
With the pandemic on the wane, 
employees are heading back to the 
workplace, if they haven’t already. 
What opportunities does the “new 
normal” hold for furniture dealers?
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EDITORIAL
There really is never a dull moment in this industry. 
When I first took over as editor of this publication back 
in early 2018, it was only a matter of weeks before a 
merger was proposed between S.P. Richards and 
Essendant that created something of a stir in the IDC, 
as well as drawing the interest of the FTC. Soon after 
that, Staples entered the fray as a potential suitor for 
Essendant (cue even more stir and FTC involvement), 
followed by Sycamore’s eventual purchase of the 
wholesaler (stir crazy!). 

Not long after that, we had the buying groups 
merging; a number of (eventually successful, fingers 
crossed) attempts to get an Industry Week show off the 
ground; and the sale of S.P. Richards. Not to mention, 
of course, the dawning of a global pandemic that threw 
everything into confusion. 

 Now, I’m not going to get into whether any of the 
above events (with the exception of the pandemic, 
perhaps) were good or bad for the industry as a whole. 
I’m sure opinions will differ depending on where you sit. It 
just goes to prove Stephen Covey’s point that: “If there’s 
one thing that’s certain in business, it’s uncertainty.”

And, looking at our news pages, there’s certainly 
a lot of uncertainty going on at the moment. It looks 
increasingly likely that Staples and Office Depot will 
merge their retail divisions, possibly for the combined 
entity to be spun off by Sycamore, which opens the 
door to doubt over the future of the B2B sides of both 
companies. Can they merge without FTC intervention? 
(Unlikley.) Is there another suitor in the mix for Depot’s 
Business Supplies Division? (Possibly.) What happens 
to whatever’s left of Staples if a retail spinoff does occur? 
Where will that leave our industry wholesalers? And what 
are the ramifications for the IDC?

All I can say is, watch this space; and if you have any 
opinions on the questions above, I’d love to hear them, 
just email rowan@idealercentral.com. »

Some people may liken keeping a small business afloat during the 
pandemic to being chased down by an enormous boulder that is 
gathering speed as it rumbles towards you, much like the opening 
scene of Raiders of the Lost Ark—which hit the big screens around 
the time that Warren’s Office Supplies first opened its doors some 40 
years ago. However the dealership has posted double-digit growth 
over the last year.

“In this current physical year, we are showing significant growth,” 
says Warren Roberts, the firm’s president and founder. “We’re 
probably going to end the year somewhere around 15-18 percent 

Maine dealer celebrates 40 years 
in business with solid growth
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ahead of where we were a year ago, so 
we are very pleased with that. I would 
say we’re taking better advantage of 
our inventory and our warehouse space 
to make sure we have the products that 
are needed given the supply chain and 
logistics issues we have seen.”

Warren had previously worked in 
the home heating oil business before 
opening a small (1,500 sq. ft.) retail 
store in Sanford, Maine. Today, the 
business has 19 employees and 
operates out of a 5,000 sq. ft. office 
and warehouse facility, with a second 
location in Skowhegan, Maine.

Warren’s is very much a family 
business, with his daughter Melissa 
Bors serving as vice president and 
her twin sister Jen Roberts in charge 
of marketing, while his wife Sue looks 

after customer services. In fact, Sue 
has just been joined in the customer 
service department by the return of 
the dealership’s first-ever employee, 
Warren’s sister-in-law, Anne Eaton, who 
worked with him for the summer while at 
college when the business first opened.

While COVID-19 has dulled 
celebrations somewhat, Warren’s has 
produced a video featuring all of its 
staff to mark the occasion, as well as 
sending out a postal mailing with a 
discount on a future order and giving 
away free candy bars. There are 
also tentative plans for an after-hours 
event at the Family Business Institute 
in Maine, but this has already had to 
be postponed twice, and it seems the 
earliest it could now happen would be 
in the fall.

In terms of reasons for the firm’s 
long-lasting success, Warren 
suggests that it’s all about client 
care. “I guess the biggest tip I would 
give is to always to look at it from the 
long-term value of the customer,” he 
says. “The very first sale that I made, 
even before I opened the doors, that 
firm is still a customer of ours today. 
So, they’ve been with me for 40 years 
and we have others that started doing 
business with us in that first year. 
Sometimes you have to take it on the 
chin in the short term in order to make 
sure that you do the right thing for the 
customer and maintain their business 
over the years, because as we all 
know, it’s a lot less expensive to keep 
a customer than to go out and build a 
new one.”

Winner’s Circle CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

Central Texas dealer Perry Office Plus has once again agreed 
to be a silver sponsor of its local education foundation in 
Temple, Texas, as part of an ongoing commitment to the local 
community. 

“We have been supporting Temple Education Foundation 
since its inception,” said customer support manager Lynnsay 
Macey. “We are just really thankful that our customers continue 
to shop local, because it means we can continue to work in this 
community, raise our families in this community and support this 
community.”

One of the ways Perry Office Plus supports its local school 
districts is through a rebate program, whereby it gives 0.5 
percent of the district’s BuyBoard eligible purchases back to the 
district’s education foundation.

The firm’s support goes way beyond the financial, however. 
Lynnsay, for example, sits on the board of the Temple 
Education Foundation, helping to organize myriad fundraising 
events. Meanwhile, her husband H.B. Macey—who is the 
dealership’s president as of June 1—sits on the board of 
the Belton Education Enrichment Foundation, another local 
education foundation. He also recently cooked lunch for all the 
teachers and staff at Kennedy Powell Elementary School. Other 
employees are also actively engaged in community efforts.

“We really think it is important for people to see that we take 
pride in our community and the people in it,” said Lynnsay. “If 
you are going to ask your community to buy local, then you need 
to be willing to serve local.”

Texas dealer cooks up sponsorship 
for local education foundation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tUohufZ0gtU
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When Jaret Lyons joined 
Philadelphia-based Emerald Business 
Supply in November of last year as 
vice president of sales and operations, 
he was keen to help re-invigorate the 
dealership’s charitable efforts, while also 
promoting the business in the greater 
Philadelphia area.

Over the Thanksgiving break, he and 
his wife came up the idea of what he 
described as a “crazy initiative” for him 
to volunteer at 52 different organizations 
over a 52-week period.

His so-called Mission: Possible 
project began in December and by the 
beginning of June he had notched up 39 
of the targeted 52 organizations.

“It has really taken on a life of its own,” 
claimed Jaret. “It’s the best second job 
I could have asked for. It has certainly 
been a labor of love, with the amount 
of research involved, the outreach to 
schedule volunteering shifts, the logistics 
and the time it has taken me away from 
my full-time job; but it is all intertwined with 
what we are looking to do at Emerald and 
what I am looking to do both personally 
and in terms of setting the right example 
for my 15-year-old son.”

While he is not honing in on any 
particular type of nonprofit, Jaret has 
found that most of the 39 organizations 
so far have been connected in some way 
to homelessness or food insecurity, both 
of which have seen sharp rises during 
the pandemic.

“There have been some very tough 
things that I have seen up close on 
the ground that are eye-opening, 
enlightening, depressing and inspiring 
in equal measure,” he said. “I’ve felt 
every range of emotion through this 
experience. It is one thing to go to an 
organization and help package food 
to be distributed, but it is another thing 
to actually be the one on the ground 
distributing the food to homeless people 
and seeing the look in their eyes and the 
desperation. There really is an increased 
need for volunteering and philanthropy 
during these times.”

Jaret is on track to finish his quest 
early, but is already planning ways for 
both he and Emerald to continue to 
help the local community. He is looking 
to use social media channels, such 
as LinkedIn, to help raise awareness 
of different area nonprofits, while 

continuing to volunteer himself at a 
handful of organizations. 

His efforts have also sparked others 
into action. “The people at Emerald are 
also getting involved,” he adds. “We’ve 
already started to do things as a group. 
We held a group event in downtown 
Philadelphia, accompanied by a big 
social media drive, and we raised over 
$5,000 for Covenant House Pennsylvania, 
an organization dedicated to youth 
homelessness. Other co-workers have 
made sandwiches to deliver to homeless 
people. I know of at least one other 
colleague who spends evenings helping 
at a homeless shelter, while one of our 
customer service representatives is 
volunteering at a veteran’s facility.

“It is like a snowball growing as it rolls, 
because it feels good to do it and, if we 
are being honest about it, it’s good for 
business. We are part of the community; 
we want to let people know that we care 
about that community and, by the way, 
we are a damn good office products 
dealer—maybe it’s time to take a closer 
look at what we are doing.” 

For more information about Jaret’s 
Mission: Possible, click here.

Pennsylvania dealer attempts volunteering marathon

Santa Cruz, California-based Palace 
Business Solutions has a number of staff 
who were directly affected by the CZU 
Lightning Complex wildfires in Santa 
Cruz County that burned through the last 
four months of 2020, so it seemed only 
natural that its fundraising efforts in early 
2021 should focus on raising money for 
organizations that were looking to help 
rebuild the community in the wake of the 
blazes.

“A number of us live in the area affected 
by the wildfires,” said Brittany Overbeck, 
customer care manager at Palace. 
“Both our current president and CFO 
and our warehouse manager lost their 
homes in the fires, which is absolutely 

horrific. It really brought home not only 
how devastating fire can be, but also 
how much we need to surround people, 
encourage them and lift them up after 
such tragic events.”

Palace partnered with HP and 
Hammermill to raise over $1,000 
during their Spring promotions. Two 
organizations will benefit from the money: 
Friends of Santa Cruz County Parks, 
which offers help with short-term recovery 
to people who need assistance and 
provides long-term support to help rebuild 
the state parks; and the Community 
Foundation of Monterey County Fire 
Relief Fund, which offers similar grants to 
people affected by the River Fire, Carmel 

Fire and Dolan Fire in Monterey County.
Palace was able to remain open 

throughout both the fires and the 
pandemic, thanks to a quick shift to 
remote working for many staff members 
and its ability to source much-needed jan/
san and PPE products.

This latest fundraising effort is part 
of Palace’s ongoing work in the local 
community, which also saw $1,000 
raised in February for the Monterey Bay 
Aquarium and regular efforts to support 
the Second Harvest Food Bank Santa 
Cruz County.

“It’s fun to be a part of a company that 
is giving back to its local community,” 
added Brittany. 

California dealership raises funds for wildfire relief

https://missionpossible52.com/
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Virginia dealer ships furniture to Senegal school

Back in April, Spokane, Washington-based dealer Kershaw’s 
Office Supply and Furniture thought there was only one way 
to celebrate National Grilled Cheese Day: by treating its 
customers to the tasty savory snack.

The Kershaw’s team set to work in the company’s kitchen 
and wrapped the sandwiches in foil before handing them 
over to driver Jeremy Smith to deliver. 

“We chose customers that were close to us, so they would 
get them when they were still nice and hot,” explained 
Carolyn Behrens, Kershaw’s store manager. “Jeremy sees 
these guys three or four times a week, so he’s friends with a 
lot of them and they have a really good rapport. They always 
treat him very well, so he was more than happy to give back 
and take those customers a treat.”

It’s no surprise that Kershaw’s came up with such a 
leftfield way to spread good cheer, as the dealership is 
always looking for entertaining new ways to get its message 
out—and all the better if food is involved.

“We try to do things round here that bring us together to 
have a laugh,” added Carolyn. “We also always like to eat! Any 
excuse to pull the barbecue out in the parking lot, we’ll do that. 
After Jeremy was done with the deliveries, we all got together 
for lunch and had a homemade tomato and basil soup and a 
grilled cheese sandwich for lunch. That was a fun day!” 

Washington dealer treats customers to grilled cheese

Arlington, Virginia-based furniture dealer Washington 
Workplace has helped provide much-needed supplies  
for the renovation of Pioneer Middle School in Senegal,  
West Africa.

The effort was fronted by design team lead Ashley Prout, 
whose husband Lamine Ly attended the school and is a 
member of its alumni association. “The school had really 
fallen into disrepair,” said Ashley. “So Lamine and a group 
of his classmates got together and initiated some renovation 
projects. One of the things I see in my work is a lot of really 
great furniture going directly to landfill. I talked to my 
husband about it and we realized that the school could 
really use this stuff.”

Coordinating with the alumni association, Ashley and 
Lamine gathered the furniture most in need—predominantly 
seating, shelving, desks, glass boards and storage—and 
arranging its transport to Senegal, which was no mean feat 
during a pandemic.

“It was a couple of months’ effort,” she explained. “We 
rented a U-Haul truck and friends provided the manpower 
to get the stuff into storage until we could coordinate freight 
shipping, which we arranged through another friend who 
happened to be in the business. It was an interesting 
process to say the least.”

The school, which has approximately 850 students in 
grade levels four to nine, produced a video to thank all those 
who helped with the project. 

Ashley pointed to the vital role played in the process by 

Washington Workplace’s president, John Murphy: “Not 
only did he donate furniture to the cause, but he personally 
supported it monetarily. This allowed for the purchase of 
additional equipment for the school, such as the projector 
you can see in the video. Giving back really is part of this 
company’s culture and I’m very proud to be a part of it.”

“As a company we—like a lot of dealerships—do things 
locally, such as support the local food pantry and homeless 
shelter,” said John. “But I’ve always looked to support our 
employees who are doing good works. There are a lot of 
people too caught up in their own lives to put themselves 
out there, so when one of our co-workers steps up, I try to 
support that.”

If you would like to contact Ashley or can contribute to any 
future projects to help the school, either financially or with 
furniture, email: aprout@washingtonworkplace.com.

https://idealercentral.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/IMG_1453.mp4
http://idealercentral.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/video-english1-1-1.mp4
http://idealercentral.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/video-english1-1-1.mp4
mailto:aprout%40washingtonworkplace.com?subject=


*Due to COVID-19, ALL scheduled events are subject to change or cancellation. The safety of our donors, guests, patients and staff 
remains 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.
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Tuesday, June 15, 2021—NBPI CITY OF HOPE VIRTUAL TOUR AND HALL OF FAME INDUCTION
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

BOB PARKER MEMORIAL GOLF OUTING (October 17 to 18) hosted by STAPLES at Kiawah, South Carolina

Honoring Greg Gibson
Vice President & General Manager, 
North American Papers

2 0 2 1  N AT I O N A L  B U S I N E S S  P R O D U C T S  I N D U S T R Y  C A M P A I G N

THE WORLD SHUT DOWN. WE STEPPED UP.
CANCER CAN’T WAIT. Aiden Anderson was excited 
about his 8th birthday — not just for the usual reasons. 
It would mark a milestone: 100 days since a transplant 
of blood stem cells from his older brother.

To beat rare leukemia, Aiden’s family had turned to 
City of Hope, a pioneer of the stem cell transplant. Today, 
we have one of the largest and most successful transplant 
programs of its kind. And because cancer can’t wait for 

COVID-19, we put a priority on o� ering Aiden and our other 
patients timely, fi rst-rate care in a safe environment.

This hope and healing is made possible in part by the 
National Business Products Industry, with over $220 million 
raised for City of Hope across nearly 40 years. The 
2021 SUSTAIN HOPE campaign, honoring Greg Gibson of 
International Paper, is your chance to advance this lifesaving 
legacy. Visit CityofHope.org/nbpi today.
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Our updated Inside Sales Program will give the tools, tips, and hands-on coaching to
implement the power of both the phone and video throughout your inside sales process.

INSIDE SALES HAS EVOLVED. WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO KEEP UP?

Marisa@methodsnmotion.com www.MethodsnMotion.com (678) 574-6072

Lupe Fraga, founder of Tejas Office 
Products of Houston, Texas, has been 
honored with the Legacy Award from 
the Tejano Center For Community 
Concerns during its Second Annual 
State of the Center Luncheon.

The Tejano Center is a nonprofit 
organization that celebrates and 
promotes legacy, unity and resilience in 
the local Hispanic community by helping 
to develop education, social, health and 
community institutions that empower 
families to transform their lives.

The luncheon was held to honor all of 
the sponsors that help keep the Tejano 
Center active. Houston mayor Sylvester 

Turner was also present and received 
an award. 

“It is a tremendous honor to be 
named the Legacy Award recipient 
of the Tejano Center for Community 
Concerns,” said Lupe. “I am humbled 

by this recognition and applaud the 
center for its selfless efforts on behalf 
of the underserved community of 
Houston. Truly, I am proud to be such 
a small part of the outstanding work the 
Tejano Center does on a daily basis.”

Founder of 
Texas dealer 
honored with 
Legacy Award

mailto:marisa%40methodsnmotion.com?subject=
http://www.methodsnmotion.com
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SECRETS of success
Community Office Solutions, Reno, Nevada
The philosophy behind the formation 
of Community Office Solutions was 
very simple from the outset: to create 
a B2B office supplies company that 
helped businesses support their local 
nonprofits by donating a proportion of 
every sale to a charity of the customer’s 
choice. 

However, despite a career-long 
pedigree in the office supplies industry 
(having worked at S.P. Richards before 
building and selling an Inc. 500 office 
printer service and supply company), 
CEO Jenifer Rose readily admits that 
the early years for the dealership were 
anything but easy. 

“I’d be lying if I said we didn’t 
struggle,” she says. “When we 
launched the company [in 2011], it 
was the middle of the recession; I’m 
not sure that was the world’s wisest 
decision! It took us longer to get to 
break-even than we anticipated, which 
I think was caused by two things.

“Firstly, I don’t think we had the right 
product mix initially, and we hadn’t 
really factored in that the recession 
was going to continue for so long and 
go so deep. But as Nevada came 
out of the recession and we fixed our 
product mix, we learned a lot. We won 
a couple of large bids to really get us 
launched. And then we started to grow 
very quickly.”

Originally, Community Office 
Solutions simply sold office supplies, 
but over time it added breakroom, 
jan/san and furniture to the mix. Now 
it delivers on its own trucks across 
Nevada and Northern California, 
stocking its top 50 products and 
picking and packing just-in-time 
deliveries from its wholesale partners. 
Jenifer also admits there was a learning 
curve when it comes to competing for 
sales online.

“I think for me, I had to understand 
the game that Amazon and the Big 

Boxes play; and although they’re 
lower on certain items, they’re still 
much higher on others,” she says. 
“So, I came up with creative ways to 
show my customers that they might be 
saving on those five things, but if they 
look at their overall purchases for the 
month, they’re actually spending more. 
We found a way to show that and it has 
been very effective.”

As one would imagine, given the 
company’s ethos, Jenifer is heavily 
involved in the Reno community. 
She has served on the board of 
the Reno Tahoe Airport Authority 
for six years—the last three as its 
treasurer—is on the County Manager’s 
Advisory Council and is a member 
of the Sex Trafficking Taskforce. She 
has also been a board member of 
Western Nevada Development District 
and the Organizational Effectiveness 
Committee for Washoe County.

She has also tweaked the original 
give-back model, after the nonprofits 
themselves requested a rethink. 

“Our original concept was that we 
would allow the customer to choose the 
charity of their choice and a specific 
percentage of their purchases would 
go to that organization,” 
she says. “We kept that 
model for years, but it didn’t 
really work well. We ended 
up with over 100 different 
charities, and the charities 
themselves said they would 
really prefer that we didn’t 
pay them every month, 
but gave them larger, 
less frequent checks they 
could apply to something 
specific. We decided to 
switch to a feature charity 
of the month; that way, we 
could move the charity 
around every month and 
cover all the different 

Key management team members: 
Jenifer Rose, CEO
Products carried: Office supplies, 
breakroom, jan/san, furniture
Year founded: 2011
No. of employees: 7
Key business partners: S.P. 
Richards, Essendant, Clover 
Imaging, ECI
% of sales generated online: 90%

causes that our customers might be 
partial to, but give one larger check to 
that feature charity.”

So, with sales rising as the country 
hopefully starts to come out of the 
pandemic, what are Jenifer’s secrets of 
success?

“The single-biggest secret to 
success in anything, I believe, is not to 
give up,” she concludes. “I mean, there 
were many years during the recession 
when we were asking, ‘How much 
money are we going to lose before 
we bail?’ I just kept saying to myself, 
‘No—we only fail if we give up. We 
have to keep going. We have to figure 
it out.’ And that’s the single-biggest 
secret to success for any company. 
You can’t give up and you have to be 
flexible. You have to be willing to adjust 
your model. You have to be willing to 
alter your product offerings. You have 
to be open to change.”
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Independent Suppliers Group (ISG) 
has announced that S.P. Richards 
Co. will take over operation of its 
Regional Distribution Center (RDC) 
model program, which has been a 
key purchasing component within ISG 
membership since its launch in 2004.

Meanwhile, Essendant, which has 
been the exclusive distribution partner 
for the program since 2009, will offer 
a new service for ISG members called 
the Essendant Carton Program (ECP).

Since inception, this RDC model has 
given ISG members the opportunity to 
enjoy purchasing efficiencies, which 
include consolidating items from 
multiple manufacturers on a single 
purchase order, next-day delivery 
and low minimums, all at a low freight 
pre-paid level. Equally as important, the 
RDC model allows members to support 
manufacturers, while maintaining direct 
buy cost and receiving full direct buy 
manufacturer rebates. This model 
enables the members of ISG to remain 
competitive and profitable.

ISG will conduct several virtual 
meetings over the coming weeks 
to explain to members the specific 
details of the new program, as well as 
the benefits they will gain by utilizing 
the program. These seminars will also 
focus on ordering procedures, item 
availability and manufacturer rebate 
information. All ISG members will have 
account numbers assigned to utilize 
this new program.

“Throughout the RDC’s lengthy 
history, so many ISG members have 
commented about how vital the RDC 
program has become to their ‘go to 

market’ strategies, as well as their 
overall operating models,” said Jordan 
Kudler, chairman of the board at ISG. 
“This program has been, and will 
remain, a critical component of ISG’s 
value proposition for the member and 
vendor partner participants; and with 
recent volatility in today’s marketplace, 
creating efficiencies for all involved is 
paramount.

“By uniting with SPR for this next 
chapter of the RDC, we believe this new 
agreement will help reduce some of the 
market-disruptive challenges that we 
continue to encounter. The combination 
of our merged groups (TriMega, ISG 
and Pinnacle) and SPR’s extensive 
distribution network will provide our 
membership with the tools they need 
to effectively compete and to continue 
moving forward in their respective 
marketplaces.”

Yancey Jones, executive chairman 
of SPR, added: “We are excited to be 
partnering with ISG and its membership 
on this vital program. We consider 
this the beginning of a strategic 
relationship between us, ISG and our 
supplier partners to improve the cost 
of goods, increase access to products 
and brands that end users want, while 
delivering product to the market in the 
most cost-efficient manner.”

Essendant’s new offering, which the 
wholesaler called its “latest entry into 
the arena of direct buy alternatives,” will 
launch on July 1.

“With over 7,500 SKUs at low net 
prices, this program offers the products 
that comprised over 96 percent of 
existing ISG program sales and adds 

an additional 1,000 SKUs in new and 
emerging categories,” Essendant 
noted in a press release.

In the same document, ISG CEO Mike 
Gentile stated: “ISG offers innovative 
programs to all of our members, 
regardless of wholesaler affiliation. I am 
encouraged that Essendant continues 
to see value in providing programs and 
services to help ISG’s membership 
remain competitive. ISG’s central bill 
element of this program provides a win/
win for all involved.”

Essendant CEO Harry Dochelli 
added: “We have heard our customers’ 
requests for lower net pricing that 
stands up to the transparency offered 
by the online sellers they compete 
with most. ECP provides all of that [in 
addition to] the program enhancements 
we have introduced over the past 
18 months, in conjunction with the 
convenience of ISG’s central billing 
platform.”

The wholesaler said ECP supports its 
strategic direction as communicated 
over the past year and a half. “Along 
with Market ADOT, Vendor Drop Ship 
and other new programs, ECP is part 
of the plan to provide products and 
services at price points resellers want,” 
it concluded. 

ISG announces change of RDC partner 
and new Essendant program
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Large independents form Supply Chain Investment Group
A number of large independent dealers have joined forces 
in an effort to become more competitive.

The consortium of resellers has established a legal entity 
that goes under the name of Supply Chain Investment 
Group (SCIG). Neither the number of dealers involved nor 
their identities have yet been made public.

Speaking on behalf of SCIG, Dave Guernsey—who is 
the founder and CEO of Virginia-based Guernsey Inc., 
as well as the former chairman of ISG and founder of 
Pinnacle Affiliates—said SCIG had been formed to “explore 
initiatives that would further enhance each member’s ability 
to compete successfully in the post-pandemic period.”

“SCIG views its work product to be determining and 
acting upon ways in which members can work together, 

and with industry partners, to rapidly build scale, lower 
costs, improve business processes and expand market 
reach. Any number of combinations and projects, including 
joint ventures internal and external to SCIG, are being 
examined.”

Quite what SCIG plans is currently unknown, but it 
does throw up the possibility of some transformational 
developments and/or transactions in the near future. Less 
than 12 months ago, two IDC stalwarts—Mike Maggio and 
Yancey Jones Sr—led the takeover of S.P. Richards in 
an audacious move. It will be interesting to see if SCIG is 
planning anything on that kind of scale.

INDEPENDENT DEALER will be watching the 
development of this story with interest.

In the latest move in the ongoing Big Box powerplay, Staples 
has come back with an offer to acquire the Office Depot and 
OfficeMax retail stores and consumer-facing websites from 
The ODP Corporation (ODP).

In a June 4 letter to the ODP board, Staples (via its USR 
parent entity) outlined a $1 billion (or $18.27 per share) 
proposal to acquire ODP’s consumer business. This includes 
its Office Depot and OfficeMax stores, its officedepot.com 
direct channel business and Office Depot and OfficeMax 
intellectual property (including all brand names).

Staples said the assets it is looking to acquire are 
“substantially similar” to the remaining ODP business, 
following the latter’s announcement at the beginning of May 
that it intended to spin off its B2B operations (namely its 
Business Solutions Division contract business (BSD)), its 
Federation dealers and Canadian arm Grand & Toy.

It called the offer a “compelling value proposition,” with the 
proposed purchase price representing around 43 percent of 
ODP’s 30-day average closing price of $43.21 as of June 2.

In the letter—signed by Sycamore Partners’ Stefan 
Kaluzny—Staples referred to the “substantial certainty” 
that the proposed deal will be able to be consummated. 
It said it would provide ODP with customary equity and 
debt financing commitment letters sufficient to provide 
all required funding. Staples’ obligation to complete 
the transaction will not be conditioned on the receipt of 
financing.

In addition, Staples stated it had made “substantial 
progress” responding to U.S. government data and document 
requests since it filed for antitrust approvals in November 
2020. This was several months before it publicly announced 
an offer to acquire the whole of ODP in January 2021.

“With [ODP’s] full cooperation, we are confident that the 
parties will be able to expeditiously obtain the necessary 
antitrust approvals for the proposed acquisition of the 
consumer business,” Staples wrote. “We look forward 
to working with the company to negotiate and sign 
the necessary definitive agreements for the proposed 
transaction, and to proceed to closing the transaction as 
soon as practicable.”

As a caveat, Staples warned that if negotiations for a 
“consensual alternative transaction as proposed herein” 
were unsuccessful, it intended to press ahead with a tender 
offer to acquire the whole of ODP. As reported in the last 
issue of INDEPENDENT DEALER at the end of March this 
year, it deferred making a tender offer in order to “evaluate 
all alternatives in its pursuit of ODP.”

At the time of writing, ODP had not issued a response 
to the latest Staples offer. However, don’t be surprised if it 
publishes a statement that contains the words “significantly” 
and “undervalues.” In 2020, ODP’s retail division achieved 
operating profit of $275 million. Given this, and the synergies 
likely to be achieved in combining the Staples and Office 
Depot/OfficeMax networks, it will probably be looking for 
something well in excess of $1 billion.

Questions remain over what will happen to the BSD, 
Federation Dealers and Grand & Toy if the newly proposed 
merger does go ahead. INDEPENDENT DEALER will be 
watching any developments with interest.

Staples makes offer to acquire ODP’s retail business
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Independent Suppliers Group (ISG) 
chair Jordan Kudler has published an 
open letter in which he called for unity 
within the IDC in order to leverage—
among other things—purchasing power 
to help achieve a lower cost of goods.

In the four-page document—which 
was posted on the ISG LinkedIn 
page—Kudler calls a lower cost of 
goods an “edge” that enables dealers 
to “get down and dirty” and compete 
with larger resellers.

“I emphatically believe that as a 
member of ISG, you are already on 
the right path and a lot closer than 
you may realise,” he wrote. “That path 
has a name and it is ‘unity.’ Unification 
doesn’t demand that we give up our 
independence. It is what will allow you 
to maintain it. Armies come together 
to thwart an enemy. After they have 
achieved their goal, they enjoy their 
independence. We too can come 
together and use our collective strength 
to do the same.”

Kudler said one way of achieving 
the “edge” was by getting behind 

the same vendors within a product 
category, similar to the strategy that a 
Big Box reseller employs. “Just imagine 
how much more leverage we would 
achieve,” he stated.

The letter concluded: “Almost 
two years ago, we merged three 
organizations [ISG, TriMega and 
Pinnacle] in efforts to reduce redundant 
operating expenses, but even more 
so to leverage our collective strengths 
through unity. Each of these three 
pre-merger organizations had evolved 
into more than each had originally 
and individually intended, however; 
at our core, we are a ‘buying group’ 
that already has significant leverage to 
build upon. It’s high time that we come 
together and take full advantage of that 
unique attribute.”

You can read the full letter here.

ISG chair Kudler calls for unity
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The District of Columbia (DC) 
has filed an antitrust lawsuit 
accusing Amazon of “illegal 
control of prices” on its online 
marketplace.

DC’s Office of the Attorney 
General (OAG) is alleging 
Amazon fixed online retail 
prices through contract 
provisions and policies it 
previously and currently 
applies to third-party sellers 
on its platform. It said the 
requirement of “most favored 
nation” (MFN) pricing 
for Amazon prevented 
merchants from offering their 
products at lower prices 
or on better terms on other 
websites, including their own.

“These agreements 
effectively require third-party 
sellers to incorporate the 
high fees charged by 
Amazon—as much as 40% of 
the total product price—not 
only into the price charged 
to customers on Amazon’s 
platform, but also on any 
other online retail platform,” 
said the OAG in a press 
release.

“As a result, these 
agreements impose an 
artificially high price floor 
across the online retail 
marketplace and allow 
Amazon to build and maintain 
monopoly power in violation 
of the District of Columbia’s 
Antitrust Act. The effects of 
these agreements continue to 
be far reaching as they harm 
consumers and third-party 
sellers, and suppress 
competition, choice, and 
innovation.”

Attorney General Karl 
Racine added: “Amazon 
has used its dominant 
position in the online retail 
market to win at all costs. 
It maximizes its profits at 
the expense of third-party 
sellers and consumers, while 
harming competition, stifling 
innovation, and illegally tilting 
the playing field in its favor.”

The OAG referred to 
Amazon’s Fair Price Policy, 
under which third-party 
sellers “can be sanctioned 
or removed from Amazon 
altogether if they offer their 

products for lower prices 
or under better terms on a 
competing online platform.”

In the 30-page complaint, 
DC wrote: “Amazon’s 
platform MFN policies 
entrench Amazon as the 
dominant player in the online 
retail sales market. While 
[third-party sellers], absent 
Amazon’s constraint, would 
be incentivized to avail 
themselves of alternative 
online retail sales platforms—
like Walmart, eBay—and 
their own platforms, which 
have significantly lower or no 
fees, and in turn provide their 
products for lower prices […] 
to increase sales, they are 
unable to provide this benefit 
to consumers because they 
cannot sell for less on those 
other platforms.

“For example, Walmart 
routinely fields requests from 
merchants to raise prices 
on Walmart’s online retail 
sales platform because 
the merchants worry that a 
lower price on Walmart will 
jeopardize their status on 

Amazon. Fear of Amazon 
may even cause sellers to 
remove listings from other 
online market platforms 
entirely.”

In a press statement, an 
Amazon spokesperson said 
the DC Attorney General had 
things “exactly backwards,” 
adding: “Sellers set their own 
prices for the products they 
offer in our store. Amazon 
takes pride in the fact that 
we offer low prices across 
the broadest selection, and 
like any store we reserve the 
right not to highlight offers to 
customers that are not priced 
competitively.”

The DC complaint, filed 
with the district’s Superior 
Court, is calling for a jury trial.

DC sues Amazon over third-party sellers
Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 17

US wholesaler S.P. Richards has announced two new 
senior appointments in the jan/san category; one an internal 
promotion; the other a new hire.

Moving up to the title of senior director of sales is Crystal 
Lewellen, previously director of sales responsible for jan/san, 

breakroom and safety supply sales to independent dealer 
customers and the emerging jan/san distributor channel. 
In her new role, Lewellen will now focus on leading the 
wholesaler’s sales efforts in the jan/san distribution space.

She joined SPR in 2012 from International Paper’s 
distribution subsidiary xpedx and since then has held 
a number of roles of increasing responsibility, all in the 
cleaning and hygiene segment.

Meanwhile, former United Stationers/Essendant senior 
executive Mark Pelletier been appointed as director of sales, 
IDC—jan/san at SPR.

“I look forward to building new relationships at SPR and 
rekindling old relationships in our industry,” he wrote on 
social media.

SPR makes senior jan/san appointments
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Contract furniture maker Herman Miller 
has announced it is to acquire rival Knoll.

The two companies have entered 
into a definitive agreement under 
which Herman Miller will acquire 
Knoll in a cash and stock deal valued 
at $1.8 billion. The terms imply 
a 45 percent premium to Knoll’s 
closing share price of $25.06 on 
April 16. When the transaction is 
completed, which is expected by 
the end of September, Herman Miller 
shareholders will own approximately 
78 percent of the combined company 
and Knoll shareholders approximately 
22 percent.

When the deal goes through, Herman 
Miller CEO Andi Owen will serve as 
CEO of the combined company. 
Current Knoll CEO Andrew Cogan 
will leave the business after a 30-year 
career with the manufacturer.

“This transaction brings together two 
pioneering icons of design with strong 
businesses, attractive portfolios and 
long histories of innovation,” said Andi 
Owen. “As distributed working models 
become the new normal for companies, 
businesses are reimagining the 
office to foster collaboration, culture 
and focused work, while supporting 
a growing remote employee base. 
At the same time, consumers are 
making significant investments in their 
homes. Together, we will offer a deep 
portfolio of brands, technology, talent 
and innovation, to create meaningful 
growth opportunities in all areas of the 
combined business.”

“We believe this combination offers 
significant benefits to our shareholders, 
clients, dealers and associates,” Cogan 
added. “Our shareholders will receive 
immediate and certain value, as well 

as future upside potential through 
ownership in an industry leader with 
significant growth opportunities. 
Our clients, the design community 
and dealers will have access to an 
expanded, exceptional portfolio of 
brands through enhanced channels. 
And our associates will benefit as 
part of a larger and more diversified 
company with a shared design legacy.”

News of the acquisition comes shortly 
after former Staples Business Interiors 
general manager John Michael was 
confirmed as president of Herman 

Workplace furniture giants announce plans to combine

»

http://logicblock.com/comic


MARCH/APRIL 2021 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 21

Thanks to our product breadth (and our 
99.99% JAM-FREE® Guarantee) Hammermill® 
paper is right for your business. Because it’s 
sourced strictly from sustainably-managed 
forests, it’s right for the planet. And because 
it’s made by American workers, right here 
in the U.S., it’s right for the economy. With 
Hammermill, you really can’t go wrong.

© 2021 International Paper Company. All rights reserved.
Hammermill and 99.99% JAM-FREE are registered trademarks 
and the Hammermill trade dress is a trademark of International Paper 
Company. FSC and the FSC logo are registered trademarks of the Forest 
Stewardship Counsel.

Sustainably Sourced

FSC Certified
Paper Made Right

Paper made right.
And right here.



MAY/JUNE 2021 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 22

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20

»

Steelcase CEO Keane to retire
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Contract furniture maker Steelcase has confirmed a 
leadership transition, with longtime executive and current 
CEO Jim Keane to retire on January 7, 2022 and to step 
down as CEO on October 4 this year. Succeeding him will be 
Sara Armbruster, who has been appointed as EVP and will 
become a member of the board of directors.

61-year-old Keane joined Steelcase in 1997 and led global 
teams responsible for corporate strategy, IT, research, 
product development, design, engineering, manufacturing, 
sales and distribution, before being named CEO in 2013.

“I have never been more excited about the future of 
Steelcase,” he said. “Still, after 25 years, it’s the right time for 
me to move forward and with the crisis ending, the recovery 
taking shape and a number of innovative new products 
ready to go, it will be the perfect time for the company to 
welcome a new CEO.”

Steelcase said its board began planning the CEO transition 
about two years ago, with a final assessment process 
taking place over recent months. “Sara excelled through the 
assessment process, demonstrating her thoughtfulness, 
collaborative design-thinking capabilities and inclusive 
mindset,” said chairman Rob Pew.

Armbruster joined Steelcase in 2007 and has led corporate 
strategy and acquisition activities. She has additionally been 
in charge of multiple businesses at Steelcase, including 
Steelcase Education, Steelcase Health and PolyVision. Her 
responsibilities have included leading IT, global design 
research, new business initiatives and the company’s 
COVID-19 global crisis response team.

“This is an important moment of growth for our company 
as the places where people work and learn are being 
reimagined,” she commented. “Thanks to Jim, Steelcase is 
tremendously well positioned at a time when leadership in 
shaping the future of work is critical.”

https://try.kisp.com/visualizations?utm_campaign=KiSP%20-%20Visualizations&utm_source=Independent%20Dealer&utm_medium=print&utm_content=vis#contact-us
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In anticipation of a return to an office 
environment in the coming months, 
AOPD has signed up away-from-home 
(AFH) coffee supplier Keurig 
Commercial as its latest business 
partner.

“The new relationship with Keurig 
Commercial will further enhance 
AOPD’s office coffee, beverage and 
breakroom service to our national and 
regional account customers,” said 
AOPD executive director Mark Leazer.

Keurig Commercial VP of sales Keith 
Reynolds said the partnership with 
AOPD “will be instrumental in helping us provide sustainable beverage 
solutions to offices across the country.”

Keurig Commercial is part of Keurig Dr Pepper’s Coffee Systems 
division, which achieved sales of around $4.4 billion in 2020. However, 
during the year, the AFH segment saw a significant decline due to office 
closures and the work-from-home trend. Consensus is that there is 
unlikely to be much uptick in AFH sales until the third and fourth quarters 
of this year.

AOPD expands coffee options
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Zebra Pen is to use sales and marketing 
agency Highlands to help manage its 
commercial trade initiatives in the U.S.

While specific details of what the 
“partnership” involves remain undisclosed, 
Zebra Pen’s national sales manager 
Brian Kerrigan said: “The decision was 
not easy and required a great deal of 
deliberation. However, we are very 
excited about what the future holds due to 
Highlands’ tremendous capabilities and 
broad-reaching coverage.”

Mike Douglas, VP of field sales at 
Highlands, commented: “We will be able to 
deliver a consistent and coherent message 
to Zebra Pen’s existing customers, while 
leveraging our broad-reaching network to 
identify new opportunities.”

For more information on this partnership or 
for commercial sales inquiries, contact Brian 
Kerrigan at briank@zebrapen.com.

Zebra Pen announces 
partnership with Highlands

»
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Illinois-based developer and manufacturer 
of storage, protection and organization 
items for the office products and 
education markets C-Line Products 
Inc. has launched a new look for 2021, 
including a new logo, new corporate 
colors and a new tagline—“Inspiring 
Organization Since 1949.”

There is also a new style of packaging 
for its top-selling retail items, a new sales 
catalog and a redesigned website. 

“In a year of so much uncertainty and 
change, we are delighted to announce 
the launch of our new 2021 C-Line 
product catalog. Breathing new life 
and energy into the C-Line brand is 
at the forefront of our marketing strategy this year and we believe the new 
catalog achieves this very goal,” said Jennifer Krach, VP of sales and 
marketing. “Having debuted a new, modern logo for our 70th anniversary 
along with a new retail packaging design, our product catalog is the next 
step in complementing our new look as a company. We are so excited 
about this catalog and cannot wait to show it off to our customers!”

C-Line launches new look 
In May, AmpliVox Sound Systems, participated 
in Eye Patch Days to boost awareness of the 
importance of regular eye exams and ocular 
health.

The company is a longtime supporter of the 
Ocular Melanoma Foundation (OMF). AmpliVox 
CEO Don Roth—who lost his wife of 52 years, 
Nancy, to ocular melanoma several years 
ago—has led efforts to raise about $35,000 for the 
Eye Tumor Research Foundation and the Ocular 
Melanoma Foundation through a GoFundMe 
fundraising page, as well as through partnerships 
with local restaurants and businesses near 
AmpliVox’s headquarters in the Chicago area.

“Raising funds for OMF contributes to 
research and new forms of treatment,” said 
Roth. “AmpliVox employees have all been very 
supportive in our fund-raising efforts; as have 
customers, suppliers and local businesses. It’s 
our way of helping others not have to go through 
the battle that Nancy did.”

AmpliVox raises awareness 
of ocular health

»
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INDEPENDENT DEALER was 
saddened to learn of the passing of 
Anthony (Tony) Difiglio, founder of 
Buddy Products, on April 1, 2021. He 
was 94.

Anthony started Buddy Products 
in 1976. He looked after the financal 
and operations side of business and 
asked his brother Sam to join him in 
managing sales and marketing. His 
sons Tony and Sam were also hired to 
run production and sales respectively. 
Together they grew the business until 
its sale in 2012.

“Tony really loved our industry. 
We designed and brought to 
market so many new and innovative 
desk accessories, cash and key 

management products, literature 
racks and computer furniture,” 
recalled his son Sam.

“One of the highlights of his life was 
starting a charter yacht business, 
Anita Dee Yacht Charters, at Navy Pier 
in Chicago in 1979,” Sam continued. 
“At NOPA conventions, we would use 
his first vessel, the 60ft Summer Mist, 
to entertain customers, associates 
and guests for lunch, dinner and 
cocktails. In the 1980s we partied on 
the 95ft Anita Dee 1. So many of our 
dealers, wholesalers and associates 
alike still come up to us and bring up 
the wonderful fun and memories we 
all shared aboard ‘The Buddy Boat’ in 
those years.

Anthony is survived by his wife 
Anita, daughter Nina, and sons 
Tony (Grace) and Sam (Andrea), 
as well as four grandchildren, 
five great-grandchildren and one 
great-great-grandchild.

In memoriam: Anthony Difiglio, Buddy Products

INDEPENDENT DEALER is saddened 
to learn of the passing of two leading 
rep group figures and business 
partners, John Frey Sr. and Jim Gaede.

John passed on May 30 following 
a short illness, while his long-term 
business partner Jim passed away on 
May 31 after a long battle with ALS.

John joined the rep group started by 
his father, Art Frey, in 1962, when the 
business covered five states in the US 
Midwest, while Jim joined the company 
in 1970. The pair were instrumental 
in expanding the company, renamed 
Frey Gaede and Company, to its 
current 25-state network.

During their careers, they both 
received numerous industry awards 
and were jointly honored with the 
Business Solutions Association’s 
Leadership Award in 2016 and the 
Founder’s Distinguished Service 
Award by Fellowes Brands in 2019.

Following John’s retirement in 2010, 
he still continued to serve as an advisor 
to the remaining partners; while Jim was 
part of the ownership team that formed 
national manufacturers’ representative 
organization Harbinger National.

John was preceded in death by his 
wife, Barbara C. Frey, and brothers 
Heron Frey and David Frey, and is 

survived by his wife of 28 years, Martha 
H. Frey; children Lynn Wenstrup 
(Steve), John Frey, Jr. (Katie), Katie 
Tillar (Joe), Michael Frey (Mary), Jim 
Frey (Karen), Tom Frey (Debra), Dan 
Frey (Sarah), Ann Erb (Andrew) and 
Peter Frey; stepsons Dirk Schneider 
(Lisa), Mark Schneider (Tricia) and 
David Schneider (Suzanne); 19 
grandchildren, six step-grandchildren 
and one great grandchild. He is also 
survived by his brother, Steve Frey of 
Texas.

Jim is survived by his wife, Patricia 
“Patti” Bedford Roberts Gaede, and 
his children, Tracy Gaede Niehaus, 
Todd (Annie) Gaede, Scott Gaede 
and Chris Gaede; his stepson, Bill 
(Amy) Roberts; and six grandchildren. 
He is also survived by his sister, 
Shirley Gaede Speaks; and his 
brother-in-law and sister-in-law, 
Ted and MaryLou Bedford. He was 
preceded in death by his first wife, 
Sarah “Sally” Ryan Gaede.

Online condolences to both 
John and Jim may be expressed at 
RohdeFuneral.com. 

In memoriam: John Frey and Jim Gaede, Frey Gaede and Company

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 26
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IOPFDA 
announces 

2021 scholarship 
recipients 

IOPFDA News

By: Mike Tucker, Executive Director of IOPFDA

The Independent Office Products & Furniture Dealers 
Association (IOPFDA) Scholarship Committee has 
released the names of the students who will receive 2021 
scholarships from the organization. 

Chaired by IOPFDA president Charlie Kennedy—vice 
president of sales and marketing for Kennedy Office 
Supply in Raleigh, North Carolina—the IOPFDA 
Scholarship Committee, which awards the scholarships, 
was pleased to award $50,000 to students in the U.S. »

The top four students will receive the following scholarship awards:

Recipient Member organization 
Eliana Levy ($5,000 scholarship)  Global Office Solutions 
Ashley Nieman ($4,000 scholarship)  Eakes Office Solution 
David Eusebio ($3,000 scholarship)  Office Express 
Jada Strickland ($2,000 scholarship)  S.P. Richards

The following students will receive a $1,000 scholarship award:

Recipient  Member organization  
Nancy Ballard  GOPD  
Macey Wilton  Wilton’s Office Works  
Venessa Yefimchuk  S.P. Richards  
Katie Henderson  iOffice/iCopy LLC  
Colton Porter  Porter’s Office Products  
Mikayla Wright  Forms & Supply Inc.  
Ryan Fry  Guernsey Office Products  
Abbie Dicken  Smead  
Gina Melaragni  Essendant  
Kelly Layden  S.P. Richards  
Barrett Broome  Young Office  
Beverly De Dual  OEC Office Equipment Co.  
Gabriel Volz  Ritters Office Outfitters  
Melanie Martinez  Essendant  
Logan Salcido  Stinson’s Distribution Center  
Bryan Grinde  Essendant  
Kagan Estes  Coastal Office Solutions  
Elena Shulikov  S.P. Richards  
Cameron Kilpatrick  S.P. Richards
Grace Snakenberg  S.P. Richards
Aidan Lindon  Smead
Kael Estes  Coastal Office Solutions
Morgan Huelsmann  Essendant
Macey Kravil  S.P. Richards
Dillon McKinney  Eakes Office Solution
Matthew Coleman  S.P. Richards
Taylor Phillips  Essendant
Jocie Mash  Smead
Caleb Magee  Leavenworth Paper & Office Supply
Madeline DeDual  OEC Office Equipment Co. 
Mollie Hludik  Warren’s Office Supply
Layla May  Essendant
Kacie Whitley  Benton-Thomas Office Products
Tyreke Green  McCartney’s Inc. 
Anastasia Baird  Essendant
Mohamed Taylor  S.P. Richards

“On behalf of IOPFDA, I would like to congratulate these 
outstanding students,” said Kennedy. “Each of these young 
men and women has demonstrated intelligence, leadership 
and motivation. We believe each student will continue their 
development in college to go on to impact the future positively. 
It is an honor for us to make an investment in these students, 
and we extend our best wishes to each of the new IOPFDA 
scholars and their families.”
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Members of IOPFDA have dual membership in ISSA  
and are eligible for group health insurance rates. 
 
The Member Discount program provides you with affordable and 
customizable medical insurance, investment opportunities, and more 
for member companies’ employees. 
 
Receive an average of 20% off on your employee benefits! The group 
healthcare insurance plan provides significant discounts on medical, 
dental, term group life-, short- and long-term disability, virtual 
medicine, and much more.

For more information contact Mike Tucker at mike@iopfda.org 
or visit mdp.issa.com to get a FREE quote today. 

Want to save on your  
medical insurance?

mailto:mike%40iopfda.org?subject=
http://mdp.issa.com
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Alicia Raeburn

This country is built on the backs of 
small businesses, which both in good 
times and in crisis have shown the 
resilience to survive. Small businesses 
were sucker punched in March 2020 
with the onset of COVID-19. When 
states shut down, they took with them 
small businesses, while allowing our 
corporate counterparts to remain 
open and thriving. Yet here we are: 15 
months since the outbreak began and 
we are still here. We have lost many of 
our small business friends and others 
are struggling to hold on; but we are 
here. The question then becomes: for 
how long?

As people are vaccinated and states 
reopen, you would think this would 
mean the beginning of economic 
recovery. In part, we will see that; but 
it could be stronger if Congress and 
the administration took a deeper dive 
into how to fast track recovery. If they 
did, they would be promoting small 
business initiatives, cutting red tape 
and not stepping in our way. Let’s 
remember, according to the U.S. Small 
Business Administration (SBA), small 

PPP funds ran out, so did the options 
for so many small businesses. They 
could either close their doors altogether, 
which so many were forced to do, or 
let these valued employees go in a 
last-ditch effort to survive. 

Since March 2020, small businesses 
have faced many challenges that 
most people would not understand 
unless they walked in our shoes. 
Today, we face another hurdle in our 
quest toward recovery and survival: a 
government-inflicted worker shortage.

As small businesses, we found new 
business opportunities during the 
pandemic; but today, we cannot meet 
demand because we do not have 
the workforce to provide the services 
needed. On the one hand, we can 
help speed up economic recovery; 
but on the other, the government is 
holding us back. The worker shortage 
could be the final straw, forcing some 
small businesses which have been 
in local communities for generations 
to close their doors for good, even as 
lawmakers sit back and play political 
football with this issue. If this were 

businesses are responsible for 47.5 
percent of all the jobs in this country. 
And according to the SBA, small 
businesses have been responsible for 
65.1 percent of all new net jobs in the 
U.S. since 2000. We are the economic 
engine that drives our economy, yet 
we are not being given the “right” 
resources we need to survive. 

When the pandemic hit and the 
country shut down, Congress acted 
quickly by establishing the Paycheck 
Protection Program (PPP). These 
loans were supposed to help small 
businesses weather the shutdown, while 
at the same time keeping their staff 
employed. The PPP loan program was 
a necessary short-term lifeline (although 
not the most efficient or well-thought-out 
policy). The PPP loans were critical, 
but have been part of the long-term 
problem facing small business recovery 
today. PPP loans kept employees on 
the job, which was part of the aim of 
the program; but Congress misjudged 
the length of the pandemic and the 
long-term solutions to keeping people 
employed and the country open. When »

ECONOMIC RECOVERY 
THREATENED BY INABILITY 

TO GET WORKERS BACK 
ON THE JOB

By: Paul A. Miller, IOPFDA legislative counsel
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corporate America or the airlines, you 
would see a rush to help; but because 
we are small businesses, Congress 
gets to rest on its good work early in the 
pandemic. Just ask the motorcoach 
industry, which received $2 billion in 
relief in December 2020. Six months 
after Congress approved the fund, 
not one dime has been issued to any 
motorcoach company. 

For Democrats, this issue is an 
election winner: they get to issue press 
releases letting people know they are 
standing up for workers during this 
global crisis. Early in the pandemic, 
Republicans risked voter backlash 
if they tried to oppose increased 
benefits. That is why you saw Congress 
add an initial $600 per week benefit 
on top of what the states provided. 
That increase shrank to $300 per week 
in the last stimulus package; but this 
was still generous enough to keep 
people home. Republicans now see 
this as a 2022 issue that can help them 
take back the majority. You can thank 
IOPFDA for that.

Because of you, Republicans 
in Congress understand just how 
wrong they were in passing these 
increased benefits. You have some 
who have introduced legislation that 
would eliminate the increased federal 
benefits altogether. That is a political 
gimmick, which will be seen as cold, 
heartless Republicans wanting to throw 
unemployed workers out on the street. 
Remember, it doesn’t have to be true 
for voters to see it as the truth. 

IOPFDA has taken a different 
approach. Instead of eliminating the 
federal portion of unemployment 
benefits for everyone, we have 
found champions in the House of 
Representatives in Rep. Dan Bishop 
(R-NC) and Rep. Jodey Arrington 
(R-TX), and in the U.S. Senate in 
Sen. Mike Braun (R-IN)—a former 
small business owner himself—who 
have offered legislation based on a 
commonsense plan. We want to keep 
the benefits in place for those who 

have lost their jobs due to no fault of 
their own. Looking to eliminate these 
benefits is shortsighted and nothing 
more than a political grenade. Instead, 
our plan is simple: we are requesting 
that anyone receiving unemployment 
benefits requalify for these benefits. 
Yes, some states already require this. 

But what they do not do is ask the 
employer if a person’s job is available 
and if that person would be eligible to 
come back to work. Under our plan, 
if an employer submits the names of 
those on unemployment whose jobs 
are available, the Department of Labor 
would issue a letter to those employees 
or 1099 contractors letting them know 
they have 72 hours to return to work or 
immediately lose the federal portion 
of their unemployment benefits. This 
is what you call a fair compromise or a 
political winner.

It has been hard for either side to 
oppose this legislation. We are not 
looking to negatively impact the people 
who need unemployment benefits the 
most. Our plan sets the stage for an 
economic recovery that needs small 
businesses. When workers go back to 
work, we will continue to see increased 
demand for goods and services. With 
states fully reopening, demand for our 
services will increase, meaning more 
opportunities for our drivers. 

Today there are 8 million people 
still out of work. Many of these people 
have chosen to ride out the storm by 
collecting a federal check instead of 
returning to their jobs. Our legislation 
changes that option. We need workers 
to come back if we are going to survive. 
It is not just our businesses that people 
need to be worried about; it is the 
long-term impact these government 
decisions have on the overall economic 
recovery of every community. If 

businesses shut down, there will not 
be jobs for people to go back to. If 
they find work, they may get paid 
less than what their former employer 
was offering. For some, their jobs will 
simply be automated, as employers 
see long-term savings in this approach. 
A major lesson learned by business 

owners of all sizes is that there are 
cost-effective automation solutions to 
their business that will help prevent 
them from having to face another crisis 
that causes a worker shortage. This 
not only hurts workers, but is a loss 
of tax revenue for local communities. 
It is a loss of economic stability for 
local communities and the families 
they serve. People will say that will not 
happen in our industry, as cars need 
drivers. But do they? There are plenty 
of driverless vehicles on the roads 
today. Given the priority Congress has 
given to this issue, do not assume you 
are indispensable. We will have fully 
autonomous vehicles in the near future, 
which should have you concerned 
about sitting on the sidelines today. If 
we cannot count on you during a crisis, 
how can we count on a workforce in 
good times? Automation will come 
down to a business decision and the 
current driver shortage makes the 
decision easier in the future.

IOPFDA has a commonsense 
solution that balances the need to 
support those who have lost their 
jobs due to no fault of their own and 
the need to get people back to work. 
Unemployment was not meant to be a 
government handout. H.R. 3266 and 
S. 1712 are game changers for small 
businesses today. We urge Congress 
to pass this legislation immediately! 
The country’s 30 million small 
businesses need this commonsense 
solution to survive.

“Since March 2020, small businesses  
have faced many challenges that most  

people would not understand unless they  
walked in our shoes” 
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Supply Side

Office breakrooms have been one 
of the hardest-hit segments over the 
past 15 months or so as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As staff left the 
office environment to work from home, 
so did all the products typically found 
in a breakroom.

Suppliers and resellers alike have 
faced a significant decline in demand 
for items in this category. As such, 
it has been more important than 
ever to work together. The first step 
at the beginning of the pandemic 
was to cater for customers in a 
work-from-home (WFH) environment; 
the second is now to prepare the office 
for returning employees; and the third 
will be to comprehensively serve a—
likely permanent—hybrid workforce. 

Continued coffee demand
Coffee is arguably the most 
sought-after product in the breakroom 

has always worked to offer custom 
solutions to meet operator needs 
and our office coffee service is no 
different. When the pandemic first hit, 
we partnered with some of our office 
dealers to reach WFH employees with 
campaigns to offer personal coffee 
brewers, coffee capsules, recycle bins 
and Coffee Mate creamers directly to 
employees at home.  

“Variety packs and bundles have 
been a nice way to connect with 
employees in and out of the office. 
Some companies have also sent gift 
boxes of roast and ground fraction 
packs, Coffee Mate single-serve tubs 
and snacks to employees at home.”

Back to the office—slowly
As businesses across the United 
States open up again, independent 
dealers are looking to restock their 
customers’ breakrooms and respond to 

and one that moves with the workforce, 
wherever it is located. Solon, 
Ohio-based Nestlé Professional, for 
example, has been working with a 
variety of channel partners to get coffee 
and all its accessories to wherever they 
are needed. 

Nestlé Professional—which actively 
engages with Independent Suppliers 
Group (ISG), such as through ISG’s 
SMART Solutions Supplier Presentation 
Series that was held both last fall and 
this spring—typically sells through 
wholesalers into the office channel. It 
also works with the Resource Group 
National, a manufacturer rep group and 
sales and marketing agency that acts as 
an extension of its sales team to support 
the dealer channel with training, demos, 
sales meetings, execution of promotions 
and programs, and so on.  

Nestlé’s national account manager, 
Thea Thanas, says: “Our company 

—WHEREVER 
YOU ARE

ENJOY 
YOUR 
COFFEE

by Heike Dieckmann
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requests for samples, demos and new 
product information. But the return to 
the office will certainly be staggered, as 
Tony McGinn, head of sales, alternative 
channels at Nestlé Professional USA, 
points out: “While larger companies 
are slower to come back to the office, 
we are seeing a much quicker return 
to work with small and mid-sized 
businesses. This trend is expected to 
continue, with larger and downtown 
offices expanding their on-site 
workforce over the coming months. 

“As offices reopen to employees 
this summer or fall, they are taking this 
opportunity to evaluate all options for 
coffee and snacks in their breakroom. 
Employees have missed the creature 
comforts of coffee time with colleagues 
or enjoying a snack with co-workers 
during meetings or conference calls. 
Nestlé Professional wants to offer some 
of these familiar items both at work and 
at home.”

As companies open their facilities 

again and welcome back their staff, the 
core focus points have been health, 
hygiene and safety. The breakroom—
typically a very communal area—is no 
exception.  

As McGinn explains: “Employers are 
looking for ways to ease the stress of 
returning to the office with a variety of 
comforts and perks—often including 
coffee options and snacks—as a way to 
show appreciation and reduce the need 
to venture out when cafeterias and local 
eateries are either closed or offering 
limited services and reduced seating.”   

He adds: “In an effort to address 
COVID-19-specific concerns in the 
breakroom, Nestlé has developed 
bean-to-cup machines using 
touchless technology—where you 
can hover over a button to dispense 
a beverage or scan a QR code using 
your smartphone to order a custom 
beverage. These options are available 
on new machines, but we can also 
retrofit some existing equipment for 

our current customers. In addition to 
the brewers themselves, we support 
businesses with hygienic single-serve 
creamers, cocoa and snack mix 
options.”

The supplier has already seen great 
traction with these new machines 
among those dealer partners that want 
to be in the bean-to-cup business. 
According to Thanas, the touchless 
program offers an easy and hygienic 
coffee-dispensing solution that is 
attractive to both small and large 
operations. And with 24/7 Nestlé 
technical support on its on-loan 
brewers, it’s a huge benefit that dealers 
typically do not get from suppliers 
across the board. 

Again with safety and hygiene 
in mind, the company has also 
adapted its interaction with customers 
and is offering a range of virtual 
demonstrations that cover the setup, 
use and cleaning of the machines, 
as well as managing any new 
technologies. 

Hybrid consumption
But even as the migration back to the 
office gathers pace, with touchless 
technology across all facilities in a 
company easing the way, it’s unlikely 
the breakroom will ever truly be the 
same again. As Thanas says: “Even 
when the pandemic is over and people 
find their new normal, we expect to 
see more opportunities for employees 
to work from home. Ultimately, the 
traditional breakroom will not be a 
growth market, even post pandemic. 

“We will probably see more online 
meetings and fewer in-person 
conferences. This means our 
customers will be looking for that cup 
of afternoon coffee at home when they 
are not in the office. To meet these 
needs, Nestlé continues to offer smaller 
count packaging, variety packs and 
even personal-sized brewers such as 
the Nescafé Dolce Gusto platform. 
Supporting our dealers to reach the 
WFH employee will remain vital.”
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With the pandemic on the wane, employees are heading back 
to the workplace—if they haven’t already. However, given the 
emphasis on social distancing, health and hygiene, along with 
the advent of hybrid working, today’s office is likely to be a very 
different working environment. What opportunities does the “new 
normal” hold for furniture dealers? Michelle Sturman finds out… 

NEW COVID CATEGORIES:

Cover Story
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The office furniture category is possibly 
the most design and trend-led of all the 
offerings available within the business 
supplies industry. Granted, the trends 
tend to evolve at a snail’s pace, like 
the gradual transition from the gray 
cubicle of the 1950s to the open-plan 
configuration of the 1990s. This, of 
course, led to the current penchant for 
hotdesking, collaborative styles and a 
return to cubicles for those that require 
privacy—albeit in funky private booth 
and pod-style variations.

Then, every once in a while, 
something traumatic happens that 
rewrites the rulebook, chucks out 
the trends and requires everyone to 
undergo a radical rethink of what they 
thought they knew. Enter SARS-CoV-2. 
In a matter of just over a year, the 
global pandemic has upended working 
life as we understand it. 

Starting in March 2020, stay-at-home 
mandates lasted anywhere from a 
matter of weeks to months. Some 
states—like North Dakota, Nebraska 
and Iowa—never issued one, while 
others still have instructions in 
place. No matter the length of time, 
the net effect of the pandemic saw 
millions of office employees move to 
home-working and home-schooling, 
and an unprecedented shift to virtual 
work and education.  

The COVID-19 effect
There will be many changes in the 
office furniture industry as the country 
heads back to the workplace. To truly 
understand the impact of COVID-19 on 
the sector, a look back at the past 15 
months is required. 

For Fireside Office Solutions, 
Bismarck, North Dakota, office furniture 
represents around 75 percent of sales, 
with the rest made up of stationery, 
IT services, managed print services 
and a record-scanning service 
bureau. “When you’re in a state of 
fewer than 800,000 inhabitants and 
geographically challenged, you can’t 
have all your eggs in one basket and 

just be in one vertical,” says president 
Chris Whalen. 

“COVID-19 dried things up. Our fiscal 
year begins April 1, so the problem is 
we came off the back of a really good 
year and then struggled to start the off 
the first quarter. 

For Business Office Outfitters in San 
Diego, California, owner Jerry Sinclair 
says the company remained open six 
days a week and finished 2020 with 
no decrease in sales over 2019. “Our 
entire staff, except for one person with 
underlying health issues, have come to 
work every day,” he reports. “We have 
gone out on appointments and our 
trucks have delivered five days a week 
since last March. We underwent two 
bad months in 2020 (April and May), 
but the rest of the year was very good.” 

However, he continues: “Obviously, 
our industry has been hit hard and 
it will take years to recover. But we 
had a record 2020 in terms of chair 
sales and had some sizable used 
furniture projects, and budget office 
furniture was a notable winner. [Chair 
manufacturer] Boss Office Products 
had a record year and so did we. We 
have been very proactive the past 12 
months and kept all 25 of our people 
employed.”

The mass migration to a home 
office—whatever that may have 
entailed—did provide opportunities 
to garner some furniture sales. This 
was predominantly on the back of 
traditional office supplies relationships 
and the scramble by companies to 
ensure that employees could work 
from home (WFH) safely and efficiently. 
As Tom Triplett, vice president of 
the interiors division at Triplett Office 
Essentials, Des Moines, Iowa, explains: 
“Like many, there was a 90-day period 
[at the start of the pandemic] while we 
tried to figure out what was next and for 
how long. A lot of time was invested in 
connecting with customers and trying 
new things, sourcing different and 
related products. 

“We had lots of customers WFH, so 
sent out digital messages with options 
for home-working and consulted with 
them to provide furniture or discounts 
on home office packages. As the year 
went on, some businesses chose not to 
put company assets in people’s homes 
unless there was an ergonomic or 
health need. 

“Many mid-sized customers asked 
for our help in remodeling their current 
space since it was empty and a good 
time to update and replace furniture. 
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This has provided some confidence 
that the office would return.” 

Others, such as Office Outfitters 
in Waupaca, Wisconsin, saw sales 
rise from 10 percent pre-COVID-19 
to 40 percent during 2020. Says 
president Bill Zimmerman: “We have 
been transitioning from transactional 
to projects over the past five years, 
but last year saw transactional sales 
increase by around 20 percent. I 
expect to see 75 percent of furniture 
sales go back to the office, based on 
informal feedback from customers.”

Not all independent dealers opted 
to offer home-working options for 
customers. “We tried to stay out of the 
WFH space,” says Brett Baltz, director 
of interiors, Egyptian Workspace 
Partners, Belleville, Illinois. “It can 
rapidly become a nightmare, as 
the distribution chain can’t really 
accommodate it. When you think 
about a traditional furniture dealer, 
they’re project driven. We’re not selling 
onesie-twosie and the e-commerce 
experience isn’t really set up for 
customers to log in and simply buy one 
desk and one chair.”

Back to “normal”
The good news is that green shoots 
are emerging, with the vaccination 
program going full steam ahead 

and schools and offices reopening, 
affording plenty of possibilities as 
head-scratching over an approach 
to the “new normal” makes way for 
“real-world” solutions. While Mesa, 
Arizona-based OPACS saw a marked 
drop from Q3 2020 until the end of Q1 
2021, there has since been a sharp 
increase in activity and people heading 
back to the office. Owner Travis 
Kimmel adds: “From here, it looks like 
things are trying to revert to normal and 
demand is returning. We have used 
these last few months to strengthen 
relationships with architect and design 
firms and they are very busy, which is a 
good sign for dealers.”

Whalen is likewise witnessing a return 
to the workplace: “We have two large 
energy companies in town. One had 
employees return to the office on May 
10, while the other is still determining 
who is going to WFH. They do plan on 
going back, although the date seems 
to now be pushed back to July.”

Whalen says a hybrid workforce 
doesn’t really come into play for 
the smaller firms that Fireside OS 
deals with, such as banks and 
mortgage companies: “A majority of 
the businesses stayed in the office. 
Essentially, it was merely some of the 
lobbies that closed and moved to 
‘appointment only.’”

In markets like Whalen’s, where 
stay-at-home orders weren’t issued, 
it seems hybrid working and the 
subsequent reimagining of the 
workplace are practically non-existent. 
He says: “We were anticipating a 
lot of workplace reconfiguration. 
Originally, as cubicles became the 
norm, dividers for the office were tall; 
then they were lowered or removed to 
accommodate the open-plan office. 
Following COVID-19, we thought the 
panels would rise once more. Up to 
now, we’ve only had one customer 
with an order for 500 sneeze guards 
and just haven’t seen the taller panels 
and spacing of desks in the office in 
our market.” Zimmerman agrees with 
Whelan, noting that the only change 
he has seen is the decision to move 
to cleanable fabrics within the public 
sector.

Conversely, for Sinclair, although he 
expects people to remain working from 
home, with a resulting negative effect 
on the furniture sector, for companies 
planning a return to the workplace, new 
office furniture is on the cards. 

Baltz says that in terms of heading 
back to the office, it’s all over the 
board. However, Egyptian’s client 
base has not been affected to the 
same extent as those in other markets, 
like Chicago, as it targets medium to 
large nonenterprise accounts. “It really 
comes down to the type of business,” 
he says. “There’s lots of confusion in 
the market concerning what the office 
of the future looks like, with arguments 
about how many people will go back. 
I’ve talked to partners at large law firms 
from the baby boomer generation who 
think everything will return to normal. 
However, millennial-aged partners at 
that same law firm don’t believe it will 
ever go back to the way it was. I think 
the data is pretty clear that it’s not 
going back to normal.” 

The “new normal”
So just what is the “new normal?” 
Clearly, it depends on what the local 
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SpecialT.net 888-705-0777

MARGIN BOOSTER If you’re looking to lower your cost, increase your margins 
and boost your commission, look no more! For over 20 years, Special-T has delivered A-Grade office 
tables at C-Grade prices. This has been possible because of our fierce commitment to technology 
innovation, supply chain best practices and a whatever-it-takes approach to customer service. 
With Special-T’s wide selection of tables and accessories, you can match your client’s needs and 
enhance your margins.

More than
        a table...
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real estate market and individual 
companies have endured throughout 
the pandemic, but early indicators 
show a “one-size-fits-all” approach is 
no longer appropriate as businesses 
seek to manage their office footprint. 
In many ways, we were already en 
route to the post-pandemic workplace 
with an increased awareness of health 
and wellbeing, including cleanliness 
and hygiene, along with a slow march 
toward hybrid working. COVID-19 has 
merely accelerated these trends. 

Ergonomic furniture, for example, 
continues to be a money-spinner. “We 
saw the rise in ergonomic furniture 
pre-pandemic and still are—whether 
it’s converting an existing office cube 
to sit-stand desks or incorporating 
different pallets for posture,” observes 
Whalen. “This is especially true for state 
government contracts which call for 
height-adjustable furniture.”

Office Outfitters is also selling many 
sit-stand products; as is Great River 
Office Products, St. Paul, Minnesota, 
where furniture sales make up 30 to 
40 percent of the overall business. 
Daniel Schmidt, vice president and 
director of sales, says that seating 

must be ergonomic, and adjustable 
and sit-stand units are selling in all 
applications. He additionally notes that 
while panels are going back up, they 
are glass, not fabric. 

The post-pandemic workplace 
offers dealers prospects in office 
reconfigurations and fit-outs, along with 
a host of areas such as audiovisual 
(AV) technology, virtual environments, 
signage, furniture upgrades and 
touchless solutions.

Says Baltz: “One key trend is a 
high-functioning collaborative space, 
full of very high-end technology that’s 
not confusing to operate. We call it 
a ‘huddle room,’ which is basically a 
conference room that supports one to 
four people. I don’t think the open office 
concept is going away, and safety and 
hygiene options in the workplace now 
include sanitizer stations and digital 
signage. 

“I’m really seeing attention paid to 
making the workspace much more 
comfortable, with lots of soft seating 
and so on, as customers are enquiring 
about casual areas designed for 
collaboration,” he continues. “Offices 
are starting to resemble a high-end 

living room, but very functional, with 
furniture that supports laptops with 
built-in power. Retaining company 
culture is driving a lot of these changes, 
as collaboration, mentoring and 
maintaining soft skills are more effective 
in the workplace. I’m hearing stories 
where employers want everyone in the 
office, but they haven’t adjusted their 
space and employees are refusing 
to return. Simultaneously, some 
progressive leaders are acknowledging 
they need to transform their space to 
make it much more inviting, knowing 
they’re competing with someone 
working from home.”

Triplett agrees: “Customers are 
seeking products that are flexible, 
mobile friendly and adaptable to serve 
more than a single purpose. Wireless 
charging and power options are vital, 
and clients are looking for space 
designs and functions that encourage 
people to want to be in the office and 
interact with others.”

He adds: “We have a nice blend of 
project and transactional business. The 
transactional orders have been good, 
as the smaller mid-sized employers are 
back in the office or very far along in 
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the process. The large project business 
is coming back online and we expect 
more normalcy next year as customers 
settle into the ‘new normal’ for the 
office.”

According to Baltz, 
technology-centric workspaces will 
represent a leading driver in the 
future new workplace due to the 
hybrid workforce, the growing use 
of videoconferencing in education 
and work, and a requirement for 
sophisticated sensor, occupancy and 
traffic-flow technology ecosystems. 
“Many customers are looking at 
wireless experiences where there’s 
a very high-performing setup,” he 
explains. “The tech going into these 
spaces is costing as much, if not more, 
than the furniture. There is a sticker 
shock on it, because the mentality of 
many organizations in the past was to 
stick an Apple TV in the conference 
room and say they had an integrated 
AV solution.

“We’re placing microphones 
in ceilings, several monitors, 
auto-adjusting cameras—there’s a lot 
of planning going into these spaces 
now. Having to call the IT guy to make 
the AV tech work just doesn’t cut it 
anymore. It has to be easy and offer a 
great experience for the person using 
the technology.”  

Plenty of options
Over the past year, the pandemic has 
thrown many curveballs at the IDC, 
but has equally presented a wealth 
of opportunities. One vertical many 
dealers are diving into is the education 
sector due to the CARES Act, which 
has provided billions of dollars in 
relief funding for educational facilities. 
Schmidt, Whalen, Zimmerman and Baltz 
all report a similar story on the potential 
in this sector, with the reinvention of 
schools due to hybrid learning, social 
distancing protocols and spending on 
new furniture and technology. 

As Triplett points out, more avenues 
also exist in the new workplace, including 
expanding outdoor offerings, services for 
repairs, wellbeing and WELL design and 
integration. In addition, “we’ve added 
sprayers and disinfectants, and many 
smaller customers are looking for a DIY 
self-maintenance program to reduce  
the transmission of germs in the office,” 
he says.

Meanwhile, both Business Office 
Outfitters and OPACS refer to prospects 
in providing moving services for 
customers. “We have expanded 
our furniture installation offering by 
partnering with an IT company to 
provide a complete office moving 
service,” says OPAC’s Kimmel. “We 
have only targeted our existing customer 

base and limited it to businesses with 
fewer than 20 office workers.” Business 
Office Outfitters’ Sinclair remarks that 
doing more labor jobs and moves 
for clients has helped the company’s 
bottom line. 

As the return to work ramps up and 
companies start figuring out how 
they want the post-COVID-19 office 
to operate, this is good news for the 
IDC. But there is one elephant in the 
room: manufacturing lead times and 
the supply chain. Continued global 
supply chain issues are exacerbating 
problems experienced during 2020, 
with little sign of abating—ports are 
backed up, containers are unavailable 
and costs are rising rapidly. Dealers 
agree that much of the problems with 
supply have originated with vendors 
that ship products from China. Both 
Sinclair and Triplett report that products 
made in America, on the other hand, 
have provided acceptable lead 
times. Says Sinclair: “We have been 
blessed with good manufacturers 
and inventories, with many parts and 
materials produced in North America. I 
think the writing is on the wall for various 
manageable challenges ahead—some 
will relate to parts; others will involve 
labor production. We are proactive with 
suppliers on our needs and forecasts. 
It is equally critical to continually 
communicate with the customer.”

With an eye on customer-first and 
winning in a competitive landscape, 
Zimmerman has some sage advice to 
offer: “We always find a way to provide 
what our customers need, constantly 
sourcing new manufacturers. For 
example, a large customer wanted a 
contract line we didn’t have access to, 
so we partnered with the manufacturer 
to work through one of its dealers and 
received favorable terms to make the 
project work for all parties involved. We 
won the business, and although we 
made a bit less margin on the bigger 
dollar sale, the customer got what they 
required and the contract dealer made a 
little money.”

Cover Story CONTINUED FROM PAGE 42
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As the return to the office ramps 
up, what are the major workplace 
trends that will dictate the design of 
offices and the furniture contained 
within them?

• Furniture designed and aimed 
at the WFH team will continue as 
hybrid working becomes the norm 
and companies look to upgrade 
home-working environments. 
According to Quintana Research 
and Consulting, the global home 
office furniture market is expected to 
grow at a compound annual growth 
rate of around 7.5 percent from 2020 
to 2026.

• While the purchase of office furniture 
was believed to be relatively outside 
the realms of e-commerce, three 
factors are increasingly shifting this 
perspective:

 • the massive increase in buying 
online; 

 • the rise of younger generations 

At-a-glance: 
post-pandemic office trends

making purchasing decisions on 
behalf of companies; and

 • the increasing use of augmented 
reality and personalization tools to 
assist in decision making through 
“realistic” furniture placement in 
real-world settings. 

• The pandemic has accelerated the 
present trend of health, hygiene 
and wellbeing in the workplace, with 
businesses looking to refit offices 
to ensure employees feel safe and 
protected in the work environment. 
This includes installing air filtration 
systems, desk spacing, sneeze 
guards, sanitizing stations, touchless 
products and digital signage.

• Accommodating collaborative and 
community-spirited areas, as well as 
smaller workspaces for individuals, 
will be crucial. Including mobile and 
modular furniture that can easily be 
moved around for collaboration and 
socializing will be key in designing 
the post-pandemic office. On the 

flipside, huddle rooms, pods and 
similar will become more popular 
for private meetings—either face to 
face, virtually or both; as will a quiet 
space for working and privacy.

• There will be an increased focus 
on “resimercial” design for comfort 
and relaxed settings with soft 
furnishings (boosted recently by the 
CDC reporting that surfaces were 
not leading carriers of COVID-19) 
to foster collaboration and social 
cohesion. 

• Expect an increase in outdoor 
furniture sales as companies look to 
maximize the use of existing space 
to provide a pleasant outside setting 
while helping address health and 
safety concerns related to COVID-19 
and promoting employee wellbeing.

• Already an embedded trend before 
the pandemic, the rise in ergonomic 
furniture options such as sit-stand 
desks will continue. 

• Sustainability is back on the agenda 
for office buildings, furniture 
manufacturing and materials, the 
supply chain, delivery, closed 
loop and recyclability, and more 
environmentally friendly products in 
general.

• Whether it’s using highly 
sophisticated audiovisual systems 
for conferences and remote workers 
or ensuring pods, desks and 
furniture cater for all types of power 
outlets and access to AV systems, 
the integration of technology 
into office and furniture design is 
imperative.

• The upswing in hybrid/blended/
flexible working will exert perhaps 
the most significant influence on 
the office in 2021. Not only will all 
of the above be impacted by this 
transition, but it will likely mean 
companies will re-evaluate their real 
estate, potentially downsizing and 
optimizing whatever space is left. 
The office will remain the primary 
workspace and refurbishments will 
witness an increase in demand. 
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by Marisa Pensa 

The most successful inside sales 
professionals think and act differently 
than your average salesperson. 

WHAT SETS THEM APART?
They have discovered the traits that 
guarantee selling success and work 
tirelessly to cultivate those traits in 
themselves.

In the course of working with inside 
sales managers both within the IDC 
and across industries, I have asked 
them what traits they believe make 
inside sales professionals great. Here 
is a compilation of their top responses.

1. They are fantastic conversationalists 
and storytellers. Storytelling not only 
drives home the more entertaining, 
real-life examples that help prospects 
connect the dots on how a product or 
service could impact their own unique 
situation, but serves to build stronger 
connections. It helps get past the 
often transactional nature of a sales 
conversation.  

2. They have excellent phone voices 
and vary their pace, tone and volume. 
They take the time to rehearse and 
practice what they want to say and 
how they want to say it. They make 
their words sound more interesting 
by changing their tone and inflection. 
(Check out the tone of voice challenge 
at the end of this article.) 

3. They are entertaining to talk to. 
They make you smile and/or laugh 
in the first couple of minutes. They 
know we buy from sales professionals 
we like. If they sounded like a robot 
or pitched a mile a minute without 
building rapport, they would diminish 
their ability to succeed. Top inside 
salespeople tend to be upbeat and 
radiate a sense of humor, fun and 
general positivity. These qualities 
shine through when speaking with 
prospects and customers.

4. They are highly organized. They 
prepare to win by planning for 
purposeful calls. Sales professionals 
who achieve the best numbers quarter 
after quarter all have one thing in 
common: focus. They understand what 
they need to do to be successful and 
set goals for themselves to achieve 
that success. For those that utilize a 
CRM such as Acsellerate, Sales-i or 
any others in or outside our industry, 
these inside sales professionals have 
mastered managing their tasks and 
using their CRM to help them stay at 
the top of their game. 

5. They have no fear of the phone. 
Many sales professionals today rely 
on email as their primary means of 
communication with prospective 
buyers. The best ones do not. They 
know the odds will not be in their 

favor if they default to email. That’s 
what average salespeople do. Great 
inside sales professionals pick up 
the phone first every time. Doing this 
not only demonstrates they are real 
people, instead of spambots, but 
dramatically increases their chances 
of a successful connection.

As you read this top five list, did any 
or all traits ring true for you? They may 
be engrained in your DNA; or maybe a 
little extra training, perseverance and 
creativity are required to truly become 
the best inside sales professional you 
can be. Assess what it is YOU do that 
makes you amazing in inside sales 
and hone your craft in areas you can 
improve.  

Also, here’s a challenge to try on 
your next virtual meeting as a team: 
have everyone turn off their cameras 
for a minute and practice objections 
(e.g., “We’re happy with Staples;” 
“We’re not ordering much and 
ordered way too much PPE to last 
us a year”).  Practice turning around 
these responses. You’ll be testing 
objection skills and listening for an 
excellent tone of voice.  Then, turn 
your cameras back on and give each 
other feedback. 

For a bonus challenge, email 
Methods in Motion a voice memo 
turning around “We’re happy with 
what we’re doing right now” and we’ll 
give you feedback. Email Challenge@
methodsnmotion.com with the subject 
line: ID MAG CHALLENGE. 

Ultimately, the mission in any sales 
role is helping people do something 
differently, better and more efficiently 
while positioning yourself as an 
advisor to help your customers. Good 
selling out there!

Marisa Pensa is founder of Methods in 
Motion, a sales training company that 
helps dealers execute training concepts 
and create accountability to see both 
inside and outside sales initiatives 
through to success. For more information, 
visit www.methodsnmotion.com.

TOP FIVE TRAITS OF 
GREAT INSIDE SALES 
PROFESSIONALS

mailto:Challenge%40methodsnmotion.com%20?subject=ID%20MAG%20CHALLENGE
mailto:Challenge%40methodsnmotion.com%20?subject=ID%20MAG%20CHALLENGE
http://methodsnmotion.com/
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Tom Buxton

“Okay Tom, it’s obvious. You’ve 
gone off the deep end. We have just 
come out of the worst pandemic and 
business disruption in our lifetimes, and 
now prices are going up at an insane 
pace. Why would anyone in their right 
mind want to celebrate that?”

Great question, and yes, I am a 
bit crazy; but unless you believe our 
treasury secretary, who stated last 
week that inflation will just be short term 

everything you purchase and pressure 
will build to raise your prices. So, why 
is that something to celebrate? I have 
worked in this industry for nearly 35 
years, the last 16 as a consultant, and 
I am convinced that the single-largest 
pricing challenge office products 
dealers face is retaining/growing their 
margins. The existence of inflation 
makes it easier for you to raise prices 
just a little bit more than your costs. 
Sales reps always worry about the fact 
that some customers will begin to shop 
elsewhere when prices increase; but 
if you approach things correctly, that 
doesn’t need to be the case.

Sales reps should have already 
started asking questions of their 
customers that include: “Are you 
facing cost increase challenges? Tell 
me more about that;” and “Are you 
raising your prices to your customers?” 
The second question may seem a bit 
forward; but if you want to “inoculate” 
your customers from shopping you, 
there is no better strategy than to face 
the issue head-on.

But even if you as an owner or 
sales rep do begin to ask the correct 
questions, how will you keep up with 
the price increases? You must create 
or purchase some sort of process to 
consistently raise your prices as your 

(one day after she said that it was very 
serious), we must find some way to 
react to it. 

I choose to celebrate inflationary 
trends, for a number or reasons. First, if 
prices were going down instead of up in 
2021, the entire world would suffer more 
than it is. Relatively speaking, inflation is 
always better than deflation—just look at 
the 1930s for proof.

Second, your costs are going up on 

CELEBRATE 
INFLATION?!
By Tom Buxton
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costs increase. The next thing I say 
will make a few people upset. I am 
not sure that your manufacturer and 
wholesale “partners” are as focused 
on your bottom line as they are on 
theirs. And that is as it should be. We 
are all in business to make money and 
it is your responsibility to find the best 
people or processes that will help you 
survive and even thrive during current 
and future inflationary periods. So, get 
a plan or hire someone else to do it, 
now—before it is too late to retain and 
possibly grow the margin you have 
taken years to obtain. 

Please feel free to stop reading after 
this paragraph, because in the next 
section I will do something that I have 
never done before in my columns. I will 
suggest that you invest in a program or 
two that have been created with brilliant 
partners to greatly enhance margins. I 
have never done this before because 
I didn’t believe that the danger to the 
survival of dealers from inflation was 
that massive. But for various reasons, 
including the upheaval in our channel, 
I am convinced that at least some 
dealers out there need help now. Read 
on if you are one of them.

There are two products that we 
at Interbizgroup have partnered 
with ECI to create by engaging with 
other consultants that are masterful 

data gurus with long histories in our 
industry. The newest concept is called 
Margin Accelerator, where we create 
customized matrices specifically for 
your company that are updated every 
month based on the cost changes you 
receive from your manufacturers and 
wholesalers. We also analyze recent 
data from the Big Box competitors to 
try to “keep you in the ballpark” against 
them, while producing a better margin 
than you currently experience from 
your wholesale-generated matrices 
or match/beat pricing schemes. The 
dealers that use this product are 
ecstatic about its ability to make them 
more profits, while ensuring that they 
do not lose customers because of 
crazy price fluctuations. You do not 
need to be a customer of ECI’s to 
purchase or benefit from this product.

The second product has been around 
for over five years and is exclusive to 
ECI dealers. It is called Profitability 
Manager and is designed to provide 
cost savings to your customers while 
simultaneously improving your margins. 
It mines your data to determine what 

products you buy at the best costs and 
recommends substitutions that will save 
the customer money based on your 
inventory and/or wholesale pricing. I 
absolutely love what this product does; 
and in this inflationary age, it has never 
been more vital. 

Lastly, at Interbizgroup, we are 
testing the possibility of providing bid/
cross-reference services to dealers on 
an as-needed basis. We believe that 
independent dealers will have more 
opportunities to win large pieces of 
business than ever before; and if your 
company needs consistent expertise 
with bids and obtaining large accounts, 
I recommend you consider joining 
a national account group, such as 
AOPD. However, if you need expertise 
for a single opportunity, please 
contact me and we at Interbizgroup 
will quickly evaluate, at no charge to 
you, if we can be of assistance to your 
company. Let us know if you would like 
more information about any of these 
solutions that are designed to address 
issues and opportunities that the 
current inflationary trends have opened 
in the marketplace.

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.

http://www.interbizgroup.com
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I loved the HBO show The Sopranos. 
I’m a bit of a Mafia aficionado: I’ve 
been fascinated with that culture since 
my grandmother gave me a book by 
Jimmy “The Weasel” Fratianno when 
I was 16. In an early episode of The 
Sopranos, James Gandolfini, playing 
Tony Soprano (the main character and 
the leader or “Don” of the Soprano 
mob), was hosting a barbecue in 
his back yard for other mobsters. 
Tony manned the grill while wearing 
Bermuda shorts and this allegedly 
prompted a visit to the set soon after.

As Gandolfini tells the story, at a 
shoot the next week on location in New 
Jersey, he was approached by a man 
who was obviously a real-deal mobster. 
The man walked up to Gandolfini 
and said that he loved the show. “But 
Jimmy,” the man said, looking dead 
into Gandolfini’s eyes, “Dons don’t 
wear shorts.” Gandolfini took it to heart 
and Tony Soprano never wore shorts 
again at a Mob gathering. In fact, this 
became part of a Sopranos episode 
later when Tony was reproached by a 
boss for the shorts. What the mobster 
meant, of course, is that when you have 
that kind of a leadership position, you 
can’t afford to look too casual to those 
you are supposed to be leading. It’s a 
lesson that’s often forgotten.

By Troy Harrison

I thought about this recently when 
watching a Zoom sales meeting. 
Zoom has been a great tool that has 
enhanced the capabilities of managers 
and sales reps alike—but it has also, in 
my opinion, contributed to a loosening 
of standards that isn’t healthy for sales 
managers or salespeople. In this 
meeting, the sales manager had 20 
sales reps on the line, all ready and 
able to hear what he had to say.

The problem was that the manager, 
attempting to be too cute by half, 
had employed one of those digital 
backgrounds on his screen. Those 
backgrounds suck up bandwidth, so 
instead of being a clear communicator, 
his image was pixelating, his voice was 
cutting in and out and he was virtually 
unwatchable. In fact, the only clearly 
visible image was the background 
itself; and when the manager 
attempted to share his PowerPoint 
presentation on his screen, the entire 
screen locked up. What ensued was 10 
minutes of the manager attempting to 
get rid of the background, then logging 
off and finally being able to get back 
onto the meeting—by which point he 
had lost his audience, or its attention.

The manager forgot that Dons 
don’t wear shorts. He had important 
information to convey, but lost his 

chance to make it impactful because 
he was trying to take a too-cool, 
too-casual approach to the meeting. 
How often have you seen this since last 
year? I’ve experienced it myself, many 
times. There was the guy who logged 
onto a Zoom job interview for a sales 
position (he was the applicant) in a 
T-shirt and baseball cap, for example. 

Video calling is here to stay. I do not 
expect it to replace face-to-face selling 
(we human beings crave actual human 
contact), but the skills and technology 
will be part of our repertoire going 
forward, so we might as well do it right. 
The key to remember is that Zoom is 
merely another way to communicate 
messages—and your message should 
be the star, not the tech! Whether you’re 
a manager addressing your team or 
a salesperson attempting to make a 
sale, there are a few fundamental best 
practices you should employ:
• Forget the silly backgrounds. Yes, 

these platforms allow you to use 
a lot of cool backgrounds. When 
you use one, in many cases, the 
background itself becomes the 
star and you’re just in the way—or 
worse, the background eats up your 
bandwidth. Stick with a stationary 
background. Even a blank wall is 
fine, or your office or whatever. If you »
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want your company branding in it, 
make up a banner for a backdrop 
and use it, but the background 
should be a physical background 
and not an electronic one.

• Dress like a pro. Casualness is the 
enemy of persuasion; when you are 
presenting, you should look and 
dress the part. Dress and prep the 
same as you would for a live meeting 
or sales call.

• Get the camera at eye level. Looking 
down at the screen makes you look 
amateurish—whether you’re using 
a phone or a laptop, position it so 
that you are looking directly into the 
camera lens while looking straight 
ahead.

• Look into the camera lens, not the 
screen. This is the hardest to master, 
but very important. When you’re 

speaking, you should be looking 
at the camera lens – that means 
that you’re making eye contact with 
your recipient. Peripheral vision is a 
wonderful thing; you can always see 
their movements and expressions 
out of the corner of your eye, even 
when you’re looking at the lens.

• Get good sound. If they can’t 
hear you, they can’t buy from you. 
Make sure that you have a good 
microphone setup, if your device 
doesn’t already have a good 
microphone. Lavaliere or USB 
microphones are less than $100, 
which is a cheap investment.

• Practice. The best way to get 
good at anything is to practice 
and presentations are no different. 
Practice, practice, practice, until 
you know the tech, you know how to 

quickly share your screen without 
fumbling and you can handle all 
other aspects of the technological 
platform you’re using.

Remember – you want your video 
presentation to be just as professional 
as your live presentation, if not more so. 
Dons don’t wear shorts. Be a Don.

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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