.

“We are incredibly grateful to all our amazing clients for 
their wonderful feedback,” said Stephen. “We look forward 
to continuing to make their business day easier and to 
providing exceptional service for years to come.” 

Texas dealer maintains 
Gold Star status



NEW YEAR. RENEWED HOPE.
N O  S T O N E  U N T U R N E D .  City  of  Hope is on 
a tireless quest to defeat cancer, diabetes and other life-
threatening diseases. Our researchers feel the urgency of this 
calling and are driven to innovate. For Christine Brown, Ph.D.,  
The Heritage Provider Network Professor in Immunotherapy, 
that meant turning scorpion venom into the GPS that leads 
a groundbreaking cell therapy directly to brain cancer cells. 
She and her team showed the approach’s potential in the lab. 

Last year, a clinical trial opened up — led by City  of  Hope. 
Innovation like this is made possible through your generous 
support. The National Business Products Industry has been 
a committed, vital partner for City  of  Hope, raising more 
than $212 million in nearly 40 years. Be part of the lifesaving 
tradition with the 2021 SUSTAIN HOPE campaign, honoring 
Greg Gibson of International Paper.

*Due to COVID-19, ALL scheduled events are subject to change or cancellation. The safety of our donors, guests, patients and staff 
remain our highest priority. We thank you for your continued patience and support of City of Hope during this time. 

For more information, visit CityofHope.org/nbpi or contact Matt Dodd at mdodd@coh.org

CityofHope.org

K E Y  E V E N T S  O N  T H E  C A L E N D A R *

BOB PARKER MEMORIAL GOLF OUTING (TBD, 2021) hosted by STAPLES at Kiawah, South Carolina
HONOREE GOLF OUTING (July 19 to 20) hosted by International Paper at The Greenbrier, West Virginia
CITY OF HOPE CROSS INDUSTRY GOLF CHALLENGE (September 7 to 10) at Pebble Beach, California
THE MEMORIAL GOLF CLASSIC (October 6) hosted by STAPLES & ESSENDANT at Harborside Int’l, Chicago
SPIRIT OF LIFE® GALA (October 7) at Navy Pier, Chicago

Honoring Greg Gibson
Vice President & General Manager, 
North American Papers
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Iowa-based Storey Kenworthy has unveiled 
the results of a rebranding project two years 
in the making.

It has launched an updated website, 
branding and logo in a move the company 
says mirrors the pioneering spirit of the 
company’s co-founder, Arthur Kenworthy, 
who started the dealership in 1936 as 
the country was emerging from the Great 
Depression.

“What started as a brand refresh evolved 
into so much more. It is the final step in 
aligning our culture, vision and values with 
our brand identity that is modernized for the 
next chapter in our company growth journey,” 
said Arthur’s grandson and current president 
John Kenworthy.

“It was an incredibly energizing and 
inspiring process to bring all this together, 
and we are excited to share it with the 
community, customers, key vendor partners 
and our team members,” he added.

Iowa dealer rebrands

»

ECI has teamed up with the The Interbizgroup to help ensure 
you are always making a profit. The new Margin Accelerator 
offers a customized experience detailing how you can 
increase profit margins while maintaining customers loyalty.

Increased Prices = Increased  
Margins? Think again. 

©2021 ECI and the ECI logo are trademarks or registered  
trademarks of ECI Software Solutions, Inc. All rights reserved.

www.ecisolutions.com   |   How business gets done.

GET DETAILS NOW

Joel Vockrodt, owner of Office Peeps in 
Watertown, South Dakota, has been elected 
2021 chairman of the Watertown Area 
Community Foundation’s board of directors.

The local charitable foundation was set up 
in 1979 by a group of civic leaders, with an 
original investment of $3,000 that was surplus 
following Watertown’s centennial celebration 
that year. It has since grown that sum to more 
than $26 million in assets and has awarded nearly $8 million in grants to 
programs and organizations over the years as part of its mission to invest 
in the vitality of the greater Watertown area.

Joel—who was formerly chairman of the ISG board and has occupied a 
number of other posts in the Watertown community—would encourage other 
local businesses to learn more about the foundation and get involved: “I invite 
you to reach out to the foundation to share your passion for our community 
and learn how you can champion your passion far into the future.” 

“I’m sure Joel will do great leading the charge as we continue our 
mission,” said Jan DeBerg, the foundation’s executive director. “We’re 
excited to see where this year takes us.”

South Dakota dealer to chair local 
community foundation

http://www.ecisolutions.com
http://www.ecisolutions.com
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Community Office Solutions of Reno, Nevada has a long history 
of helping local good causes. Indeed, as its name suggests, 
it incorporated community service into its original mission 
statement and donates a portion of its proceeds each month to 
support local charitable projects.

Last month saw the grand opening of a project to which the 
dealership has made a long-term commitment. Hope Springs 
is a tiny-house village that will provide transitional housing for 
those in need in the local area. It is the brainchild of Northern 
Nevada HOPES, a charity organization that operates a medical 
facility in Reno to provide medical treatment and wraparound 
services for the disadvantaged and homeless population.

“It is an incredible project,” said Jenifer Rose, CEO and 
founder of Community Office Solutions. “It is the first of its kind 
in Reno and it’s pretty spectacular. When we heard about 
Hope Springs, we really wanted to sponsor one of the tiny 
homes it provides.”

Jenifer explained that Community Office Solutions originally 
planned to finance one of the facility’s homes along with 
its furnishings, but was so impressed by the project that it 
then decided to sponsor personal supplies for the village’s 
residents as well.

“We decided to sponsor a home and once we did that we 
were hooked on the whole project,” she explained. “In addition to 
the houses, there is a community building in which the residents 
cook, shower and do their laundry. We are going to be putting 
together packs for each house every month that include body 
wash, shampoo, conditioner, laundry detergent and so on; and 
we have committed to doing that every month through 2021.”

“The support of local businesses and corporations has been 
vital in the creation of Hope Springs and will continue to be of 
the utmost importance to fund our ongoing operations. We 
simply couldn’t do our work without these generous partners,” 
commented Mandi Fleiner, director of philanthropy and 
communications at Northern Nevada HOPES.

Nevada dealer helps hope spring eternal

»

mailto:sales%40gopd.com?subject=
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Fireside Office Solutions of Bismarck, North Dakota, has long had a great 
record helping deserving causes. In order to further strengthen the ties 
between its staff and the local community, the firm has now launched a group it 
calls its Culture Club.

“We recently carried out some strategic planning and identified some core 
values,” explained Fireside president Chris Whalen. “Part of that has to do 
with the culture we want and was also driven by some stakeholders in our 
organization who wanted to be more connected with the community and to be 
able to give back, in addition to what the firm’s ownership is already doing. It’s 
about engaging our employees to be good community members.”

One of the first actions of the Culture Club was to increase the frequency 
of the firm’s Adopt-a-School program—through which monthly Fireside 
employees raise funds for local schools by participating in events such as 
Flannel Fridays and Jeans Week. 

“We have done the school sponsorship annually, around Christmas time, for 
a few years now,” added Mary Hulm, owner and office manager at Fireside. 
“Staff pay to wear casual clothes to work on certain days. We have also 
collected items such as coats, hats, gloves and other winter gear for the kids. It 
depends on what the school’s needs are.”

During the months of November and December, employees raised over 
$560 for Jeannette Myhre Elementary School, presenting the principal with the 
funds just before Christmas. The principal explained that the donation would go 
toward helping student families during the holiday season. 

In addition to the good works done by the Culture Club, Fireside has an 
active corporate charity strategy. Most recently, it was approached by Sanford 
Enterprises, a medical services provider that serves the Upper Midwest, for 
help with its new neonatal intensive care unit. Fireside was happy to help. 

“They approached us with their project looking for fundraising, and this was 
one project that we identified with as a good use of our philanthropy dollars,” 
said Chris.

North Dakota dealer’s Culture Club 
aims to build team spirit

The past school year has been quite 
different for all of us. Schools turned 
to remote education very quickly once 
COVID-19 spread throughout the 
world. This is why Mark Nolan, CEO 
of AHI Enterprises, donated desks 
and chairs to families in need in the 
surrounding communities.

A distinguished donation was for 
Highland Hills Elementary School—
Mark’s childhood elementary school 
which he attended 47 years ago, and 
where he proudly represented the 
safety patrol in 1974.

Mark donated 25 student desks 
and chairs to the school for families in 
need, plus a goody bag complete with 
colored pencils, paper and a coloring 
book. He saw the need for students 
to have a proper place to study while 
schooling is remote, so he took it upon 
himself to fulfill that need.

“While our business reaches across 
the nation, this would have never been 
possible without our local community. 
We honestly intend to give back to our 
local and surrounding areas when and 
where we can,” said Mark.

Texas dealer donates 
to childhood 
elementary school

»

Flannel Friday was one of the ways in which Fireside’s Culture Club raised money
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Like many members of the IDC, 
FriendsOffice, headquartered in 
Findlay, Ohio, has been trying to 
come up with new ways to connect 
with customers during the pandemic.

One of the ideas it devised was the 
Lorell Sweepstake, sponsored by 
S.P. Richards, which gave customers 
the opportunity to win $6,000 worth of 
Lorell Furniture.

In January, that competition was 
won by a very deserving cause, 
Mentor CARES in Mentor, Ohio—an 
educational, training and resource 
facility for children and young adults on 
the autism spectrum, their families and 
professionals entrusted with their care.

The school district of which the 
CARES is a part has purchased 
bulk supplies and furniture from 
FriendsOffice for almost 10 years and 
Sandy Zollos, the account executive 
who signed it, has worked closely 
with the CARES ever since.

“I think we established trust 
after I helped make their library a 
more collaborative space,” Sandy 
explained. “Since then, I have helped 
them update the furnishings in their 
lunchroom, their shared mail room, 
their receptionist station in the school 
office, the principal’s office and now 

a space for one-on-one attention 
for students. I believe they are 
comfortable with me designing things 
for them because they know I listen to 
their unique needs and deliver to their 
expectations.”

In addition to its Lorell Sweepstake, 
FriendsOffice has been broadcasting 
a series of webinars for customers 
since May last year, offering 
information and training about its 
products, as well as competitions 
and giveaways.

While things started slowly, with 
around 12 to 15 attendees on each 
Facebook Live broadcast, numbers 
have grown steadily, with a recent 
edition reaching over 100 people.

“I think the collective goal of 
both our Lorell Sweepstakes and 
FriendsNetwork Live was to connect 
with our customers in new and 
exciting ways,” said communications 
manager Ashley Barger. “It’s 
about providing that ‘FriendsOffice 
difference’ when it comes to 
procurement and outfitting office 
spaces—because, let’s face it, they 
can get the product anywhere. But, 
hopefully, we continually prove why 
it makes a difference to work with a 
Friend.”

Ohio dealer helps furnish CARES school

Northern New Jersey dealer Maco 
Office Source has come up with an 
innovative new centerpiece for its 
Union City furniture showroom. 

The 10” tall giraffe started life as 
a display at a local Anthropologie 
store and was hand made by the 
shop’s artist in residence. Last month 
she migrated to Maco in return for a 
charitable donation to the Children’s 
Arts Council and will brighten up the 
dealership’s display space.

“She just makes you feel happy,” 
said Maco’s Sharon Reisman—we 
couldn’t agree more!

L to R: Sandy Zollos and Donna Cola, secretary for Mentor CARES

New Jersey dealer 
sticks its neck out with 
new office purchase



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2021 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 14

SECRETS of success
Nolans Office Products and Promotional Products/
AHI Enterprises, LLC, San Antonio, Texas
Like many family independent 
dealers, Mark and Sandra Nolan 
started Nolans Office and Promotional 
Products—headquartered in San 
Antonio, Texas—from their kitchen 
table. Mark had experience working as 
a manufacturers’ rep and for various 
other independent dealers, while 
Sandra was equipped to handle the 
administrative side of the business. 
Mark’s previous experience had 
given him a good overview of the OP 
Business: for example, getting deeper 
discounts on volume and winning 
larger contracts through extended 
reach. So in 2010, a decade after 
setting up Nolans, Mark founded AHI 
Enterprises, LLC, a co-op group of 
Texas-based independent dealers 
that partnered up to sell office 
supplies, cleaning and janitorial 
essentials, promotional products and 
other categories to state and local 
government agencies, as well as 
schools and school districts. 

“I opened AHI Enterprises to bid on 
a request for proposals for the State 
of Texas,” Mark says. “It was the first 
time a group of independent dealers 
worked together to bid on a big project. 
We teamed up with Essendant (then 
United Stationers), which was key 
to winning the business. A strategic 
alliance (consortium) was formed 
with other independent dealers—all 
located in different geographic areas 
throughout Texas. We created a 
single platform with unique logins 
that would identify and route to the 
servicing dealers in Texas. We won the 
contract—another first for a group of 
independent dealers.”

Since then, AHI has won other 
large contracts, including a PACE 
Cooperative state, local education 
contract in 2014 that carries a 10-year 

extension. The co-op’s reach has also 
been extended from five dealers in 
Texas to 29 dealers in 17 states.

While many were hit hard by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and Mark 
admits Nolans’ private sector 
business has slowed down, that has 
not been the case for AHI.

“Our numbers have been exploding,” 
he says. “We’ve done as much 
business in three months as the whole 
of last year, with orders of several 
million dollars and a 50 percent-plus 
growth trajectory.”

AHI’s key to success? “When 
COVID-19 hit, we were able to pivot 
quickly,” Mark says. “It was like the 
Wild West, with people trying to get 
product anywhere they could. Luckily, 
we already had relationships with 
medical supply companies and various 
promotional companies overseas. This 
allowed us to get orders like 50,000 
N95 masks, 1,000 IV medical pumps 
and truckloads of hand sanitizer, 
thermometers and wipes. We’ve sold 
everything, including COVID-19 viral 
tubes, swabs and tests—even hospital 
beds. We’ve sold to competitors, to 
wholesalers, to other dealers; we’ve 
had people calling from states we 
don’t usually do business with. PPE 
has slowed slightly from the total 
free-for-all; but gloves are still in very 
high demand.” 

Obviously, orders such as these 
require cash flow—and trust. “If 
we didn’t have the money to buy 
supplies, we couldn’t compete. We’d 
have to depend on wholesalers that, 
at times, were low on inventory,” 
explains Mark. “And if we didn’t 
have good relationships from the 
start, we wouldn’t be comfortable 
giving large sums of money upfront 
because if it did go south, that could 

Year founded: Nolans Office and 
Promotional Products 2000/AHI 
Enterprises, LLC 2010
Key management team: Mark 
Nolan (AHI president/CEO), Sandra 
Nolan (Nolans president), John 
Howland (vice-president)
Key business partners: Essendant
Number of employees: 23
% of business online sales: 50+

be devastating to the company’s future 
success.”

According to Mark, the company’s 
success has also allowed it to do good 
within the community, such as donating 
150+ cases of toilet paper to the local 
food bank and 100 school desks and 
chairs to help underprivileged children 
learning remotely. (See story on p12)

Mark’s advice for independent 
dealers who have managed to 
survive the pandemic so far is to stay 
forward-thinking: “Look ahead—if you 
are sitting on the fence and not thinking 
down the road three, four or five 
months, or into the next year, you may 
not be ready for the next global crisis.” 

He also recommends exploring 
new avenues—advice he is currently 
following himself: “We’ve done so well 
in the PPE area, we are opening a 
medical supply company to focus on 
selling PPE and other medical items, 
called AHI Med.” 
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If you have news to share - email it to  
news@IDealerCentral.com

»

An offer has been tabled by Staples 
US Retail (USR) to acquire The ODP 
Corporation (ODP), the holding 
company of Office Depot’s North 
American operations.

In a letter to the ODP board of 
directors from (Staples owner) 
Sycamore Partners’ Stefan Kaluzny, 
USR proposed to acquire the whole of 
ODP for $40 a share. The offer values 
ODP at a market capitalization of 
around $2 billion.

“Staples believes that its all-cash 
transaction is a compelling value 
proposition for ODP’s stockholders that 
offers a high degree of certainty and 
is superior to the intrinsic, standalone 
value of ODP,” Kaluzny wrote.

While the offer is for the whole of 
ODP—comprising North American 
Retail, the Business Solutions Division 
(BSD) and CompuCom—the move is 
clearly aimed at combining Staple’s and 
Office Depot’s retail footprint in the U.S.

Indeed, anticipating the same 
potential regulatory hurdles in the 
B2B contract channel that scuppered 
the previous move to acquire Office 
Depot in 2015, the proposal included 
the potential sell-offs of ODP’s 
CompuCom IT services unit and its 
BSD B2B division, the latter in order to 
satisfy any Federal Trade Commission 
objections.

That sparked an almost immediate 
response from ODP stating that the 
company was focused on its strategy 
“to build on the capabilities of its B2B 
platform.” This statement was followed 
days later by a letter to Kaluzny signed 
by ODP chairman Joe Vassalluzzo in 

which he said the ODP board rejected 
Staples’ approach to acquire the whole 
company; however, it was still open to 
a combination of their retail operations, 
and suggested an alternate way 
forward.

The letter can be read here in full, but its 
main points are as follows:
• Staples’ proposal comes with 

regulatory risk along with the task of 
finding a buyer for BSD.

• ODP is making progress with 
its “Maximize B2B” plan and is 
already exploring a possible sale of 
CompuCom.

• ODP is open to combining its 
retail division and dot-com 
consumer-facing websites with 
those of Staples “under the right set 
of circumstances.” Options include 
a joint venture that would share the 
risks of such a move or an outright 
acquisition of these ODP assets by 
Staples.

• A retail-only transaction is much less 
likely to face antitrust scrutiny and is 
less complex.

• If Staples wants to press ahead with 
its offer for the whole of ODP, it will 
then have to bear the risk of this 
through what is known as a “hell or 
high water” provision.

There is still a long way to go in this 
story, with Staples’ next move pending 
as INDEPENDENT DEALER went to 
press, but it seems likely that the retail 
divisions of the two Big Box firms will 
combine. If that is the extent of the deal, 
it is questionable as to how great the 
effect would be on the IDC.

What independents will be watching 
far more closely is the fate of ODP’s 
BSD. It seems likely that the options are 
that it either remains under the auspices 
of a much-reduced Office Depot, is 
sold to a third party or is taken over by 
Staples—the last option being perhaps 
the least likely, given the aforementioned 
regulatory issues.

Staples proposes Office Depot acquisition 
with retail combination a likely outcome

mailto:news%40IDealerCentral.com?subject=
mailto:news%40IDealerCentral.com?subject=
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20210119005575/en/The-ODP-Corporation-Outlines-Path-Forward-for-Value-Creation-in-Letter-to-Sycamore-Partners-Owner-of-Staples
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Independent Suppliers Group (ISG) 
has announced the election of the 
members and officers of its board 
of directors following the first board 
meeting of 2021.

Elected to three-year terms were:
• Thomas Jordan – Herald Office 

Supply, Dillon, South Carolina
• Mark Porter – Porter’s Office 

Products, Rexburg, Idaho
• Tim Triplett – Triplett Office 

Essentials, Moines, Iowa
• Bryan Kristenson – Office Plus of 

Kansas, Park City, Kansas

Additionally, officers elected for the 
2021-2022 year were:
• Chairman: Jordan Kudler – Legacy 

Office Solutions, Brooklyn, New 
York

• Vice chairman: Yancey Jones Jr. – The 
Supply Room Companies, Ashland, 
Virginia

• Treasurer: Thomas Jordan – Herald 
Office Supply

• Secretary: Brian Kerr – Kerr 
Workplace Solutions, Elizabethtown, 
Kentucky

 
Outgoing chairman David Guernsey 

commented: “I’m happy to hand the 

helm over to Jordan and the new 
officer team. They will no doubt work 
closely with staff to continue the 
momentum of the past 18 months. 
Onward we go, pandemic be 
damned!”

Kudler added: “It is a great honor 
to have been handed the baton from 
such an industry leader as David 
Guernsey—his shoes will certainly be 
difficult ones to fill. I am also humbled 
that my fellow board members have 
enough confidence in me to elect me 
to the role of chairman.”

Meanwhile, ISG has launched a 
programme to assist its members in 
rethinking their businesses.

“Discover Your Next Move” outlines 
the importance of reacting to change 
before it happens, as well as creating 
and uncovering opportunities for 
ISG members to utilize in the current 
marketplace and in the future.

There are five key components of 
the program: an education series, 
featuring townhalls and other 
information-sharing initiatives; a 
Who Sells It Guide to easily identify 
products and categories, and the best 
place to source them; the addition of 
new and adjacent category vendors; 
cross-selling opportunities to help 

dealers broaden their product offering; 
and new group partnerships.

ISG kicked off the program on 
February 2 with the first installment 
of a three-part sales bootcamp with 
the theme of “The Role of the IDC 
Sales Rep During COVID & Beyond,” 
featuring a member panel that will 
share their experiences. 

“There are so many to topics to cover 
right now, there will be weekly education 
opportunities going forward,” said ISG’s 
executive vice president of marketing 
Charles Forman. “We are bringing in 
experts in a number of different areas to 
help facilitate these conversations.”

“So much more than a purchasing 
cooperative, ISG with ‘Discover 
Your Next Move’ serves as a sales 
cooperative for our members,” 
added Guernsey. “Beyond products, 
strategy and education are essential 
components of what ISG offers its 
members.”

The Discover You Next Move 
program information, tools and 
materials will be housed on the ISG 
member website and will be constantly 
updated as new resources are made 
available. Dealers who are ISG 
members can click here to access the 
Discover Your Next Move page.

New board members at ISG as fresh initiative launched 
to help members adapt to change

https://www.isg.coop/members/login/?returnurl=%2fMembers%2fCOVID-19-Resources%2fDiscover-Your-Next-Move
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Wholesaler Essendant is to hold two 
more webinars for its customers’ sales 
teams.

The new webinars will once again be 
presented by Stacia Skinner, president 
of creative training solutions, who ran a 
number of sessions for the wholesaler 
last year.

The first webinar, Pipeline 
Management for Managers, will be 
offered on Wednesday February 
10 at 2:30 p.m. CST. It will provide 
guidelines for developing a pipeline 
to bring a common language into the 
sales organization. Strategies and 
skills will be provided to help sales 
managers as they assist their teams in 
focusing on those deals that have the 
best opportunity to close.

The second webinar, Foundations for 
Building a Sales Process, will take place 
on Friday February 12 at 2:00 p.m. CST. 
Sales professionals will be provided 
with tips and proven processes to help 
them stay in control of the sale across 
a variety of communication channels. 

Guidelines will be provided for meeting 
prep, engaging prospective customers, 
the 30-second commercial and securing 
a Next Set Time.

Both webinars are open to all 
Essendant customers. They are 
scheduled for 90 minutes and include 
a Q&A at the end.

Essendant continues webinar series

US office products dealer group Office 
Partners added more than 20 new 
members in 2020.

Office Partners president Matthew 
Hebert confirmed the group now has 
around 125 dealers following last year’s 
additions and losing only two, both 
through retirements.

Office Partners has also been busy 
on the supplier front. It picked up 
more than 25 new vendors in 2020 
after proactively going after suppliers 
of furniture, jan/san, technology and 
PPE products. It also has access to 
200 direct vendors via its ongoing 
partnership with jan/san and food 
service buying group TUG.

Hebert affirmed that Office Partners 
is adding more vendors to its GSA 
service-disabled veteran-owned 

small business contract. The group 
is also working with a third party on a 
project that will enable dealers to sell 
transactional jan/san, supplies and 
furniture to GSA customers.

This time last year, Office Partners 
created a program for larger dealers 
called OP Direct. Starting off with one 
member—Hawaii-based HSC Office 
Products—the group is now adding 

three more dealers: School Tool Box 
in Illinois, Business Essentials in Texas 
and Indoff in Missouri.

“It’s been a tough year for all of us, 
but everyone has been doing a good 
job filling in the gaps,” he stated. “Our 
dealer group has been helping in 
finding dealers to join and helping us 
find new vendors they think will help 
the group.”

Office Partners grows membership

»
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After a hiatus of five and a half years, Kimberly Fulford has 
rejoined wholesaler S.P. Richards.

Fulford spent nine years at SPR between 2006 and 2015, 
occupying a number of senior roles, including director of 
independent dealer sales. She then had spells at Regency 
Franchise Group and promotional products organizations 
AIA and Proforma.

She is now back at SPR, having been appointed as vice 
president of sales for strategic accounts.

Fulford rejoins S.P. Richards

www.ssiop.com | 905–939–1080 | sales@ssiop.com
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Charles Paquin has been named CEO of distributor Mac 
Papers and Packaging following its acquisition by private 
equity firm Monomoy Capital Partners.

Paquin was previously CEO at ModSpace, a provider 
of modular space and portable storage solutions with 
80 branch locations throughout the U.S. and Canada. 
He left the company in 2018 after leading its sale to 
competitor WillScot.

Mac Papers and Packaging COO Rick Mitchell, who 
announced his decision to retire late last year, will remain 
with the company for an appropriate transition period.

Mac Papers and Packaging 
names new CEO

http://www.ssiop.com
mailto:sales%40ssiop.com?subject=
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AOPD has announced the approval of Certain Supply by the 
AOPD Board of Directors as a new Business Partner.

Certain Supply is a PPE manufacturing and distribution 
company founded in Irvine, California in early 2020 in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It offers certified and 
tested products globally to healthcare workers, businesses 
and individuals, combined with deep expertise in supply chain 
operations and sourcing. It counts more than 260 customers 
and sold millions of PPE items in its first year of operations.

 “On behalf of the AOPD board of directors and staff, I would 
like to welcome Certain Supply as the newest member of the 
AOPD Business Partner Program,” said Mark Leazer, AOPD 
executive director. “Certain Supply will be ably represented 
by David Golden and his team at Golden Global Sales. AOPD 
dealers have admirably pivoted to become trusted sources 
of PPE supplies for their customers during this pandemic 
albeit scrambling to find adequate, consistent suppliers. We 
discerned a need to bolster our offering of solid PPE suppliers 
that could provide consistent inventory at competitive prices 
on a national basis. We think Certain Supply will help fill that 
need for us, providing that type of offering to our national 
account customers”.

“Certain Supply is committed to providing the community 
with quality PPE solutions with uncompromising quality,” 
added David Aquino, founder of Certain Supply. “Certain 
Supply is building on our individual member relationships 
to now start a full partnership with AOPD that will propel our 
mission of providing improved, reliable and affordable PPE 
solutions for our customers”.

Leazer concluded: “Office products dealers have now 
proven themselves to existing and new customers to be 
a trusted source and can now claim PPE as a permanent 
category offering. We are excited about this new partnership 
with David Aquino and his team, and its short-term and 
long-term benefits for our dealers and customers”.

Certain Supply joins AOPD’s Business Partner Program

»

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20
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Institutional Associates named 
Manufacturers’ Rep Group of the Year 
by COE for third year running

»

WORKPLACE SOLUTIONS

For the third straight year, Atlanta-based Institutional Associates, Inc. (IAI) 
has been named Manufacturers’ Rep Group of the Year by office furniture 
distributor COE, headquartered in Pennsylvania.

During COE’s virtual national sales meeting, IAI president and CEO Peter J. 
Gebhardt accepted the award on behalf of his organization. The meeting was 
attended by COE employees, manufacturers, key partners and rep groups 
from across the United States. The award identifies those manufacturers’ 
representative groups that led in top sales volume for the company.  

“What an honor it is to again gain this recognition from a company like 
COE,” said Gebhardt. “Despite such a challenging year, we’re proud to 
have been able to serve them as well as the greater office furniture industry.” 

“Winning this award for the third consecutive year shows us IAI’s 
commitment to COE Distributing and the OfficeSource brand,” said James 
D. Ewing Jr., president and CEO of COE Office Furniture Distributor. “There 
is no doubt about the strength of their sales team as well as the value 
proposition that COE and the OfficeSource brand have created across the 
industry. I’m eager to continue to work with Pete and his team, as well as to 
see what 2021 may hold.”

Fast-growing jan/san distributor Imperial 
Dade ended 2020 with news of another 
acquisition.

On December 30, the private 
equity-backed wholesaler announced a 
definitive agreement to acquire Industrial 
Soap, one of the largest family-owned 
janitorial products suppliers in the U.S. 
Based in St Louis, Missouri, Industrial 
Soap was founded in 1933 and is owned 
and operated by the Shapiro family.

Imperial Dade said the acquisition, its 
32nd under the current leadership team, 
represented a key step in its vision of 
creating the country’s leading provider 
of food service disposables and janitorial 
supplies. Following the Industrial Soap 
purchase, Imperial Dade will operate 68 
facilities across the country.

Imperial Dade 
expands

http://www.nopanet.org
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The membership of the Education Market Association 
(EDmarket) voted unanimously on December 18, 2020 to 
approve the sale of EDspaces to event producer Emerald.

Under the new ownership, EDspaces hopes to continue 
to offer the same programming, networking, marketplace for 
innovative products and examination of the emerging and 
relevant topics impacting educational facilities. 

“Through our alliance with Emerald, with its added 
resources and trade show creativity, we look forward to 
growing EDspaces and making it an even better investment 
for exhibitors, buyers and our industry members,” says Lee 
Stapp, president of Officescapes and 2021 EDmarket chair 
of the board.

 As part of the agreement, EDmarket will remain committed 
to EDspaces by continuing to sponsor and support the event 
for years to come. The EDmarket team will be working closely 
with Emerald’s EDspaces team for a smooth transition 
and will play an integral part in the conference content 
development.

Joe Tucker, Loraine Coleman and Scott Beyer have joined 
Emerald and will remain key resources for exhibitor success 

and continuity. The remaining EDmarket staff members 
will support the board of directors’ efforts to improve 
membership value and enhance growth and opportunity for 
the education market.

“Moving forward, EDmarket will be able to continue its 
105-year history as a key resource and connector to the 
education marketplace,” stated Jim McGarry, EDmarket 
president/CEO. “We are excited to work with the Emerald 
team to deliver the high-quality content the industry has 
come to expect.”

EDspaces acquired by Emerald 
Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 22

»
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Arkansas-based visual display board manufacturer Claridge 
has been acquired by Skylark Private Equity Partners, a 
newly established private equity firm based in Dallas, Texas.

Claridge was founded in 1947 and had been owned by 
the Clavey family since its creation. It has become a leading 
supplier of writing surfaces to schools and businesses 
across North America. More recently, it has developed a 
range of COVID-19 products such as dividers, partitions and 
sneeze guards. It currently has a portfolio of 2,000 products 
with over 24,000 configurations.

“An entrepreneur-led business with demonstrable market 
leadership, Claridge is an ideal first investment for Skylark,” 
said managing partner Hunter Peterson. “Claridge delivers 
highly customized offerings at competitive price points. 
It is uniquely positioned to address changing customer 
preferences, particularly as businesses and schools modify 
their environments to meet social distancing protocols.”

Claridge’s treasurer Marcus McNew will assume the role 
of president and will continue to lead daily operations in 
partnership with Skylark and Claridge’s senior leadership 
team of Gregg Steliga, Wade Fuller and Kurt James.

“This new partnership represents an exciting opportunity 
for our team to leverage Skylark’s expertise and accelerate 

our company’s growth,” said McNew. “In the past few 
years, Claridge has delivered on a combination of product 
innovation and operational capabilities to benefit commercial 
businesses and schools. Skylark’s operating and 
manufacturing experience will support the enhancement of 
our offerings for the benefit of existing and future customers.”

Claridge acquired by private equity firm
Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 23

»

Previous COO Trevor Gruenewald has been promoted 
to CEO at software solutions firm ECI. Meanwhile, 
CFO Sarah Hagan will take on the COO job. CEO Ron 
Books is not leaving the company, but will transition 
into the role of chairman.

As part of this change, Gruenewald and Hagan will 
be responsible for the day-to-day operations of ECI, 
while Books will continue to work closely with both 
the ECI leadership team and its board of directors 
on driving the strategic mission and vision of the 
company.

Gruenewald—who has been at ECI since 2009—
will also be in charge of ECI’s overall product and 
M&A strategy. He has helped complete and integrate 
more than 25 acquisitions in the past 11 years. 
Hagan will be responsible for overseeing all of ECI’s 
business units.

“When I joined ECI in 1999, we were a start-up,” said 
Books. “Together with our employees and customers, 
we’ve grown into a global organization supporting 
SMBs around the world. Trevor and Sarah have made 
a tremendous impact on our company since they 
joined, and the business couldn’t be in better hands.”

ECI appoints new CEO
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HP Inc has made two senior appointments related to 
strategy and R&D.

Savi Baveja has been named chief strategy and incubation 
officer. Previously a Bain consultant working with HP, he will 
lead the company’s strategy, corporate development and 
new business incubation efforts, focused on driving new 
sources of growth and long-term value creation.

Meanwhile, Tolga Kurtoglu has joined HP as chief 

technology officer and global head of HP Labs. He is the 
former CEO of Palo Alto Research Center and global head of 
research at Xerox.

Both new hires will report directly to HP CEO Enrique Lores.
At the same time, HP announced that Kim Rivera, president 

of strategy and business management and chief legal 
officer, has made the personal decision to leave the business 
following a five-year spell with the company.

Acme United has made a bolt-on acquisition that 
gives it further medical products manufacturing 
capabilities in the United States.

Acme’s latest acquisition is Med-Nap, a maker 
of alcohol prep pads, alcohol, benzalkonium 
chloride and antiseptic wipes, castile soap and 
lens cleaning products. Based in Brooksville, 
Florida, the company was founded in 2007 by 
current president Pierre Sanfacon and employs 
25 people.

“The acquisition of Med-Nap’s business 
provides our company with an FDA-registered 
manufacturing facility in the U.S. for antiseptic 
wipes and pads that are used in all our first aid 
kits and refills,” said Acme CEO Walter Johnsen. 
“In addition, it adds new product lines of alcohol 
wipes that are sold to the retail, industrial and 
medical markets to meet cleaning and sterilization 
needs now and post-pandemic. We look 
forward to expanding production to fulfil current 
requirements as well as those of future new 
products and customers.”
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Acme acquires in 
medical segment

HP appoints innovation leaders
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The RoseArt stationery brand is now back in the hands of its founders.
LaRose Industries, which trades as Cra-Z-Art, has acquired the 

arts, craft and stationery business from toy giant Mattel. This includes 
the RoseArt and Rose Moon brands and the rights to produce and 
sell all associated products, including premium USA Gold and USA 
Titanium pencils, and Scribble Stuff, which will anchor the new writing 
instrument division.

Other assets include brands such as Fun Dough and Fuzzy 
Posters. The agreement also includes the Rose Moon factory in 
Lewisburg, Tennessee—the U.S.’s largest pencil factory. LaRose 
said this facility will help it in its goal to significantly increase the 
manufacture of goods made in the U.S.

RoseArt was founded by Isidor Rosen in 1923 and was eventually 
led by Lawrence Rosen, the third generation of the family. He sold the 
business to Mega Brands in 2005, which was then bought by Mattel in 
2014. Lawrence Rosen set up Cra-Z-Art in 2008, meaning RoseArt is 
now back in the family fold.

“I spent over 30 years imagining and building this brand alongside 
my father Sydney and brother Jeffrey, and I am so happy to call it my 
own once again,” he said.

Financial terms of the transaction were not disclosed.

RoseArt stationery returns  
to Rosen family
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SpecialT.net 888-705-0777

Workplace Products

LET’S MAKE THE NEW NORMAL MORE NORMAL... Corporate America today
is looking for a solution that will create a safe workplace for people to return to work. The three 
pillars of workplace health and safety deliver a multi-tiered approach to take away the fear 
factor from returning to work and limit employer liability by demonstrating a clear commitment 
to keeping employees safe and healthy.

ENTRY SCREENING stops people with symptoms from entering the building and makes 
daily screening quick and effective. SCREENS & BARRIERS block aerosol transmission 
andcan be easily retrofit into existing furniture. Safe-T AIR PURIFICATION systems capture 
and destroy 99.999% of viruses, bacteria, and fungus and release re-energized, negatively 
ionized air which increases productivity, combats afternoon fatigue, and even helps with 
minor depression.

Let’s get back
to work...

3 PILLARS OF SAFE-T

ENTRY SCREENING
Don't let it in the building

SCREENS & BARRIERS
Block aerosol transmission

AIR PURIFICATION
Block aerosol transmission

http://www.specialt.net
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HAT Collective is a new brand that 
unifies a range of office product 
solutions from several well-established 
industry brands, including HAT 
Contract, SiS Ergo and Innovative.

Product lines range from 
height-adjustable workstations and 
ergonomic monitor arms to storage 
units, safety and noise-cancellation 
dividers, and accessories—all available 
in fixed, adaptable or mobile formats. 

HAT Collective will build upon the 
“easy-to-do-business-with” philosophy 
held by its legacy product line brands. 
The collection offers a “one-stop” 
purchasing and ordering process for 
dealers, along with complementary 
services for space planning, design 
and installation.

It also offers a unique e-commerce 
solution called HomeWork, which is 
tailor-made for dealers to address 
and offer solutions for their customers’ 
work-from-home needs. Product 
design, manufacturing and fulfillment 

are supported by operations in Easton, 
Pennsylvania and San Jose, California, 
along with warehouses on the East and 
West Coast. 

The new HAT Collective website, 
allows visitors to explore all product 
and service offerings and helps  
end users envision the solutions they 
want. Customers can also locate 
local sales representatives, create 
quotes, view warranty information and 
download environmental certifications 
and much more. Six HAT Collective 
showrooms in will be located New York 

City, Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, 
Irvine, California and Santa Clara, 
California. 

“HAT Collective is revolutionizing 
the contract office market,” said Dave 
Fox, CEO of Innovative Ergonomic 
Solutions, the parent company of HAT 
Collective. “The pandemic has proven 
how much the marketplace needs 
well-designed, price-accessible, 
commercial-grade workplace 
solutions that enable individuals of all 
generations to choose how and where 
they want to work.”

New contract furniture 
and interior design 
umbrella brand launches

BIC has launched a new pen that contains an 
EPA registered anti-microbial agent.

While the pen cannot suppress 
COVID-19—or prevent its spread—it does 
provide protection for common types of 
germs, which could lead to a safer work 
environment.

The anti-microbial agent is molded 
directly into the pen’s plastic 
components. This helps protect the 
pen by suppressing the growth 
of bacteria, molds, mildew and 
fungi, especially in high-moisture 
environments.

The Prevaguard Clic Stic is a 
retractable ball pen available 
in blue or black with a 1.0mm 
medium point.

BIC releases new 
Prevaguard pen

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 26

Print OEM Canon has announced a resolution to its 
pending lawsuit in the U.S. against Chinese aftermarket 
giant Ninestar.

Last September, just a few months after losing its 
long-running “dongle gear” litigation with several 
third-party manufacturers, Canon sued Ninestar, 
alleging infringement of five of its U.S. patents. It 
accused the firm of selling patent-infringing toner 
cartridges for various models of HP and Canon branded 
printers through a number of different websites.

On January 5, 2021, Canon confirmed the two 
parties had resolved their dispute, saying Ninestar had 
“agreed to stop making, using, selling and offering for 
sale in the United States, and importing into the U.S. the 
supplies in question.”

Ninestar said it had reached the settlement in order 
“to amicably resolve the lawsuit” and did not admit to 
any wrongdoing. Further details of the agreement— 
including any possible financial penalties—are being 
kept confidential.

Canon and Ninestar reach settlement

»

http://www.hatcollective.com/
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Via Round Platter Base Table - Ash Grey/Chrome
Eris Stack Chair - Grey/Chrome

Your one stop training and breakroom headquarters

rgsfurniture.com
330-848-3700

Find your perfect custom tabletop in a full range of shapes 
and colors. It’s in stock and waiting to ship to you, same day. 

http://www.rgsfurniture.com
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Chris Binnendyk has become the majority shareholder of Canadian 
casegoods manufacturer Three H, according to company 
president Roy Dittmann, and will take on an active role as CEO with 
immediate effect.

Binnendyk brings a wealth of expertise to this role, having served 
in a number of senior leadership capacities over the past 22 years at 
Allseating Corporation, most recently as president.

Over the past several years, Three H has developed a broad line-up 
of award-winning product lines in the laminate casegoods marketplace.

“Chris brings proven executive leadership skills to Three H at a 
time when the company is poised to move to the next level of growth. 
On behalf of the board of Three H, we couldn’t be more excited to 
have Chris join our company and help guide us into our next chapter 
of success,” said Dittmann. 

“Three H is in an enviable position of having relevant products and 
high-level, professional distribution in a healthy market category. The 
ability to increase sales even during the pandemic is testament to 
this,” said Binnendyk. “With our heritage and factory of committed 
employees firmly rooted in Northern Ontario, I see a bright and 
progressive future together.”

Chris Binnendyk becomes majority 
shareholder and CEO at Three H.

Regency Global Sourcing, parent company of Regency Furniture, has 
cut the ribbon on its latest expansion project.

The Ohio-based outfit will double capacity at its Akron headquarters 
and bring in the latest warehouse automation systems and technology.

“In 2004, when we moved into our current facility, we had just five 
employees working out of a building that was practically derelict, with 
holes in the roof and almost no wiring,” recalled Regency president 
Skip Summerville.

“Sixteen years later, after investing hundreds of thousands of 
dollars in the company and an incredible amount of hard work by an 
extraordinary team of industry professionals, we are embarking on a 
project that will increase our productivity by 30 percent.”

Summerville, a former chairman of dealer organization is.group 
(now part of ISG), added: “Today, 98.5 percent of orders received by 
Regency ship same day, and this latest investment will enable us to 
take our shipping performance and overall customer service to even 
greater levels as we continue to grow.”

Regency set to double capacity
Daily Gist has been named as vice president of 
R&D of the Writing division at Newell Brands.

Gist is an experienced industrial designer who 
has been with Newell-owned businesses since 
2002. Most recently she was vice president of R&D 
at the group’s home fragrance division. In her new 
position, she will help Writing continue to drive 
innovation and prepare it for changing consumer 
trends. She will also assume company-wide 
responsibility for enterprise platform innovation.

“We have significant opportunities to capitalize 
on synergies across our enterprise relating 
to technology, engineering processes and 
chemistries that can help create breakthrough 
product innovation for the future, and Daily is the 
right person to lead these efforts,” said Newell 
CEO Ravi Saligram.

Newell appoints VP of  
R&D for Writing

INDEPENDENT 
DEALER was saddened 
to learn of the passing 
of David A. Carter at the 
end of last year. 

Dave enjoyed an 
extensive career in the 
office products industry, 
working as a senior 
executive at the then 
United Stationers (now 
Essendant) from the 
1970s to the 1990s, pioneering many of United’s 
early, innovative marketing programs that 
utilized evolving technology.

He also spent a number of years as CEO of 
Independent Stationers at the end of 90s and 
served on a number of NOPA committees.

Away from work, Dave was an avid aviation 
enthusiast and pilot for more than 50 years.

Dave is survived by his second wife, Janette 
(Scruggs) Carter; two siblings, Miriam Reno 
and Jonathan Carter; children, Shawn Carter, 
Philip (Linda) Carter, Michael James (Kendra) 
Carter, Lee (Stacy) Carter and Jennifer (Steven) 
Rothstein; grandchildren, Mark and Travis 
Carter, Philip Benson and Christopher Carter, 
Caleb and Corban Carter, and Benjamin and 
Gabrielle Rothstein.

In Memoriam: Dave Carter

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 28
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Expert organization tools
for a successful year
Avery products are made for how
you organize. Get right to work with
dividers that let you customize your
table of contents, stick-anywhere
UltraTabs and premium shipping
labels. Our FREE templates and
design tools make every project
and presentation shine.

©2021 Avery Products Corporation. All r ights reserved.  Avery and all other Avery brands, product names and codes are trademarks 
of CCL Label, Inc. Company names on samples depicted are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual names is purely coincidental.

JUMP
START
YOUR
YEAR
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What does the 
IOPFDA-ISSA 

merger mean for you 
in Washington?

NOPA News

Paul A. Miller, IOPFDA Legislative Counsel

I think for most, 2020 was a year they’d like to forget. But 
amid the outbreak of COVID-19, the shutdowns, mass 
unemployment and businesses trying to figure out how 
to remain viable, there was some positive industry news 
that came out last year, which was overshadowed by the 
pandemic.

In 2020 the Independent Office Products & Furniture 
Dealers Association (IOPFDA) announced its plans to merge 
with ISSA, the premier cleaning industry trade association, 
in an effort to make the voice of the independent dealer even 
stronger throughout the industry and in Washington. This 
is a pretty big deal for both the industry and your business, 
considering what we are looking at when it comes to the 
news streaming out of Washington and what this all means »

to your business, your bottom line and your employees.
For small business owners, this announcement should 

signal new opportunities on the educational and training 
side of your business, as well as an expanded voice in 
Washington at a time when it is easy to be drowned out by 
the masses and distractions. Without an expanded voice 
and presence in Washington this year, you could find 
yourself on the losing side of a major shift in policy that may 
have negative consequences for your business. 

The IOPFDA-ISSA partnership immediately offers your 
business access to expanded education, training and other 
industry resources for your team. As the industry looked 
at reinventing itself during the pandemic, many of the new 
opportunities that emerged were in in the cleaning supply 
space. I know some of you already sell these products, but 
the partnership with ISSA offers you a bigger opportunity 
and connections to key manufacturers of these products. 
This new partnership also expands your voice on Capitol Hill 
when it comes to our legislative and regulatory efforts. This 
is going to be a big deal in 2021.

This new partnership is a win-win for both organizations. 
It allows IOPFDA to offer ISSA members access to our 
lobbying campaigns on issues like the IOPFDA Small 
Business Jump-start America Act, which will be critical for 
small businesses that need access to capital and not more 
short-term Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans. On 
the flipside, the partnership offers IOPFDA members access 
to ISSA’s campaigns on issues like the cleaning tax credit, 
which would benefit not only you as a small business, but 
also your customers. Thanks to the joint efforts of both 
groups, your business could see long-term access to 
capital, cleaning tax credits and a hook into new customers 
to sell these cleaning products to. We have always said here 
at IOPFDA that it’s all about numbers. Washington is about 
perception. Instead of going to Capitol Hill with just under 
2,000 voices, we will go to Capitol Hill with tens of thousands 
of voices under this new partnership. That will be crucial, 
especially given the temporary virtual governing that we are 
seeing from our leaders at this time. 

Regardless of your politics, this year will be very different 
from the past four. There were a lot of things for the business 
community to be proud of during the Trump administration. 
There were also lots of distractions. A Biden administration 
and agenda will look very different. We are already seeing 
efforts to undo some of the Trump administration policies 
that may have been good for your business.

Here are some of the issues the industry faced last year 
and will face again this year.

PPP loans
These forgivable loans were a critical lifeline for so many 
businesses in early Spring 2020. The problem is that 
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they were not enough and were only short-term support. 
In December 2020, Congress passed a second stimulus 
package that now offers some small businesses an 
opportunity for a second draw of PPP money. In order to 
qualify, you must have seen at least 25 percent loss of gross 
revenue in any one quarter in 2020 compared to that same 
quarter in 2019. For those ineligible for a second round of 
PPP, the options for new funding are not great.

Business liability protection 
One of the biggest issues the business community pushed 
for in 2020 was ensuring that any new stimulus package 
included liability protections against frivolous lawsuits from 
customers and employees who catch COVID-19. These 
protections did not make it into the last stimulus bill; they 
were sacrificed by Republicans in an effort to prevent states 
from getting more direct federal aid. Republicans didn’t 
get their big ask and Democrats didn’t get theirs. We are 
already seeing a flood of lawsuits being filed against small 
businesses by both customers and employees. These suits 
may end up being thrown out, but they will prove costly 
for small businesses at a time when they don’t have the 
resources to fight them and expect to stay in business. This 
will be a big priority for the business community in 2021.

Small Business Jump-start America Act
IOPFDA’s proposal is supported by 310,460 companies 
spanning 50 states, plus the District of Columbia, which 
provide 9 million jobs in total. That’s a big deal! As you may 
already know, 47 percent of the jobs in the United States are 
created by small businesses. Our Small Business Jump-start 
America Act is a plan to provide long-term, low-interest loans 
to small businesses with strong track records of success. 
While the PPP loans were a necessary survival tool, our plan 
is now focused on the recovery phase that is immediately 
needed to ensure the long-term economic prosperity of our 
country. Plan details include the following: 

• This section improves the terms of 7(a) loans for seasonal 
businesses and businesses located in small business 
low-income census tracts (the program could be run 
through the Small Business Administration (SBA) or 
private banks).

• There would be funding of $100 billion, with $15 billion 
reserved for minority small businesses.

• Eligible businesses must: 
• be a small business concern as defined by the SBA 

size standards; 
• employ 500 or fewer employees;  
• demonstrate at least a 15 percent reduction in gross 

revenue in 2020 relative to the same quarter in 2019; and 
• have revenue of up to $25 million.

• In general, borrowers may receive a loan of up to three 
times annual revenues, up to $2 million, with a maturity of 
15 years at an interest rate of 1 percent to the borrower. 
The business must have been in business for at least three 
years and show economic viability.

• The formal interest rate is 2 percent. 
• The SBA’s guarantee is 100 percent. 
• Allowable uses include working capital, acquisition of 

fixed assets and refinancing of existing indebtedness. 
• The credit elsewhere test is waived. 
• The borrower will defer principal and interest payments 

for the first two years of the loan, and the administration 
will be given the authority to grant an additional two 
years’ deferment. The SBA will continue to make interest 
payments without regard for deferment. 

• Borrowers can apply for these loan until December 31, 2021. 

Other issues
Other issues that Congress will tackle this year include:
• a $1.9 trillion stimulus package;
• a $2 trillion infrastructure package;
• reopening the economy;
• increasing the minimum wage to $15 an hour;
• big tech antitrust issues;
• a new independent contractor revision;
• tax reform; and
• trade. 

Advantages of the IOPFDA-ISSA alliance
Just because Congress and the administration want 
something, doesn’t mean they will get it. However, a list of 
priorities this great means the industry needs to be vigilant 
and needs a place at the table when these negotiations are 
taking place. IOPFDA continues to work with both sides 
of the aisle on its agenda and will be at the table during 
these discussions. Our new partnership with ISSA makes 
our efforts even stronger. This partnership makes our voice 
louder and our presence bigger. This is critical today, when 
everyone is fighting for the same pool of money. 

So, when asked what the IOPFDA-ISSA relationship 
means, the answer is: access to more opportunity with both 
current and new customers, but also to Capitol Hill with key 
lawmakers from both sides of the aisle.

The industry is changing and IOPFDA is keeping pace with 
that change through new partnerships and relationships, like 
this one. We know how important you are to your community 
and this country. This is why we continue to create new 
avenues and opportunities for your business. Working 
together with ISSA, we continue to reinvent how we do 
business, which in turn helps build a stronger independent 
dealer community. And that’s the key: dealer strength and 
success. IOPFDA and ISSA are making that happen!
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KiSP Inc is an interesting and, to many, well-known company. 
Founded in 1993 by CEO Rob Kendal, an entrepreneur with 
years of experience in the furniture space, KiSP creates, 
develops and provides client-facing visual solutions to 
manufacturers, dealers, interior designers and customers in 
the office furniture industry. 

The company is headquartered in Toronto, Canada. 
It serves the North American market, but has had a 
design-focused service center in Buenos Aires, Argentina, 
since 2006. KiSP comprises a number of different offerings; 
one of the most relevant for the business supplies sector is 
The KITS Collaborator, a digital, iOS and Windows-enabled 
sales tool for furniture salespeople. 

Another component—slightly more marginal, but carving 
out a growing niche in our space—is Yulio, a virtual reality 
(VR) company that typically works with furniture-adjacent 
industries such as architecture and design, but has created 
a number of dealer-specific packages for our sector.

As Kendal explains: “Our specialty is providing 
client-facing technologies and services to furniture 
manufacturers and dealers. When I say client-facing, I mean 
dealers’ customers—the end consumer that actually buys 
the furniture. We’re always looking for ways in which our 
technology either furthers the sales process or strengthens 
the relationship—or both.”

He adds: “Customers typically want an idea of what a 
project might look like and what it’s going to cost. It’s not 
about a salesperson visiting and measuring spaces, going 
back again with a pile of swatches and catalogues and so 
on. The KITS Collaborator takes care of all the preliminary 
stuff—it’s a front-end tool that can be used remotely. It’s 
when the customer says, ‘OK, I get it. Get me a real quote 
now,’ that the transactional part starts kicking in, with detailed 
specifications, all the practicalities and so on.”

Strategic partnerships
KiSP has strategic partnerships with almost all major furniture 
manufacturers, from Steelcase, HON and HNI to Teknion, 
Haworth and Herman Miller. These partnerships, says 
Kendal, are hugely important— KITS allows furniture reps 
and sales professionals to vividly and speedily put these 
manufacturers’ products in front of consumers. 

“We have approximately 110 vendor catalogs in the cloud,” 
he adds. “Manufacturers digitally send us their 3D models—
we get over 5 million models a month sometimes—plus 
fabric swatches, examples of surface materials and paints 
and, of course, all the written product specifications. It’s 
extraordinarily comprehensive.”

Speed is another major component of The KITS 
Collaborator’s success. “If the new Haworth catalog for 

By Heike Dieckmann

LET YOUR IMAGINATION RUN WILD… 
WITH THE KITS COLLABORATOR

»

Supply Side
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February is available, for instance, no problem. I can 
process it and put it in our cloud in a very short period of 
time, download it to a tablet and then quote from it and show 
a potential customer the products—almost in real time,” 
says Kendal.

Huge learning curve
KITS, as well as the VR program provided by Yulio, works 
on a license basis. Cost is clearly a driver that determines 
take-up of these tools and Kendal is acutely aware that, 
while he and his team have built a solid reputation over the 
past 26 years, it has to make financial sense for dealers to 
sign up. “We’re talking hundreds, rather than thousands, of 
dollars a year,” he emphasizes.

“For a dealer to just be able to produce a rendering for an 
important customer presentation would cost $150 to $200. 
With KITS, they can do it in five seconds and as many times 
as they want. It’s an investment that is very easy to justify.”

From a range point of view and on the sellers’ side, space is 
a considerable factor. S.P. Richards (SPR), for example, has 
been working with KiSP for several years. The wholesaler has 
been deploying The KITS Collaborator as a sales tool for its 
dealers for its own Lorell furniture range, as many simply do 
not have the space to tell the whole Lorell story. 

Says Kendal: “About 18 months ago, the SPR team came up 
with the idea of an infinite showroom, so what we did is create 
this 5,000 square foot showroom in a virtual world that shows 
the entire Lorell product line. SPR engaged many of its dealers 
in the project; these were then able to walk their customers – 
remotely or in person – through the entire Lorell showroom. 

“The opportunities in the virtual world are limitless: you can 
show three different variations of space; you can illustrate it 
in four different colors or make it animated, so the furniture 
moves around and reconfigures. It’s incredibly powerful.”

Using programs like The KITS Collaborator and the Yulio 
VR tool is not difficult. It’s also not new—we’re way past 
the early adopters and players in the field. But to say these 

platforms are mainstream 
would perhaps be overstating 
it. As such, KiSP runs regular 
webinars on how to understand 
and maximize the technology, 
sometimes for dealers that are 
aligned with a specific vendor. 

Above everything else, it’s 
a different mindset, Kendal 

asserts: “Think of VR as a new way for marketing and 
salespeople to tell stories. In our experience, the marketing 
folks at a dealership typically jump on this stuff, while the 
salespeople and designers tend to need more hands-on 
examples and training. 

“But that’s okay—we had to figure out ourselves what 
worked under certain circumstances and what didn’t. The 
idea behind it all is to make these programs accessible to 
everyone—you shouldn’t have to be super tech-savvy.”

COVID-19: accelerating existing trends
Naturally, the past COVID-19-dominated year has had a 
considerable impact on the furniture sector too. While a 
large proportion of offices across KiSP’s US and Canadian 
markets were empty for much of it, resulting in severely 
depleted sales in this category, demand for visual and 
remote sales technologies and techniques has soared. 

But what will happen when COVID-19 stops being the 
threat it is now? Will the retail landscape ever be the same 
again? Will the physical showroom thrive once more? And will 
dealers resume their previous sales patterns and techniques? 

Not likely, according to Kendal: “I don’t know when 
offices are going to be full again. But I’ve been through four 
recessions in this industry and in my experience, the dealer 
model always changes coming out of a difficult period. 

“But it won’t just be the pandemic that’s the catalyst for 
change; the millennial way of buying is different anyhow. 
I foresee fewer face-to-face meetings in the furniture 
industry. The millennial buyer is used to buying without 
physically seeing, so there’ll be more virtual dialogue and 
more remote selling.” 

He concludes: “Furniture has been a highly visual industry 
for many years. Gone are the days of blueprints and isometric 
drawings—KiSP began long ago with full photo realism 
and now VR is the obvious evolution. Yes, there will always 
be the customer who wants to sit in the chair or feel the 
fabric before making the ultimate buying decision—there 
is, and will continue to be, a tactile component. We haven’t 
reached the point yet where VR is expected as part of every 
proposal. Maybe that will never happen; but it will certainly 
become mainstream and companies that don’t have it will be 
disadvantaged. I truly believe that virtual and visual selling is 
going to change the furniture industry permanently.”

Rob Kendal, CEO, KiSP Inc
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COVID-19 upended the world as we knew it in 2020, 
creating untold challenges and disruption, but also 
unprecedented opportunities. With the virus still not under 
control, 2021 is promising to be one helluva ride 

NEW COVID CATEGORIES:
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For those of us expecting to start 2021 
with some sense of normalcy, we’ve 
been sorely disappointed—on many 
levels. Not least is the realization that 
whatever “normal” was pre-COVID-19 
is no longer applicable. 

We’ve been living with the pandemic 
for almost a year, and sadly, along 
with the loss of hundreds of thousands 
of lives, the economic impact has 
affected every business in some way, 
shape or form. As the months stretch 
out in front of us, there is a glimmer 
of light at the end of the tunnel as 
vaccination programs roll out across 
the country. Ultimately, this will allow 
businesses to reopen fully and millions 
to head back to their place of work. 
With this in mind, what will a 2021 
post-COVID-19 world look like?

Will they, won’t they?
The most direct impact of the 
pandemic on independent dealers 
has been the “world’s biggest social 
experiment”—the mass migration 
of employees from their traditional 
workplace to the home. The 
repercussions still linger, as many 
businesses have not returned to a full 
staff complement within their physical 
offices. Bob Daniels, president 
of Daniels Office Products in The 
Woodlands, Texas, expects there will 
be a staggered return to the office, with 
some as late as the summer. 

It’s the same situation in California, 
as Joe Cunningham, president of 
Modesto-based Warden’s Office 
Center, explains: “Some large 
customers have already informed us 
they won’t be returning to the office 
this year, no matter the status of the 
pandemic. Other businesses have 
reverted to 100 percent capacity. Most 
companies comprise a mixture of 
those working on-site and others from 
home; but post-COVID-19, I expect 
these employees to head back to the 
workplace.”

The broad consensus is that it is 
predominantly larger firms that are 

holding back on the return to work. 
As owner and vice president Steve 
Klaver of Lansing, Michigan-based 
DBI notes: “We have noticed that many 
small-to-medium businesses have 
started returning to the office. Our 
large, corporate clients continue to 
have the majority of their staff work from 
home (WFH) and are less concerned 
with getting back into the office.”

Similar scenarios are playing out 
across the country and creating 
uncertainty for the year ahead. “We 
have some customers who don’t plan 
to be in the office until 2022, making 
us feel very uneasy. Until the children 
are back to school, we will not see a 
move back to the workplace, and it will 
be a gradual move when it happens,” 
agrees Diane Mangano, owner and 
president of Kershaw’s in Spokane, 
Washington.

When the inevitable bounce back to 
the workplace occurs, expectations 
are that teleworking—a trend that was 
already on the rise pre-pandemic—will 
have significantly increased and 
dealers will need to adjust accordingly. 
Having already had months to perfect 
home office product selections and 
home deliveries, the initial shock has 

worn off, but factoring it into business 
models and costs moving forward will 
be imperative.

As Jennifer Smith, CEO of Innovative 
Office Solutions, Burnsville, Minnesota, 
remarks: “We do anticipate that 
early 2021 will look a lot like much of 
2020, but we believe many workers 
will then return to the office in one 
form or another. We also expect that 
businesses have learned a lot from the 
WFH experiment and will likely carry 
on offering more flexibility in working 
arrangements. 

“It will be critical for dealers to 
remain connected to their customers 
and positioned as the first call as new 
requirements develop. With more 
flexibility in working arrangements 
and different expectations of what 
the workplace looks like, dealers will 
continue to witness a shift in their 
product mix and must be proactive with 
new solutions to meet client needs.”

Delivery dilemma
Wayne Stillwagon, executive vice 
president for Lorton, Virginia-based 
dealership Miller’s Supplies at Work, 
calls out issues with non-office 
deliveries: “Many of us struggle with 
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freight costs in the WFH model. We 
have changed—or should I say, 
adapted—our service proposition to 
provide clients with this option. Early 
on, we enhanced our e-commerce 
platform to incorporate home delivery 
functionality while still providing the 
same buying rules of in-office staff.”

He adds: “We also changed our 
distribution structure to accommodate 
residential deliveries. We are still in a 
learning process with this aspect of 
our business, and without help with 
freight costs, profitability for at-home 
deliveries is questionable.” 

Smith agrees, pointing out that 
freight and shipping industry 
trends should be a concern for 
independents, especially for those 
that participate in national business: 
“Costs are persistently rising and will 
force dealers to innovate to mitigate 
the expense while also continuing to 
provide high levels of service.” 

Despite the associated expenditure, 
Bryan Langston, president of 
Schwegmans Office Supplies in 
Batesville, Arkansas, thinks home 
deliveries will become the new 
standard. When customers began 
homeworking, the company supported 
them by offering a free service: “We 

believe it is key to get the word out to 
everyone that this service is available 
and that we value rapid response 
times after orders are placed. In my 
opinion, one of the most positive sides 
to home delivery is that it allows us to 
continue customer interactions and 
build on that relationship.”

Mangano states that Kershaw’s 
will retain its home dispatch service, 
especially for customers that have 
given up their offices for good: “Our 
focus will now be emphasizing buying 
local, with free next-day delivery so we 
can gain an edge over Amazon.”

The personal touch is the IDC’s 
not-so-secret customer service weapon. 
With the current WFH situation and a 
hybrid working model likely for many 
businesses in the future, coupled with 
the associated rise of online purchasing, 
the past year has presented formidable 
challenges. Yet despite the shift to 
e-commerce brought about by WFH 
and some customer employees 
purchasing from pure-play etailers, 
lockdowns simultaneously boosted the 
“buy local” sentiment. “We will continue 
to emphasize ‘shop local’ and the 
expertise we bring to our customers,” 
says Daniel. “As independent dealers, 
there is immense value in providing 

a well-informed, personalized 
service from a business in the same 
community.” Ensuring all bases 
are covered, he adds that both the 
company’s website and email marketing 
program were upgraded last year. 

Investing online
Langston’s thinking follows along 
the same lines, with e-commerce a 
key priority this year: “It is of utmost 
importance for us to possess a great 
online presence, since everyone is 
spending more time on the Internet. 
Branding and customer service will help 
when competing opportunities arise and 
also highlight our product offering. For 
those who prefer a ‘person-to-person’ 
or ‘buy local’ purchasing experience, 
we will carry on building on these. 
We offer a considerable advantage 
over the big corporations, in that as a 
smaller business, we have the ability to 
pivot on a dime to take care of all our 
customers.”

Smith believes the COVID-19 
crisis has accelerated the shift to 
e-commerce, with positive implications 
for the independent dealers that 
have invested and continue to invest 
in scalable technology. Stillwagon 
maintains that, pandemic or no 
pandemic, a robust e-commerce 
platform is essential to be a financially 
healthy dealer. “We intend to keep 
investing in e-commerce as a higher 
percentage of our revenue flows 
through that platform,” he comments. 

But as Mangano points out, with 
Amazon and the home office currently 
the most significant threats to the 
IDC, support and leadership from the 
buying groups and suppliers will have 
to be “tremendous this year for us to 
compete.” She also reiterates that 
no e-commerce site or box store can 
match a dealer’s customer service: 
“We have to continue going the extra 
mile and remind our customers why 
they are purchasing from Kershaw’s. 
These large competitors can’t deliver 
an emergency toner before 8:00 a.m., 
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pick up a return without asking them 
to package it back up, or deliver and 
install damage-free furniture. These are 
just a few things that set us apart.”   

Aside from the “usual” support 
of lower prices, expanded product 
lines and increased buying power, 
Lisa Crowson, president of Advance 
Office and Janitorial Supplies, based 
in Las Vegas, Nevada, would love to 
receive access to more marketing 
expertise. For Klaver, sales training 
programs would be welcome, as 
well as additional drop-ship support. 
“We would like to see a scheme for 
partnering with other independent 
dealers on deliveries,” he says. 

Supply chain woes
One major hangover from 2020 is the 
ongoing supply chain issue, which 
remains a persistent headache for 
dealers, despite improved wholesaler 
inventory levels. Crowson reveals there 
are longer transportation times with all 
trucking companies, and uncertainty 
with parts, materials and greater lead 
times for furniture.

Mangano foresees enduring 
problems, but credits S.P. Richards 
with supporting Kershaw’s during the 

pandemic: “If not for the support they 
have given us, we would not be in as 
good a shape as we are. We feel very 
fortunate.” And Langston commends 
both manufacturers and customers in 
dealing with supply chain challenges: 
“It’s clear, in these unique times, 
that supply demand is unstable and 
manufacturers remain under extreme 
pressure. However, our vendors have 
done a great job keeping us informed 
of product availability and alternative 
items to sell and present to our 
customers. In response to this issue, 
we appreciate that our clients have 
become more flexible. When many of 
the brands they have requested in the 
past are no longer available, they have 
been open to trying alternatives.”

Aside from gloves, the supply chain 
is gaining stock, according to Keith 
Powell, owner and executive vice 
president of Omaha, Nebraska-based 
Pay-LESS Office Products. But with 
priority (understandably) given to 
specific sectors like healthcare, 
alternative vendor sources have had to 
be sought, which brings its own issues 
and could pose an interesting dilemma 
for well-known manufacturers down 
the road. Says Powell: “Other than 

name brands prioritizing distribution 
to first responders before us, we’ve 
adjusted with new vendors. I don’t 
know how we’ll embrace these name 
brands later.” 

Winners and losers
Given the PPE items necessary to 
combat COVID-19 and the global 
scramble to secure unprecedented 
amounts of stock that meet required 
health and safety standards, Powell’s 
comment on gloves is hardly 
surprising. Although PPE items were 
already available from some dealers 
pre-COVID-19, demand soared last 
year, with the industry swiftly pivoting 
to source new or alternative suppliers 
and products, along with the requisite 
expertise (read more about this in the 
September/October 2020 issue). With 
the pandemic still in full throttle, it’s no 
wonder that most independent dealers 
regard the PPE and wider facilities 
category as a no-brainer, and one 
which will help offset the continued 
decline of traditional office products.

Cunningham predicts that while 
PPE will remain a dominant and 
vital category, sales will slow down 
as vaccinations become more 

»
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widespread. “However, I believe 
basics such as wipes, hand sanitizer, 
disinfectants and masks will be here in 
some capacity throughout 2021 and 
probably into 2022 as well,” he notes. 

Advance Office and Janitorial 
Supplies has already recruited 
several new employees for the 
category and is looking to hire more 
this year, says Crowson, adding that 
although our industry may not have 
been very interesting in the past, 
PPE and cleaning supplies are now 
super-exciting to people: “We were 
so fortunate to have supplied a wealth 
of businesses with PPE early on when 
COVID-19 hit last year that I feel it 
solidified us with many clients. I also 
think it has opened customers’ eyes to 
supporting us as a local business.” 

Expectations remain optimistic for 
the category, even when staff return 
to the workplace, due to a strong 
emphasis on ensuring a COVID-secure 
environment. “I think the biggest 
product categories will be PPE and 
safety,” says Megan Collins, marketing 
coordinator of The Office Connection, 
headquartered in Farmington Hills, 
Michigan. “There is still so much 
unknown about COVID-19 and people 
have such a fear of the unknown 

that safety remains a considerable 
concern. As a result, the open concept 
workspace will change as people 
adhere to social distancing. The 
product category that will lose out will 
be breakroom.”

Collins is far from alone in this 
thinking, with dealers including Powell 
and Daniel agreeing with the future 
product category assessments and 
expectations for office layout alterations. 
But as the saying goes, as one door 
closes, another one opens. States 
Stillwagon: “The biggest loser as far as 
product categories are concerned is 
easily breakroom supplies. When in the 
office, you have to use office supplies. 
Use of the breakroom is optional, so 
its return to previous levels will be 
substantially slower.  

“But we see facility supplies and 
furniture as growth categories in 
2021, and are committed to turning 
PPE customers into facility supplies 
customers. A lot of goodwill was 
generated within our client base when we 
were able to procure PPE products when 
their facility supplier could not. Many of 
our customers now view us differently 
in this category than they did before the 
pandemic. We will capitalize on that.

“Our furniture division had 

experienced tremendous growth over 
the past several years and remained 
strong throughout 2020. We expect 
businesses will look to change their 
office layouts through reconfigurations, 
which will drive furniture sales.” 

Cunningham agrees, saying that many 
companies spent some PPP money on 
furniture and safety reconfiguration of 
their workplace in 2020. “I’m sure there 
are other companies that have not yet 
invested and will do so when they are 
ready to bring people back to the office. 
New construction, offices moving to 
other locations or being reconfigured/
remodeled—all offer additional sales 
solutions opportunities for the IDC 
in 2021.”

The consensus is that the significant 
changes caused by COVID-19 in 2020 
and the subsequent impact on the 
business supplies industry will continue 
throughout this year. The IDC continues 
to go above and beyond customer 
expectations, but the emergence of 
new variants of the virus may have 
just thrown a spanner in the works 
in the return to some semblance of 
normality—whatever that may be. So, 
hold on tight—the coronacoaster in 
2021 is likely to be as bumpy a ride as it 
was last year.

Cover Story CONTINUED FROM PAGE39
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INDEPENDENT DEALER: How will COVID-19 impact the 
B2B world in 2021?
Brian Beck: COVID-19 has dramatically accelerated the 
pace of digital transformation for B2B firms. With 30 percent 
of B2B customers expected to be working from home at 
the end of the year and 50 percent of buyers now making 
purchases from suppliers they have never bought from 
before via online channels, the call to action for e-commerce 
enablement for B2B has never been louder.  

2021 will be a year of separation: B2B firms that have 
invested in digital channels will gain market share from 
those that have not. And recent entrants, such as Amazon 
Business, will continue to gain market share by focusing 
directly on customers’ needs via e-commerce.  

But hidden in these changes is opportunity. I recommend 
dealers focus on what they do best and reinforce this with 
digital channels. Your differentiation need not only be about 
product breadth and price. You have industry knowledge, 
application know-how and an intimate understanding of your 
customers and their needs. Creating custom experiences via 
online channels that address these unique needs is the key 
to success.  

Often this is done through content and custom buying 
paths that ultimately make the B2B buyer’s job easier and 
faster. For example, push reordering and common customer 
questions—such as “Where is my order?”—to the website.  
This will allow the sales team to become more strategic and 
have extra time to prospect for new clients and better serve 
existing ones.  
ID: Amazon’s influence has grown massively over 
the pandemic, as employees are now ordering office 
supplies from home. What can dealers do to address 
the online threat in terms of changes for their own 
e-commerce business?
BB: Every company must have an Amazon strategy. Amazon 
Business became the fastest-growing part of the company 
in 2020. It cannot be ignored. For dealers and distributors, 
this means understanding what Amazon is doing and how it 
is setting the bar for the experience your customers expect 
from e-commerce. 

I see many dealers implementing a balanced program that 
both learns from Amazon and takes advantage of the sales 
volume there. Being “in the game” with Amazon allows them 
to gain first-hand knowledge of the tools and functionalities 
that it offers, enabling them to adopt these approaches for 
their own e-commerce websites.
ID: Do you think the pandemic has caused a shift toward 
significant digital investment?
BB: I see 2021 as the year when B2B firms finally move to 
make the investments necessary to implement meaningful 
digital transformation for their business. These include 
investments in e-commerce platforms, as well as the 
supporting infrastructure such as order management 
systems, warehouse systems and front-end content 
management systems. 

I am receiving calls from all over the world from 
companies of all sizes—from $10 million to $100 billion in 
gross revenue—trying to figure out how to achieve digital 
transformation. And when these firms are just getting 
started, it requires a commitment from the top—the CEO and 
board—and an openness to learn and try unfamiliar things. 
Traditionally, it is leadership that has been lacking in order to 
make this possible, but now the time is for action.

2021—THE TIME 
FOR E-COMMERCE
INDEPENDENT DEALER talks to Brian Beck, B2B e-commerce expert and 
author of Billion Dollar B2B Ecommerce, the industry’s first comprehensive 
work on digital transformation for distributors and manufacturers. 
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ID: The big news recently is about 
the merger with ISSA—could you 
give us a little bit of background 
about how that came about?
MT: Sure. I had heard about ISSA from 
both Mike Maggio and Mike Gentile, 
and in a couple of casual conversations 
they had indicated that I may want to 
have a conversation with them about 
ways that we could work together. 
Then, in December 2019, we were 
holding a strategic planning session 
and part of the preparation for that was 
thinking about what we were going 
to present to the board in terms of 
opportunities and ideas. I was working 
with [industry strategist] Janet Collins 
and she arranged a conversation with 

INDEPENDENT DEALER speaks to the IOPDFA executive 
director about the trade body’s recent merger with ISSA and 
what it means for members of both NOPA and OFDA

him out in Chicago and it went really 
well, which led to a follow-up meeting 
where I met with his leadership team 
and talked about all the things we were 
doing or trying to do, and some of the 
programs that they had, which also 
went very well. 

The next thing you know, we 
made the decision to tell [previous 
management company] Clemons and 
Associates that we wanted to change 
direction and partner with ISSA. The 
rest was working through the details to 
close that deal, which took most of the 
summer and into the fall.

ID: So, where are we now? The 
vote was taken by the IOPFDA 
membership last year to approve the 
deal, is that correct?
MT: Yes, everything is completely done. 
There had to be an approval and vote 
by the ISSA full membership, not just 
the board; and the same thing had to 
happen with the IOPFDA membership. 
Both memberships approved the 
merger and that all completed legally 
around November 15. We also had to 
change our charter and re-certify with 
the State of Illinois, detailing the new 
corporate relationship.

ID: How does the relationship work 
exactly? Is IOPFDA a subsidiary of 
ISSA or is it an equal partner?
MT: We are a division of ISSA. We 
are technically no longer our own 
corporate association. We’re a division 
of ISSA and we’re subject to its bylaws. 
That said, we continue to have our own 
board, and the merger agreement we 
put together assures that our mission 
and our resources remain committed to 
the work that we do for the independent 
dealer community and our industry 
partners on the office products and 
furniture side.

ID: So, what exactly are the benefits 
that this deal brings to members?
MT: Well, there are three big ones that I 
think are worth talking about. The first is 

Amy Hutchinson, who is the CEO of UK 
trade body BOSS.

I talked to Amy for about an hour 
on the phone and we discussed this 
great association that they have, and 
it came out that they only have three 
employees and a lot of the programs 
are done in partnership with BPIF, 
which is the British Printing Industry 
Federation. 

So, I shared that with our board 
during the strategic planning and 
suggested that there might be an 
opportunity to do something similar 
with ISSA. They all thought that was 
a great idea, so shortly afterwards, I 
scheduled a meeting with John Barrett, 
the executive director of ISSA. I met 

MIKE TUCKER
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the healthcare program. As you know, 
a couple of years ago, we thought we 
were going to be able to work with 
S.P. Richards and NAPA Auto Parts to 
participate in an association plan that 
existed at the time. But due the way the 
plan was structured and the political 
things that were going on at the time, 
that unfortunately fell apart.

The plan we have now is managed 
by a group called Bullock and 
Associates and it’s basically like 
a big corporate plan. So we have 
something similar to what Staples 
or Office Depot would have, based 
on the number of employees and 
participating companies that we 
have. We have some great benefits 
to offer. The insurance is a smaller 
dealer plan, which is for five to 20 
employees, and offers six off-the-shelf 
programs that are very affordable and 
go from limited covers all the way up 
to Cadillac coverage for people with 
expensive drug requirements and 
other medical problems.

Then there’s a group plan, or captive 
plan as it’s called, for companies with 
20 or more employees. This is an 
extremely lucrative plan and it’s saving 
dealers tens of thousands of dollars 
on an annual basis. People who are 
signing up for that are seeing a real 
savings opportunity. Then there’s 
also the other types of coverage for 
vision and dental and things like that. 
So that’s the big one and the one that 
we’re really excited about.

ID: So, if you’re an IOPFDA member, 
you’re automatically eligible to join 
these plans?
MT: Yes, you are—and at the same 
dues rate that you are currently paying, 
so there’s no additional charges or 
membership fees to be part of ISSA. 

The second group of benefits stems 
from the fact that we also now have 
a new group of other HR programs. 
There’s a Turnkey 401(k) program; 
HR support regarding liability; 
information regarding hiring diversity 

and challenges faced by HR in terms 
of lawsuits and other things you have to 
be careful about as a business owner 
these days. Then there’s also additional 
insurance, which is like term group 
life and short and long-term disability. 
All in all, we can now offer a lot of very 
affordable and necessary programs 
that most of our dealers either have or 
should have.

Lastly is the new offering that we are 
putting together: training tools for jan/

san, safety and PPE. There are a lot 
of really good and rich materials that 
already exist within ISSA—it’s been 
using them to train cleaning companies 
and people in that business—and 
those programs just need to be 
tweaked or modified a little bit to make 
them more dealer/reseller focused. 
We’re working on that now, but will 
be rolling out a lot of good programs 
over the course of the next year to help 
dealers improve their opportunities in 
that field—which is obviously a very 
busy space right now, with all the 
COVID-19 and pandemic issues.

ID: Are these things available now? 
Is the roll-out happening as we 
speak?
MT: Yes, it certainly is. We actually 
started a soft launch back in early 
December. We did a preview of 
coming attractions for some ISG and 
Office Partners members to show 
them what we were going to have, 
knowing that a lot of these companies 
were renewing their health insurance 
programs at the turn of the year. 
We did some introductory work and 
allowed people to do some of their 
preliminary paperwork. Then about a 
month ago, we were able to really start 
signing people up. We’ve had good 
participation in terms of getting people 

signed up and we have a lot of people 
in the pipeline right now that are still 
working through the process. It’s been 
very successful so far.

ID: So there’s been a good response. 
Are you seeing more people joining 
the association as a result of this?
MT: There’s been some of that, yes. 
But it hasn’t been a tidal wave or a 
tsunami at this point. It really needs 
to be marketed more heavily; and 

part of the challenge of all this was 
also connecting the back ends 
between IOPFDA and ISSA, so that 
our membership rolls show up in its 
membership databases. That’s a little 
bit more of a challenge because it 
has multiple divisions and it involves 
making changes to the software. I won’t 
say it has been as bad as a computer 
conversion, but it’s had its challenges.

ID: Speaking of marketing, are we 
going to see any rebranding of either 
NOPA or IOPFDA? Is that something 
that’s going to come in time?
MT: Yes, that’s going to come in time. 
We’ve already started a little bit of 
rebranding and we’re consolidating 
NOPA and OFDA into just the one 
IOPFDA. They’ve always technically 
been one association behind the 
scenes, but they were managed 
separately—I guess for good reasons 
(although I’m not sure I understand 
them all). But now we don’t have as 
many furniture members, because the 
aligned dealers are primarily relying 
on their manufacturers—whether it’s 
Steelcase or Haworth or whoever—for 
their training and association type 
benefits. Most of our members are now 
mid-market furniture dealers and the 
programs they need are more aligned 
to the fact that they have a dealership »

“The merger agreement we put together assures 
that our mission and our resources remain 

committed to the work that we do for the 
independent dealer community…”
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that focuses on multiple issues and is 
not just focused on furniture.

ID: Have there been any changes to 
the hierarchy of the organisation? 
Does ISSA have to rubber stamp 
everything or are you completely 
free to do things as you go along?
MT: I would say we’re relatively free; but 
that being said, before all this I was an 
employee of Clemons and Associates, 
and it provided the administration and 
accounting and marketing support and 
all that. So we made sure the things 
we did were within the guidelines of 
what we were paying it for and its 
capabilities to do those things. It’s 
similar now with ISSA: I have to make 
sure that anything we try to launch 
that is going to require the use of its 

resources and any significant amount 
of funding is possible. We want to make 
sure that we’re on the same page and it 
understands what we’re doing and what 
we need to do to succeed.

ID: Is the existing board the same as 
before?
MT: The board is fully intact. We just 
had one small change: Debra Dugas 
left Essendant, but someone else from 
Essendant has come in to take that 
seat. Everybody else has decided they 
would like to stay involved, so we’re 
excited about that; and as we get into 
the year, we’ll see if there are other 
people that are interested in joining. 
So I’m sure we may have some small 
changes, but I think our core will stay 
together, certainly through this year.

ID: Moving away from the merger, 
what are the biggest challenges 
facing IOPFDA this year?
MT: I would boil that down to three 
things. The first is getting the attention 
of the members who are out there 
trying to adjust to a radically different 
marketplace than that which they’ve 
been used to selling in for all these 
years. People are having to work 
harder on their businesses, and a lot 
of owners and managers that used 
to be able to delegate don’t have 
the resources they used to to do 
some of these things, so it’s been an 
all-hands-on-deck type of thing. So, I 
think part of it will be trying to get their 
attention and making sure we’re doing 
things with consideration for their 
current needs.

The second part is getting familiar 
with a lot of the programs and training 
resources that ISSA offers. We talked 
about some of those before in terms of 
the healthcare, HR programs and jan/
san, safety and PPE training. So I have 
to get up to speed on those programs, 
and get feedback and input from my 
board and my members to turn them 
into tools that dealers can use now to 
help them run their businesses. It’s an 
ongoing initiative, but we want to try 
to strike while the iron is hot, if you will, 
and find some of these programs that 
will help dealers to quickly monetize 
or implement into how they’re running 
their businesses right now, to be more 
successful as we hopefully come out of 
this pandemic.

Third, we have to understand how 
the new programs we have fit in with 
what already exists in the industry. 
There are a lot of areas—especially 
in jan/san, safety and the like—where 
the wholesalers, manufacturers and 
other groups have programs out 
there in the marketplace to help train 
dealers. We need to figure out how 
we fit into that landscape and make 
sure that we do things that aren’t 
duplicating or competing with what’s 
going on already. »
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ID: So it’s about dovetailing 
what already exists with the new 
resources made available to the 
industry through ISSA membership?

MT: Exactly. One of the nice things 
about it is that ISSA’s programs are 
kind of like the gold standard in the 
cleaning industry. There’s a lot of 
noise in the market right now and 
a lot of people are offering training 
and solutions about how to open 
your business. However, a lot of 
those are not certified beyond a 
limited level. ISSA is a leader in the 

cleaning industry: its reputation and 
credentials, I think, are far more 
powerful, and something that people 
can have more confidence in when 
they’re offering solutions to their 
customers and dealers.

ID: Presumably the organization 
will still be focusing on the more 
traditional sectors of the dealers’ 
businesses; it’s not moving away 
from those sectors to focus purely 
on jan-san and PPE? I know that’s 
the market this year, but going 
forward there’s still going to be 
plenty on offer to support the dealers 
in other sectors, presumably?
MT: Yes, there will be a balancing act, 
like there always has been. Our job is to 
help dealers, and part of that is trying to 
help them keep up with how needs are 
changing with their customers. 

ID: I know live trade events aren’t 
possible at the moment, but when 
they return, I assume you will still be 
supporting Industry Week?
MT: Absolutely. We’ve been in 
discussions on how we could support 
the show, talking in terms of our new 
value proposition in terms of us doing 

some educational sessions or seminars 
at the show. We’re very excited to 
participate and hope that all those 
opportunities will be here again sooner 
rather than later.

ID: Presumably the same goes for 
the ISSA show each year. Do you 
think we’ll be seeing more traditional 
business products dealers attending 
the ISSA show as well?

MT: I hope so. As IOPFDA members, 
they will have, I believe, at least 
two free passes to attend the ISSA 

show; so then it will be a question 
of whether they have the resources 
and the interest to do that. It will be 
different, but a lot of office products 
dealers have already attended and 
been involved with ISSA to one degree 
or another. We’re certainly going to 
encourage and promote that, to try 
to show them there’s a lot of good 
reasons to be there.

ID: You mentioned advocacy—I 
assume Paul Miller is still very much 
there and working on behalf of your 
members in Washington?
MT: Yes, Paul is still very much involved 
in the association and that’s potentially 
a separate bullet point, in that there’s 
a great collaboration between ISSA’s 
advocacy efforts and what’s going on 
with IOPFDA. Paul is more focused on 
the dealer and small business side of 
things, and also on issues to do with 
GSA and federal procurement and so 
forth. 

As you know, we’ve been involved 
with the fight against Amazon and its 
efforts to get into federal government 
selling on the marketplace. In addition, 
Paul was able to introduce some 
legislation that was considered and 

may well come out in the next payroll 
protection plan bill.

On the other side, I’ve also been able 
to arrange some connections between 
things that we’re doing with GSA to 
help some of the chemical and jan/san 
manufacturers. 

We’ve actually got a seminar 
scheduled for February 10 that’s 
helping with dealer cooperation. 
We are doing a collaborative fly-in 
event at the end of March. Sadly, it 
will be virtual again, but it will be a 
fly-in with speakers from both groups 
and some collaboration in terms of 
participation. People from both sides 
will have access to the speakers and 
presentations—some will be more 
ISSA geared, some will be more NOPA 
geared. So we’re excited to see how 
that works out, and we’re already 
getting a pretty good response from 
sponsors and people interested in 
participating.

ID: Finally, why is it important for all 
those in the IDC to be members of 
IOPFDA? Give us the sales pitch.
MT: We really are the independent 
voice for dealers. We’re not a buying 
group or a wholesaler. It’s not our 
job to get the dealers rebates or find 
new suppliers. We are a non-profit 
organization, so we’re not driven by 
that aspect. The things we’re doing 
with regard to healthcare, advocacy 
and training are dealer driven and 
driven by what we hear from the 
dealer community. We’re looking 
at ways to save them money and 
help them do things better and more 
effectively. Those opportunities exist 
now. All they have to do is pick up the 
phone or send an email if they have 
an idea, a concern or something that 
they think we can help them with that 
they’re not getting elsewhere. That’s 
what we’re here to do—and I think 
we’re going to do an even better job of 
it than we ever have this coming year, 
with all these new resources we have 
at our disposal.

“We really are the independent 
voice for dealers”

Mike Tucker CONTINUED FROM PAGE 44
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This column is the fourth in a series 
suggesting ways to address the 
challenges that the current business 
situation has presented us with. I 
would like to thank those of you who 
sent emails or called me after the last 
edition—it has meant an immense 
amount to my family and me.

A definition might be needed as we 
begin this discussion, as many readers 
might not be from the East Coast or may 
be too young to have heard of “the third 
rail.” Some trains used in mass transit 
have a third rail, which is electrified, 
near the middle of the normal track. 
The third rail powers the trains, but it 
has also been used by some to commit 
suicide or has accidentally killed those 
who touched it by mistake. I know, it is a 
really cheery thought.

So, why would I apply a term filled 
with danger and emotion to sales 
compensation? There are multiple 
reasons, and considering that we will 
be discussing the livelihoods of those 
often-difficult renegades known as 
“salespeople,” I believe that it is an 
 apt analogy. 

During my 30-plus years in this 
business, I have been challenged by 
this topic many times. When I was an 
owner of a growing office products 

By Tom Buxton

company, I had to figure out how to 
pay people that had families and were 
usually friends outside of work without 
bankrupting the company. When I sold 
my company to Corporate Express 
(CE), the value of the salespeople was 
constantly debated and I resigned 
the first time (I was subsequently 
asked back twice into different 
roles, but resigned again over what I 
considered to be moral issues at CE) 
after the leadership determined to cut 
most reps’ pay by approximately 35 

percent. It didn’t help that the plan, 
called “Operation Momentum,” was 
misrepresented to the sales teams, 
which sent morale and performance 
through the floor. Over time, what 
many of us believed was the most 
entrepreneurial company in the entire 
industry declined into a shrinking 
entity that was fortunate to not have 
gone bankrupt before it was acquired 
by Staples. 

The experiences I had fighting 
CE’s bad compensation plan deeply 

CHALLENGING THE THIRD RAIL: 
SALES COMPENSATION

»
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affected me. Consequently, during 
the past 16 years, while working with 
hundreds of independent dealers, I 
have strived to ensure that sales reps 
are treated well. The job is extremely 
difficult if done correctly and I will 
always believe that outside sales reps 
are worth paying well. However, in the 
world of business we are presented 
with in 2021, some things must change.

I suggested a few columns ago 
that your company should have fewer 
reps with more business per rep. The 
Internet has changed reps’ job, and 
dealers must acknowledge this and 
adjust to the new reality. Here is where 
I will begin to challenge the third rail. 
And just so you know, a few of these 
ideas are difficult for me to suggest, 
because in the past I have not wanted 
to cut anyone’s pay if possible. The first 
list contains items that you should have 
addressed long ago:

• Reps can no longer be paid salary 
plus bonus, unless you don’t care if 
they grow or if they sell only furniture.

• If your reps are being paid more 
than point for point based on the 
gross margin of their business, you 
must cut it back immediately.

• If you don’t set goals for your reps, 
or if you set them and there is no 

penalty for not hitting them, your 
business will decline quickly.

• If you hire a new rep, they can only 
be on salary for a short period of 
time and the compensation plan 
must be on a sliding scale.

• If you have an old rep who is slowly 
losing business and you let them 
stay, they will leave only when they 
have lost all of their accounts.

I will now list some of the tougher 
changes you must make to save your 
business (I can hear some of you say, 
“Didn’t you just make it hard enough 
already?”):

• Move your under-performing reps 
out and give their business to your 
top performers.

• Incentivize new business more than 
current business by providing 30 
to 35 percent commission rates for 
six months to one year after the first 
order. The only caveats are that this 
should exclude super-low margin 
and most furniture sales. And if you 
think this doesn’t work or you have 
tried it in the past with little success, 
that should tell you about the quality 
of your current team.

• Move your current commission 
plan down by 2 percent after you 

train the reps how to raise margins 
or gain enough new business to 
compensate for the change.

• Create budgets for your reps and 
if they don’t hit them for a month or 
a quarter, reduce their commission 
by 2 to 3 percent until they hit their 
numbers again.

• Don’t retain furniture reps or other 
specialists with salaries for long 
if they cannot produce in the first 
quarter of 2021.

• Ensure that your best performers are 
paid well and your poor employees 
leave, now!

• Gift the accounts that you take 
from reps that are leaving at half 
commission or less. They are a 
company asset and it will help you 
cut your overhead.

As I wrote the suggestions above, 
my heart sank. It saddens me that 
owners and managers must make 
these changes, along with reductions 
in support staff, which we haven’t 
even discussed. However, changing 
now is mandatory if you are going to 
survive. Too many businesses have 
either paid salaries to reps that no 
good salesperson would ever accept 
or enabled poor reps to wield too 
much power through the constant 
threat of leaving for another dealer. I 
urge you to move past your fears and 
go forward based on the new realities 
of our business. In summary, if you 
decide to ignore the obvious changes 
that need to be made to ensure your 
survival, you might as well be touching 
the third rail.

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

Tom Buxton CONTINUED FROM PAGE 46
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Think back to 2010: the iPhone had not 
yet outpaced the BlackBerry, broadband 
was still the primary method for internet 
connectivity and cellphone data was 
extremely expensive. Instagram was 
founded that year and Amazon had 
just 30,000 employees (today that 
number skirts around 1 million). The 
advances since then in technology, 
social connectivity and procurement 
have created fundamental shifts in how 
furniture manufacturers and dealers 
design and deliver commercial interiors. 
They have also forced the evolution and 
rapid adoption of service expectations 
for installation companies everywhere. 

More than laborers, 
installers are now tech savvy
Loading, unloading. Packing, 
unpacking. Assembling, 
disassembling. Installers remain the 
physical backbone of commercial 
interiors. But muscle alone no 
longer gets the job done. Installers 
now correspond with dealers and 
manufacturers by digitizing their field 
experiences. The ability and ease 

by Anthony Hansen

to curate exceptional and eclectic 
spaces that match each client’s brand 
and aesthetic. The shift in product 
placement and reduction of systems 
furniture have reduced the floorplate 
coverage of singular manufacturers. 

Because many manufacturers now 
populate a typical floorplate, installers 
must have broad knowledge of all 
systems, casework, plug-and-play, 
ancillary and specialty products. No 
two products are the same, and neither 
are their assembly, disassembly and 
care. Installers must be knowledgeable 
in all product installation needs. They 
must be critical thinkers to determine 
phasing when working with a mix of 
national and international shipments. 
They must be great mathematicians 
to customize pieces in the field 
that were incorrectly ordered or 
manufactured, or that simply have a 
physical or code conflict in the field. 
Further, the popularity of power, 
technology and electronic screens in 
commercial furniture requires installers 
to understand their integration into new 
and existing products.

of photographing, texting, emailing, 
uploading and downloading files 
from smartphones have streamlined 
communications. This connectivity 
provides visual representation of 
progress, challenges and punchlist 
issues for all project partners. 

The rise of software programs to 
manage inventories (e.g. SnapTracker™) 
and communicate on common platforms 
with contractors and designers (e.g. 
PlanGrid) adds new proficiencies 
for installer success. Data-enabled 
tablets now run these programs, 
allowing field crews to provide real-time 
documentation and timestamped 
accountability for their work.  

As furniture changes, 
knowledge becomes a 
superpower
The focus of office interiors has 
morphed from concentrated personal 
space to integrated communal space… 
and now to socially distanced space. 
The rapid infusion of ancillary product 
and associated manufacturers over the 
last 10 years has allowed designers 

THE DIFFERENCE 
OF A DECADE

»

Pandemic aside, the commercial interiors industry has changed 
greatly over the last 10 years. While dealers and manufacturers have 
made the most visible adjustments, installation teams have exercised 
great agility and are now partners at the decision-making roundtable.
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As capabilities expand, so 
do toolboxes
Increased customization of products 
in the field—as well as their inherent 
engineering—requires specialized 
tools of the trade. Installers always 
carried traditional tools (drills, 
mallets, pry bars, plumb bobs, 
screwdrivers, tape measurers). 
Today they are also outfitted with 
advanced equipment (heat guns, 
sanders, routers, ram sets). Most 
tools are now battery operated to 
accommodate work where power is 
unavailable. Lasers have replaced 
4-foot levels and are used for 
workstation, private office, glass 
board, shelving, shade and millwork 
installations. The integration of sound 
masking systems and acoustical 
panels and lighting is bringing 
installers much higher than an 8-foot 
ladder. Therefore, scissor lifts and 
scaffolding are often needed on site. 

While some companies provide 
tools for installers, others require 
self-procurement. The additional cost 
of these tools can be substantial. And 
while technology gets smaller each 
year, tools do not, so the required 
space to transport them to and from 
project sites must also be taken into 
consideration.

Efficiency never goes  
out of style
Two things will forever find a way 
to be compressed in commercial 
interiors: schedules and margins. 
Ten years ago, installers entered 
the scene at the end of construction 
with carpet laid, lights in and space 
clean. Today, they enter while 
construction is still in full swing. In 
projects with greater complexity, 
installers are at the table, offering 
insight and influence throughout 
construction as their integration with 
other trades continues to increase. 
Efficiency in manpower, deliveries, 
product staging and trash disposal 
is required when jobs are expected 

to be completed under great time 
constraints. Strategic thinking and 
critical path development become 
paramount. Seasoned installers 
can recoup and reinvest their time 
in a project when they leverage 
economies of scale to assemble and 
install large runs of furniture. 

Back-end efficiencies are also 
key for installation companies. 
From project coordinators and 
warehouse receiving to dispatch 
and accounting, the importance of 
streamlining processes and ensuring 
clear and concise communication 
increases every year. Further, 
providing furniture dealers and 
manufacturers with field insights for 
labeling, packaging and installation 
drawings helps the industry develop 
a solid base of best practices to aid in 
efficiency. It is through these actions 
that installers can minimize margin 
erosion and protect the bottom line.

Despite industry changes, 
safety still reigns
While safety has always been at the 
forefront for field teams, additional 
layers of protection and education 
protocols have been implemented 
over the last 10 years. Regular safety 
training and OSHA certifications are 
now standard. Some companies 
have dedicated safety managers 
or site representatives to ensure 
that site conditions are conducive 
to worker safety, and that team 
members are following all safety 
requirements. Hard hat and steel toe 
shoe usage is not new, but recently 
face coverings/shields and digital 
thermometers have been added to 
PPE requirements across the country. 

For legal and insurance reasons, 
installers and other tradespeople 
must often attend preconstruction 
site safety meetings with the general 
contractor and/or provide written 
verification of ongoing safety 
meetings throughout a project to the 
end user or building manager. 

What will the next decade 
look like?
There is widespread speculation that 
manufacturers will absorb others and 
that dealerships will merge to form 
regional alliances. These changes 
will require installation teams to 
continuously elevate service models as 
they increasingly become the only eyes 
and ears on-site to represent furniture. 
Technology will continue to strengthen 
communication, but most likely will 
become streamlined across the 
country as manufacturers and dealers 
request standardization from all their 
field partners. But regardless of the 
changes that may come in the industry, 
the need for quality craftsmanship, 
exceptional communication skills and 
broad industry knowledge for installers 
will remain constant.

About Installation 
Specialists, Inc. (ISI):
Established in 1973, ISI is 
Chicago’s largest commercial 
interiors installation company. It 
installs, receives and delivers, 
and provides asset management 
services for commercial furniture, 
architectural walls, window 
coverings, millwork and other 
interior products. ISI consistently 
sets the bar for expertise, 
professionalism and best practices 
among peers.

ISI is an active member of 
Facilities Services Network 
(FSN), an international group of 
independent installation firms 
which sets new benchmarks for 
performance and value in the 
management, installation and care 
of contract furniture.
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By Marisa Pensa

COMMUNITY 
SERVICE 
IDEA BANK

Granted, all of us are busy and these 
ideas do take concentrated effort; 
however, giving a little bit of your time 
and treasure throughout the year 
can greatly impact your friends, your 
co-workers and even strangers. 

So pick one idea and act on it. Then 
pick another. It’s contagious once 
you start!

Serving opportunities and  
acts of kindness 
• Write an unsolicited LinkedIn 

testimonial for someone who is out 
of work. 

• Find an accountability partner and 
commit to walking dogs at a local 
animal shelter each month. 

• Identify one person you can 
personally invest in (your time and 
talents) over the next year.

• Write a thank-you card to a teacher 
for all they are doing this year. (Do 
this even if you don’t have kids or 
kids in school!)

• Start a senior service team through 
your church or community for 
elderly people who need a wellness 
check phone call, help with grocery 
shopping or lend a hand with tasks 
around the house. 

• Once a month, double the normal tip 
you would give to a restaurant server 
or anyone in the service industry. 

• Compliment at least one person 
every day.

• Pay for a meal for a police officer, 
healthcare worker or essential 
worker. 

• Write a note to thank someone who 
has served or is currently serving in 
the military. 

• Pick up the phone and call a friend 
or client on their birthday.

• Find out a family member’s (or 
friend’s) favorite charity to support. 
Giving a donation as a gift during the 
holidays blesses both you and them. 

• Cut your long hair and donate it to 
Locks of Love.

• Write one thank-you note a month 
to a client or family member, just 
because.

• Take lunch or dinner—or give a 
restaurant gift card—to people who 
have to work on a holiday (e.g. fire 
fighters, nursing home staff).

• Drop off a care package to a new 
mom or dad—offer to babysit so 
they can have some downtime (or a 
much-needed nap).

• Tutor a student who needs a little 
extra help.

• Help build a house for someone 
with Habitat for Humanity, your local 
church or another organization.

• Be a Big Brother or Big Sister to a 
child in need.

• Adopt a family to buy gifts for during 
the holidays. 

• Bring a pre-cooked meal to someone 
you know who has lost a loved one or 
is going through a hard time.

“Everyday serve someone” 
John Maxwell

“When you serve others, 
you double your joy and  
cut your sorrow in half” 
Mike Boatfield

“He who refreshes others 
will himself be refreshed” 
Proverbs 11:25

Businesses are vital members of 
communities for more reasons 
than just providing employment 
opportunities. Serving your 
community is good policy because 
it results in a better place to live 
and work for your company, your 
employees and the people who live 
around you. Why not use this guide as inspiration 
for company-wide community initiatives…

https://locksoflove.org/
https://www.bbbs.org/
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After the bumpiness of 2020, what 
does the future of marketing hold? 
Some of these points have stayed on 
the marketing trends list for years, but 
others are newly emerging. Read on to 
discover what we can expect in 2021.

Social media 
Unless you’ve been avoiding marketing 
trends for the last decade, you’re 
likely aware that there’s value in social 
media. But the physical isolation 
and increase in digital connection 
of 2020 catapulted social media 
from a desirable marketing strategy 
to a non-negotiable one. In 2021, 
businesses and their customers will still 
need to rely on social media platforms 
to create the personal, human touch 
that has been lacking.

Sustainability
Going green? Make sure your 
audience knows it. A more 
environmentally friendly, sustainable 
business model has been growing in 
popularity for years, but expect to see 

By Alicia Raeburn

service-oriented businesses; but when 
it comes to selling a product, video is 
the most engaging way to showcase its 
functionality and benefits.

Content is (still) king
The age-old saying retains its value 
once again in 2021: content is, and 
might always be, the king of marketing 
strategy. If the content falls flat, how 
will you hook your audience, build a 
connection with them or sell to them? 
It doesn’t have to be overly complex or 
meaningful to work. Simple, creative 
content will remain on the radar for 
marketers in 2021.

Much has changed over the last 
year, but alongside some newer 
features, a focus on producing 
thoughtful content through the proper 
channels will still be the driver of 
marketing moving into 2021. 

Alicia Raeburn is a content marketing 
strategist at Fortune Web Marketing. 
To find out more visit  
www.fortunewebmarketing.com

it as a top priority in 2021. Highlight 
the benefits of going green in the 
workplace and make an effort, no 
matter how small, to integrate these 
changes into your business model.

Conversational copy
Today’s consumers want to buy from 
brands they feel a connection to. This 
is part of why influencer advertising 
works so well. When an audience sees 
someone they already follow and trust 
on social media endorse a brand or 
product, they feel like they are getting 
advice from a friend. With strategic 
marketing, you can replicate this 
feeling with targeted ads and copy.

Video marketing
Video marketing is booming, for good 
reason. With many people still stuck 
at home and others afraid of venturing 
back into the stores, video can simulate 
the feeling of seeing, touching and 
using a product without the customer 
ever leaving home. Thoughtful 
descriptions can do wonders for 

MARKETING TRENDS TO 
LOOK OUT FOR IN 2021
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Let’s get real about prospecting. 
Prospecting has changed—right along 
with everything else in selling. And as 
salespeople and managers, we have to 
adapt and overcome those challenges; 
but certain things remain true. As the 
title says, they can’t buy from us if they 
don’t know that we exist. And if you view 
prospecting as the most direct way 
to make sure that potential customers 
know that we exist, you understand how 
it fits into our sales matrix.

In our B2B world of selling, we 
have one great advantage: we know 
(or should know) who our potential 
customers are. We don’t have to 
broadcast messages and hope that 
our potential customers reach out to 
us—and yet that’s what entirely too 
many salespeople still do. I’m not big 
on a “crank it and hope” philosophy, 
so let’s dig into the realities of 
prospecting today.

By Troy Harrison

Telephone prospecting
When we think of “prospecting,” this is 
what we think of. Smiling and dialing: 
cold calling prospects in an attempt to 
get appointments. There are a number of 
sales “experts” out there who will tell you 
that this approach doesn’t work anymore. 
I will tell you that telephone prospecting 
doesn’t work—unless you do it properly. 
Yes, I said it: telephone prospecting from 
a quality database is still the best, most 
controllable way of gaining an audience 
with targeted decision makers—with the 
following caveats:
• You must be working from a quality 

database and asking for a specific 
person by name, rather than making 
the “person who…” call. The 
“person who…” call is when you 
call the receptionist (if they even 
have one nowadays) and ask for 
“the person who handles…” If you 
do this, you’re dead in the water. 

Data is too easy to obtain nowadays; 
databases like Data Axle (formerly 
ReferenceUSA) are free through 
most public library systems in the 
United States and have complete 
data, including contact names and 
titles—check yours and see if they 
have it. If not, one nearby will—you 
have no excuse for not starting from 
good data.

• Contact-to-dial ratios are lower 
than they used to be. Twenty years 
ago, you would get a contact (a 
voice-to-voice conversation with 
your targeted decision maker) on 
every second or third dial. Now it’s 
more like every fifth. There’s no good 
way around this and all the internet 
research in the world won’t help you 
increase that ratio. 

• That means that you MUST have a 
compelling and short introduction 
message. “How are you today?”, “I’d »
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like to see if you’re getting quotes 
on….” or “I’d like to talk about…” 
isn’t it. Prepare an incredibly 
powerful benefit statement (or a 
couple to rotate), and have a good 
question or two ready for when they 
respond. Today’s lower contact 
ratios mean that you have to be 
really good at the prospecting 
conversation; the law of large 
numbers won’t help you here. If 
you work from a good database 
of well-targeted prospects, have 
a compelling approach and are 
enthusiastic, you should get an 
appointment on every two to three 
contacts.

What about other ways of 
prospecting? There are others, of 
course—but their percentages are 
lower. Still, prospecting in the 21st 
century means that you have to be 
adept at all of them.

Email prospecting 
Email prospecting is probably 
the lowest-percentage form of 
prospecting you can use. If you’re 
going to do an e-blast to prospect, you 
really should be doing more than 200 
at a time, at a minimum—and even 
then, you might not get a return email 
or call. It is too easy to hit the “delete” 
key. But if you are going to prospect, 
here are a few tips:
• Don’t put an attachment in the 

email—not even a great flyer. This 
will get it spam blocked and/or 
deleted more than anything else.

• Personalize it—use the recipient’s 
first name, at a minimum.

• An all-text prospecting email works 
best, because some email clients 
(e.g. Outlook) don’t open images 
by default. Plus, all-text looks more 
personal because it is.

• Your return rates are even lower 
than direct mail. If you get a 1 
percent return rate on a cold email 
blast, you’ve done great; 0.1 is 
more typical.

LinkedIn
LinkedIn is the only social media 
prospecting worth discussing for B2B 
selling, in my opinion. Sure, some 
are having some luck on Facebook, 
Instagram and Twitter; but in the B2B 
world, that’s an exception. LinkedIn is 
where your decision makers live and 
you might be able to get some new 
prospects here—but you have to work 
carefully:
• DO NOT immediately hit someone 

with a sales message when 
you connect (this will result in a 
disconnection more often than not). 
LinkedIn leads must be nurtured 
rather than attacked. From the time 
of connection to the time of the first 
sales message should be at least 
three messages (non-selling) and 
four weeks.

• Post often—once per day is ideal, 
so that you show up on people’s 
timelines.

• Engage—make sure you are 
reading, liking and commenting 
on others’ posts, particularly your 
targeted contacts.

• Even so, recognize that LinkedIn 
leads will be a minority of your 
incoming leads, unless you’re either 
very lucky or very good.

Text message prospecting
I do not recommend a text message 
as a first contact under any 
circumstances—there’s no quicker 
way to get blocked permanently. 

The ideal prospecting mix
So, what should the preferred 
prospecting mix look like, assuming it’s 
done based on the above guidelines? 
From a time allotment standpoint, 
I’d suggest 70 percent telephone 
prospecting, 20 percent LinkedIn 
and 10 percent email. The results, of 
course, might vary—but this is what 
I’ve seen work across industries and 
geographical areas. Remember the 
title of this article: they can’t buy from 
you if they don’t know you exist. Let 
them know you exist.

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