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The only way to start this 
month is to say that the 
thoughts of everyone at 
INDEPENDENT DEALER 
are with the entire team at 
Essendant and, of course, 
its customers, suppliers 
and all those that have been 
affected by the ransomware 
attack the wholesaler 
experienced on March 6.

Coincidently, this is our 
annual technology issue, 
where we bring you the 
latest advances from the 
suppliers who help you 
keep ahead of the curve 
with your online offering 
and back-end accounting 
systems.

The unfortunate flipside 
to all of the benefits that 
these advances bring is 
that they leaves us open to 
attack from unscrupulous 
operators who take 
advantage of the fact 
that, for the most part, 
the way these systems 
operate is way beyond our 
understanding. 

These attacks are 
becoming increasingly 
common in our industry. 
There are three instances in 
this issue alone: in addition 

»

Editorial

The shape of 
things to come?

Rowan McIntyre, 
editor and publisher
rowan@idealercentral.com

Winner’s Circle

to the story about the 
Essendant attack on page 
18, Mike Tucker mentions 
a ransomware attack two 
years ago on ISSA in his 
article on page 30; and one 
of the dealers we talk to in 
our cover story on page 
32 also admits to having 
suffered such an attack.

It is therefore vital that we 
all ensure that our systems 
are up to date and staff fully 
trained to identify different 
types of phishing emails and 
other suspicious activity—
and know how to respond.

Hopefully Essendant 
will be back to full strength 
soon; but even when that 
happens it won’t be the 
end of the battle against 
cybercrime in the IDC—far 
from it, I’m afraid.

Ables-Land  
turns 60
After working for a local print and office products company 
in Tyler, Texas, Arnold Ables had a burning desire to open 
his own business. So, he and his wife, Agnes, sold their 
house and used the equity to buy a print shop, and on 
November 1, 1963, opened Ables-Land, Inc. The couple 
introduced office products in the early 1970s, and in 
the early 1980s they added furniture and built two more 
buildings: a 5,000-square-foot office furniture showroom 
and a 20,000-square-foot warehouse.

Today, 60 years after its founding, the company employs 
45 people and realizes annual sales of approximately $15 
million. Perhaps most impressive, however, it is owned and 
operated by the second generation of Ables, with the third 
generation standing ready and prepared to take the helm.

Because Tyler is a large medical community, the 
company sells to a lot of medical facilities as well as banks, 
lawyers, schools, and state and local government. The 
reason for the company’s success? “We’ve been blessed, 
and we take the business seriously,” says Ables-Land 
owner Gary Ables. “Our whole family works in the company, 
and we work hard.” They include his wife, Julie, and their 

http://cityofhope.org/nbpi
mailto:rowan%40idealercentral.com?subject=
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three sons, Chris, Cody and Cameron.
Gary also credits the company’s 

success to being open to growth 
opportunities. “Over 10 years 
ago, we bought one of our local 
competitors, and we bought another 
company in the neighboring town of 
Nacogdoches/Lufkin,” he explains. 
“Both companies sold office 
products, printing and furniture, so 
they were a natural fit for us. We are 
constantly looking out for [acquisition] 
opportunities that fit our model.”

Yet the owner also admits success 
hasn’t always come easy.

One of the key challenges facing 
Ables-Land will sound familiar to many in 
the IDC. “Amazon is a big competitor,” 
Gary acknowledges. “It’s a huge, huge 
threat not only to our business but just 
about every business in the world. 
The company is everywhere, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic really propelled 
it—the whole work-from-home thing 
played right into its hands.”

Yet Ables-Land has still found ways 
to compete. “You can’t compete on 
price; if you do, you will lose,” says 
Gary. “You can’t be the cheapest 
on everything because Amazon or 
someone else down the line will always 
be cheaper. So, we provide a lot of 
services Amazon can’t. We call it 
our ‘first-class, white glove personal 
service.’ For example, we have the best 
delivery people anywhere that go the 
extra mile. We sell a lot of copy paper, 
and copy paper is heavy. We deliver 
it wherever they want it, to an office or 
a closet. Sometimes, we even take it 
out of the box and stack it on shelves 
for them. It’s little things like that, and I 
think customers notice.”

In fact, he suggests some customers 
do more than merely notice: “Many 
customers are beginning to come 
back to looking for service. I think they 
are getting tired of stuff being loaded 
in UPS and dropped off damaged, 
not being what they ordered, or being »

Winner’s Circle

frustrated because they ordered the 
wrong thing. I think everyone would like 
good customer service if they could, 
and that is what we strive to provide.”

According to Gary, while COVID-19 
hit the company hard, he considers 
they were luckier than some; but he 
remains uncertain how the work model 
will evolve moving forward. “Being in 
Texas, they didn’t shut the state down 
right away, and they opened it back 
earlier than some, thank goodness,” he 
recalls. “Now, more people are back in 
the office, but it’s still not 100%. I don’t 
know if it ever will be. I think the ‘new 
normal’ will be people in the office three 
to four days, working from home one 
or two days, or not working at all. It’s 
a challenge. The business climate is 
tough, and we are not immune to it.”

Gary is also skeptical as to whether 
the “buy local” trend will help 
Ables-Land and other businesses 
meet these challenges. “I wish I could 
say people buying local was having a 
huge positive impact on our business, 
but I just don’t think it is,” he admits. 
“People talk a lot about it and I wish 
more would buy into it. I’d love it, as I 

think it could have a huge impact on 
independent businesses all over the 
world. I talk to customers about it, and 
they say ‘Yeah, yeah’; but at the end of 
the day, if most people can save $1, 
they will buy it online.”

 Still, Gary remains hopeful for 
the future. He and his wife plan to 
retire in the next few years and he is 
confident the company will be left in 
good hands. “We are working on our 
succession plan, and I am already 
taking a bit of a back seat and letting 
our sons run the company,” he 
explains. “They have worked here 
for a long time. I tell my customers, ‘If 
something happens to me tomorrow, 
there is nothing to worry about.’ They 
will be fine.”

Yet being an independently owned 
and operated family dealership for six 
decades can also make you a realist. 
“I have no idea what the next 60 years 
hold for Ables-Land,” Gary says. “It’s 
up to my sons to take it to the next 
level and see what they can do. It’d be 
great to see the company still around, 
in the hands of the fourth, fifth and 
even sixth generation.”

Left to right: Cody Ables, Julie Ables, Gary 
Ables, Chris Ables and Cameron Ables
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The Office Shop in Brainerd/Atkin was a major sponsor and 
participant in the Aitkin Chamber Winter Wonderama. The free 
event, sponsored by the Aitken Chamber of Commerce, featured 
a variety of winter sports for all ages, including snowshoe lessons, 
ice skating, snowman-building contests, snow bowling, obstacle 
courses and more. Hot chocolate, hotdogs and a s’mores station 
were available throughout the afternoon. The event culminated in 
a chili cookoff, with Mic Petrenko, The Office Shop’s Aiken store 
manager, representing the company.

“I am a chamber member and came up with the idea,” says 
Jodie Johnson, who owns The Office Shop with her husband, 
Scott. “We are in Minnesota and this time in winter people get 
a little stir crazy. So it’s a way to get people outside to get some 
fresh air and be active. It’s also a way to showcase all our parks 
have to offer and to showcase our local businesses, many of 
which helped sponsor the event along with us.”

While a local restaurant took first place in the Chili Cookoff, “we 
came close to winning,” says Jodie. Most importantly, a good 
time was had by all.

The Office Shop sponsors Winter Wonderama

®

WE EXTEND INDEPENDENT  
DEALERS’ REACH
“AOPD isn’t just contract access and national 
account ability.  AOPD makes your business 
stronger by having an incredible team behind 
it that allows you to grow your business.”
Justin Carpenter
Stationers, Inc / Smith & Butterfield
Huntington, WV 
AOPD Member since 1998

Join AOPD’s network of independent dealers where small businesses are superheroes.

Visit aopd.com/justin to continue reading why he chose to join AOPD

http://aopd.com/justin
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Blaisdell’s Business Products, Richmond, California, 
presented $1,000 checks to each of its six 2022 
Nonprofit Choice Award winners. This marks the fifth 
year of the annual awards, which are nominated by 
customers, with the winners voted on by Blaisdell’s 
employees. Also, in February, the company donated 
$2,500 to the Martin Luther King Jr Freedom Center in 
Oakland, California. 

“We do what we can,” says Michael Witt, Blaisell’s 
chief operating officer. “We have so many nonprofit 
customers in different marketplaces that we let 
Blaisdell’s 58 employees vote on the winners. This is the 
fourth year we also donated to the Marin Luther King Jr. 
Freedom Center. The organization does so much for the 
City of Oakland and really focuses on the youth.”

Blaisdell’s employees had their work cut out for them 
to select six winners from this year’s 46 nominees; but 
choose they did. This year’s six Nonprofit Choice Award 
winners and their mission by region are as follows:

• East Bay—BANANAS, Inc. has supported families 
in their parenting journey since 1974. Working 
in partnership with early education providers, 
BANANA’s mission is to partner with all types of 
families to raise happy, confident children.

• West Bay—San Francisco SPCA offers care and 
protection to animals in need and believes all cats 
and dogs deserve access to high-quality veterinary 
care. 

• South Bay— 4Cs of San Mateo County connects 
and empowers families, educators and childcare 
providers with resources today for a stronger San 
Mateo County tomorrow. 

• Sacramento—The Child Abuse Prevention 
Center is home to six nonprofit agencies working 
collaboratively to prevent child abuse.

• Southern California—Jewish Family Service of 
San Diego is committed to helping people of all 
backgrounds on their journey and empowering them 
with the tools, resources and support they need.

• Northern Nevada—Food for Thought is dedicated 
to helping hungry children in the community by 
providing food, solutions, resources and increased 
awareness to combat hunger.

Blaisdell’s Business 
Products presents 2022 
Nonprofit Choice Awards
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Integrated interior solutions firm 
dancker has acquired Columbia, 
Maryland-based Design Build 
Engineering Systems (DBE Systems), 
an integrated technology contractor 
focused on delivering solutions 
for connected technologies that 
communicate over copper, fiber and 
wireless to improve business workflow. 
The move expands the companies’ 
combined footprint throughout the 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic markets. 
DBE will do business as DBE Systems, 
powered by dancker.

 “As we work with our clients to create 
better work experiences that connect 
their hybrid teams, being able to deliver 
seamlessly integrated technology to 

dancker acquires 
DBE Systems

ensure engagement, presence and 
equity of remote team members is 
critical,” says Kevin Klier, dancker 
president. “Having the DBE Systems 
team join dancker further strengthens 
our ability to co-create destinations that 
maximize the flow between people and 
ideas to truly unleash creative human 
potential.”

According to Rick Winde, DBE 
co-founder: “DBE is excited to be 
joining forces with dancker, inspiring 
our clients to see their technology 
infrastructure as the backbone to their 
business needs and leveraging our 
combined expertise to optimize our 
clients’ spaces to their full potential, 
regardless of whether employees are 
at the workplace, working remotely or a 
hybrid of both.” 

dancker CEO Steven Lang is equally 
pleased with the merger: “The addition 

of DBE further strengthens dancker’s 
already formidable ability to integrate 
architectural, furniture, technology 
and logistics solutions as a trusted, 
single-source provider to corporate, 
government, education and healthcare 
facilities. DBE and dancker share 
the same philosophy—namely that 
integrating technology seamlessly 
into the workplace experience plays a 
critical role in the success of our clients’ 
businesses in a highly connected world. 
Given that shared sense of purpose, it 
simply made sense for the two firms to 
bring our talented teams together.” 

The almost 200-year-old dancker 
operates facilities in Somerville, New 
Jersey and Baltimore and Capitol 
Heights, Maryland. »

Stress #439,341: Our salespeople can’t 
easily see their customers’ order history.

Solution: GOPD

To discover your solution, call 
888.665.9593 or visit our 

website at gopd.com.

The most flexible dealer e-commerce 
& back office solution on the market.

http://gopd.com
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With employee contributions, campaign 
event fundraisers and a company match, 
Storey Kenworthy Office Products 
and Interiors, Des Moines, Iowa, has 
contributed $38,436.10 to United Way of 
Central Iowa.

To kick off the drive, the company held 
a breakfast in exchange for donations, 
during which leaders educated the team 

Storey Kenworthy 
contributes to 
United Way of 
Central Iowa

regarding United Way’s community 
contributions. Storey Kenworthy also 
hosted a volunteer time-off event to allow 
employees to donate time to United Way 
efforts. Several employees chose to help 
at Meals from the Heartland, a United 
Way-supported nonprofit in Des Moines. 
The bulk of the funding came from 
employees electing to donate, with the 
company matching all funds raised.

“We have partnered with United Way 
for many years,” says Nicole Boyington, 
a partner at Storey Kenworthy’s 
contract-furnishing sister company 
Workspace and executive director of 
the Storey Kenworthy & Workspace 
Foundation. “The issues many 
communities face are complex and 
deeply intertwined; so we must look to 
experts with knowledge, connections 
and resources in these areas. This is 
where United Way shines. In supporting 
them, we can affect change in our 

communities, providing essential needs, 
childhood and educational success, 
economic opportunities, and health and 
wellbeing.”

According to Lincoln Dix, Storey 
Kenworthy’s vice president: “Our family 
and ownership believe it is our duty to 
give back to the community we live in so 
that our communities are thriving for our 
employees, customers and partners. 
It has long been part of our history to 
prioritize making a positive impact 
not only with our financial resources, 
but also by getting ourselves and our 
employees out into the community to 
make a physical impact with time as 
well… In supporting United Way, we can 
cast the widest ‘net’ to effect change in 
many critical areas in our community. 
We are lucky to have a team of leaders 
and employees that fully embrace giving 
back, and we are all fortunate to have this 
embedded in our company culture.” »



Ultimate Security, Zero Jams,
Maximized Shredding.

T H E  L X  S E R I E S
Your shredder should work with you, not against you. The Fellowes®️ 

LX Series shredders redefine efficiency with extended run times, 

maximum security and 100% jam proof technology.

T H E  W O R L D ’ S  T O U G H E S T  S H R E D D E R S ®



MARCH/APRIL 2023 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 14

Winner’s Circle

Fireside Office Solutions, Bismarck, 
North Dakota, is the proud sponsor 
of the new Fireside Office Solutions 
Dugout Club in Bismarck Municipal 
Ballpark, home to the Bismarck Larks 
baseball team.

The new Fireside Office Solutions 
Dugout Club is a private area next to the 
Fireside Office Solutions Party Deck. 
The dugout area seats up to 45 people 
and includes group-style high-top 
tables and a bar drinks rail with seats 
right next to the field. Tickets to the 
area include five innings of all-inclusive 

Fireside Office 
Solutions goes out 
to bat for Bismark 
Larks and sponsors 
a jeans drive

ballpark food, water and soda; and 
five tabs per ticket that can be used for 
beer, wine, access to the Fun Zone, a 
free Larks hat and/or free popcorn. The 
area will also feature a private appetizer 
table and wait staff service.

“We’ve read group experience 
surveys the last few summers, and 
while groups love their experiences 
at Larks games, one suggestion for 
improvement has been for more private 
areas for smaller group sizes,” says 
Aaron Guerrero, Larks vice president of 
ticket sales and experience. “We always 
want to improve the fan experience and 
this is just another exciting improvement 
to build the best experience possible no 
matter your group’s size.”

However, the park is in no way 
neglecting larger groups: the 
reimagined Fireside Office Solutions 
Party Deck now seats 200 and, park 
officials say, is the best-value seat in the 

ballpark. The deck offers group-style 
seating; a free all-inclusive buffet; and 
three tabs per ticket, which can be 
used for beer, wine, access to the Fun 
Zone, a Larks promotional hat and/or 
popcorn—all for $37 per ticket.

In separate news, the Fireside Office 
Solutions Culture Club visited Great 
Plains Food Bank and Youthworks 
to drop off the company’s Jeans 
Week donations. Each quarter, the 
Culture Club selects and donates to a 
nonprofit. Fireside employees donated 
$2,553 in 2022 and have contributed 
more than $6,475 since starting the 
program in 2020. »

mailto:sales%40jpcooke.com?subject=
http://www.cookedealer.com
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INDEPENDENT DEALER was contacted recently by Kendall Smith, VP of the 
Office Products Division at Barefield Workplace Solutions in Jackson, Mississippi, 
who has set up a “retro” area in his office at the company’s downtown dealership.

All of the items also carry a special sentimental value for Kendall as they have 
been gathered over two generations working in the industry. His father started 
working for Barefield, one of the 50 original North American Steelcase dealers, in 
the mid-1950s and assembled the Steelcase 1400 series “tank desk” from spare 
parts. Discovering the desk while clearing out a storage building at home gave 
Kendall the idea to create the area.

Eagle-eyed industry veterans will also spot:
• a Steelcase Series C130 chair (from long before ergonomics became an issue!);
• a manual Royal typewriter that Kendall and his brother used while growing up;
• the Bates model AW List Finder he used when he started in the industry 46 

years ago; 
• a Rolodex V-File; and
• a Swingline solid steel hole punch and 747 stapler

Also on the desk is a desk lamp that was on his bed as a child; the rotary phone 
the family used from the 1950s through to the 1980s; a softball autographed by all 
the members of a Barefield-sponsored softball team Kendall coached 30 years 
ago; and the very same pink order pad he used when he first started in outside 
sales at Barefield. The top page shows the first order he received in March 1976, 
which was for one dozen black Bic Account Fine pens!

Kendall followed his father into Barefield in 1975, starting in the stock room 
and working his way into sales and then sales management; he ultimately 
purchased the company from Mr. Barefield in 1996. He sold to Workplace 
Solutions 18 years ago, agreeing to stay on in his current position. His wonderful 
office space is testament to a life served in the IDC and we thank him for sharing 
it with our readers.

Step back in time…

Winner’s Circle

NOT AN ADVERTISER? 
Start Next Month

GOT AN ARTICLE IDEA? 
We Want To Hear About It.

Call Rowan 
(703) 531-8507

NOT A  
SUBSCRIBER? 
Sign Up Now
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http://idealercentral.com
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When you see Spry, Inc.’s logo, Jeff 
Williams—chairman and CEO of the 
Anderson, Indiana-based dealer—
hopes it reminds you of two things: 
“Spry, like an older gentleman kicking 
up his heels. Our industry is great, but 
sometimes it gets stuck in old ways. 
The Spry logo represents a company in 
an old industry that keeps innovating. 
The fox represents being quick, nimble 
and creative in the way we meet client 
needs.”

Interestingly, the way Spry meets 
clients’ needs is entirely online—
although it hasn’t always been that way.

A fast start
“My neighbor, Frank Franks, owned 
Financial Forms and Systems, a 
mainly print company that was doing 
about $800,000 in sales annually,” 
Jeff recalls. “When I graduated from 
college, I was looking for a sales job. 
He hired me instead to work in the 
warehouse but said I could make sales 
once I had finished my warehouse 
work. Not long after, and still eager to 
get into sales, I suggested we offer 
more promotional and office products 
to make it a one-stop shop.”

Jeff realized the best way to expand 
was through e-commerce. In less 
than a year, the company had all its 

offerings—including office products, 
custom printing and promotional 
apparel—online. “Within a year, I knew 
we were onto something,” Jeff says. 
And he was right.

“Within three years, the company 
had doubled its sales to $1.6 million,” 
he continues. “By year eight, when I 
bought out the owner, sales were up 
to $3.3 million. This year, we should hit 
$23 million; four years from now, we 
hope to be at $50 million.”

Part of the growth has come through 
acquisitions: the company has made 10 
in recent years, and Jeff says an 11th 
is “in the works.” The other part of the 
company’s growth has resulted from 
precisely what the Spry logo stands for: 
innovation and creative flexibility.

Branching out
Eight years ago, the company founded 
Standing Ovation Group to further 
broaden its print and promotional 
offerings. “This gave us the creative 
part to be a full-service agency,” Jeff 
says. “We can do it all now: we create 
content; we have a digital library; 
and we shoot and produce videos.” 
In 2019, the company consolidated 
Financial Forms and Systems and 
Standing Ovation Group under the 
current Spry umbrella.

Poised for success
When asked what is responsible for 
Spry’s continued success, Jeff doesn’t 
hesitate: “The people and the culture 
we’ve developed are number one. 
Second is innovation. You can hear in 
our story that we’ve had to innovate. It’s 
been hard work—even painful at times; 
but it is the reason we are growing.”

Jeff elaborates on other key growth 
factors for the company: “The logistics 
are better for customers when they 
consolidate five or six print vendors 
into one. Think how much they are 

Headquartered: Anderson, 
Indiana
Number of employees: 55
Top management: Jeff Williams, 
chairman and CEO; Marty 
Anderson, president; John 
Schneider, chief operating officer
Annual sales: $23 million
Main wholesaler: S.P. Richards
Online business: 100%

saving on shipping. The old way is 
to have products coming in from all 
different places. We have multiple 
warehouses, so all the products can 
come from one vendor: us. They 
get the print, promotional and office 
products in one shipment, and we ship 
them together, so it’s better logistics 
for us. Also, our reporting helps. Data 
is king! Anything our customers want 
to know, they can just log in to our site 
and find the information they need by 
department, cost center or individual. 
We have people switch to us just for 
our reporting.”

Looking ahead— 
and perhaps to buy
Jeff is highly optimistic about what lies 
ahead for Spry. “I know 2023 is going to 
be a good year,” he says. “Our growth 
is based on organic sales and mergers 
and acquisitions. If organic sales are 
down, M&As are up. M&As are a little 
slower when prices are up; now prices 
are down a bit, so M&As are up. But we 
are selective. I don’t care if a company 
we might acquire is print, promo or 
office supplies. If we buy a promotional 
company, we’ll bring in office supplies 
and print. If we buy an office products 
company, we’ll upsell print and 
promotions. It doesn’t matter how we do 
it, as long as the company is a cultural 
fit. That’s first and foremost.”

Secrets of Success

Company info

Jeff Williams

SPRY Inc., Anderson, Indiana
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Are you ready for our industry’s highly 
anticipated Event of the Year? 

You don’t want to miss this opportunity to 
join with ISG Members, Suppliers, and 
Industry Partners to reconnect, strategize 
and unlock knowledge around the latest 
industry trends and developments.

Together with our Members, Suppliers and 
Industry Partners, ISG has created a week 
of must-attend events in the Big Easy:

SAVE THIS DATE!
October 8-11

2023

Location: 
Hilton New Orleans Riverside and the 

Ernest N. Morial Convention Center, 
New Orleans, LA 

We Are Excited to Announce The Largest
Business Products Industry Event of the Year –

Industry Week ’23!

Add these dates to your calendar now
and make plans to attend Industry Week ’23 this October!

Can’t Wait to See Everyone There!

� Networking opportunities in a collegial atmosphere.
� Educational seminars that will increase your sales and profitability.
� Members and Suppliers together, in one great place, at this 

once-a-year tradeshow.
� Members can learn about new products and promotions. 
� Suppliers have a great opportunity to showcase these new 

offerings and specials.
� Sharing ideas and encouraging success while facing the 

ever-changing business climate.

Photo credits: Chris Granger, Todd Coleman, Joyce Bracey–NewOrleans.com
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If you have news to share - email it to  
rowan@idealercentral.com

»

Industry wholesaler Essendant was hit 
by a major ransomware cyberattack on 
March 6, causing an almost complete 
systems outage. The attack impacted 
most of its applications and day-to-day 
operations for customers, suppliers 
and associates. As INDEPENDENT 
DEALER went to press, the company 
claimed that most of its operations 
and systems were again available to 
customers, although it was still in the 
process of recovering full functionality.

Initially described as “a significant 
network-wide outage,” the company 
confirmed the nature of the attack in 
an update on its website at 3:00 p.m. 
Central Time on March 16. This was 
shortly after specialist publication 

Essendant hit 
by major cyber 
attack

Bleeping Computer reported that 
ransomware gang LockBit had 
claimed responsibility for hacking into 
Essendant’s network. Essendant’s 
update said it was “continuing to 
investigate the validity of these claims.” 
It is also believed to have engaged 
the services of FTI Consulting, a 
business advisory firm headquartered 
in Washington, DC which specializes in 
cybersecurity.

The update also detailed how 
Essendant reacted to the attack.

“Immediately upon discovering the 
incident, [we] took systems offline 
to contain the incident, initiated an 
investigation, and engaged third-party 
forensics and cybersecurity experts 
to assist in our remediation and 
investigative efforts,” it stated. “We are 
in contact with law enforcement about 
the incident and are cooperating with 
their investigation.”

The wholesaler added that the attack 
was limited to its own network and 

that it disrupted “certain systems and 
operations for customers, suppliers, 
carriers and our associates.” It did not 
comment on whether any customer 
data had been compromised.

Essendant staff have been working 
hard since the onset of the attack to 
restore systems. At the time of going 
to press, Essendant had been able 
to restore some limited order entry 
and self-serve capabilities through its 
Empower system, plus email-based 
customer support. EDI customers 
were able to restart transactions on the 
morning of Monday, March 20. It had 
also restarted limited pick, pack and 
ship operations. The wholesaler warned, 
however, that “due to the expected 
high order volumes, [customers] could 
experience longer shipment times.”

Essendant customers are urged to 
follow updates on the wholesaler’s 
website for full details and the latest 
developments on the progress of the 
recovery process.

mailto:rowan%40IDealerCentral.com?subject=
mailto:news%40IDealerCentral.com?subject=
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It’s time to add style  
to hygiene.

Reimagine the look and feel of your restrooms with  
Kimberly-Clark Professional™ ICON™ Faceplates.

To learn more, please contact your Kimberly-Clark Professional  

Sales Representative or visit marketplace.kcprofessional.com. 

Contact Customer Service: 1-800-241-3146

Create and order 

custom faceplates

Customize your  
own faceplates

Six designer 
faceplate options

http://marketplace.kcprofessional.com
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IOPFDA thought leaders to 
gather in Washington
As revealed in the last issue of 
INDEPENDENT DEALER, IOPFDA is 
holding a slightly different “fly-in” event 
in Washington, DC later this month 
at which industry representatives will 
meet members of Congress.

The Workplace Solutions Summit 
will take place on March 28-30. It is an 
opportunity for IDC representatives to 
meet with elected leaders to discuss 
critical issues facing the industry—
and to educate them on how their 
policies impact bottom lines and the 
ability to grow.

During the three-day event, 
participants will hear from industry 
leaders and policymakers; network 
with their peers; and advocate for 
solutions to the challenges facing small 
businesses in the IDC. The summit is 

being sponsored by AOPD, Clover 
Imaging, Essendant, Independent 
Suppliers Group and S.P. Richards.

To increase the efficiency and 
success of the 2023 Workplace 
Solutions Summit, IOPFDA has shifted 
the format to an invitation-only event 
for nearly two dozen members of the 
IOPFDA advisory board and supportive 
dealers from past years. The goal is 
to advocate for issues impacting the 
industry, strategize on future in-person 
events, and develop an effective 
grassroots program that engages 
dealers and clients on both the state 
and federal levels.

“As the association tirelessly works to 
promote and protect the industry, the 
Workplace Solutions Summit is one of 
the key opportunities to sit down face 

to face with policymakers and let them 
know what’s important to the industry,” 
said IOPFDA director of government 
affairs Paul Miller. “This is more critical 
than ever before as Washington 
continues to be divided and the 
industry competes with the noise and 
politics of the Beltway, and also with 
those who oppose the issues important 
to our businesses.”

“We would like to thank the 
sponsors for taking a leadership role 
in advocating for industry-critical 
small business issues,” said IOPFDA 
executive director Mike Tucker. “Without 
their support, the industry would not 
have a seat at the table in important 
policy decisions. The event is a moment 
for us to be heard and to make a 
difference in the future of the industry.”

»

Domtar completes Resolute acquisition
Paper Excellence-owned Domtar 
has closed its acquisition of 
Resolute Forest Products, 
first revealed in last month’s 
INDEPENDENT DEALER.

The $2.7 billion deal was pitched 
to Resolute at the end of January 
2022—just two months after Paper 
Excellence acquired Domtar—and 
then announced a few months later 
in July.

In order to satisfy the requirements 
of the Canadian Competition 
Bureau, Paper Excellence agreed 
to sell two facilities post-closing: 
the Domtar Dryden mill in northern 
Ontario and Resolute’s Thunder Bay 
operations. It was announced earlier 
this week that Dryden had been sold 
to personal care and packaging 
company First Quality.
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THE ANSWER
IS ALWAYS
NAVIGATOR

navigator-usa.com

Navigator Platinum Digital
It’s time to print in high definition! 
• Excellent print contrast
• Microporous surface for fast ink drying
• Extra thick and opaque for duplex printing
• 99 Bright
• Now with UHD Formula

Ideal for: Presentations, Color graphics, Sales & Marketing 
collateral, Reports and other color intensive printed materials.

20lb | 24lb | 28lb | 32lb

Need a versatile paper? Want your documents to have outstanding images? 
 Wish for a sustainable but efficient solution?  
 Whatever your printing needs are, there’s always a Navigator for you.

Navigator Premium Multipurpose
Trusted performance that always delivers! 
• 99.99% paper jam-free
• Improved surface for optimal color contrast
• Multifunctional for every use
• 97 Bright

Ideal for: Letters, Invoices, Receipts, Memos, Statements, 
Agreements and other daily printed materials.

20lb | 24lb

Ask us about product availability and our extensive support sizes range:
ricardo.ferreira@thenavigatorcompany.com

http://navigator-usa.com
mailto:ricardo.ferreira%40thenavigatorcompany.com?subject=
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HNI to acquire 
Kimball
In a major M&A deal in the workplace 
furnishings sector, HNI is to acquire 
fellow supplier Kimball International.

The two manufacturers have entered 
into a definitive agreement under which 
HNI will acquire all the outstanding 
shares of Kimball International in a 
cash and stock transaction valued at 
approximately $485 million. Including 
debt, the deal gives Kimball an 
enterprise value of $531 million.

Outlining the rationale for the 
acquisition, HNI pointed to Kimball’s 
strengths in secondary and tertiary 
geographies in the United States and 

its expertise in ancillary furnishings. 
Both of these factors, said the HON 
brand owner, would position it well for 
post-pandemic working trends.

The deal solidifies HNI’s place 
as the fourth-largest global office 
furniture manufacturer, after Steelcase, 
MillerKnoll and Haworth.

HNI CEO Jeff Lorenger will head the 
enlarged entity. Kimball CEO Kristie 

Juster will remain in her current role 
until the transaction is finalised.

The combined pro forma annual 
revenue of the businesses is $3.1 
billion, with 66 percent (about $2 
billion) from the workplace furnishings 
segment. This includes the healthcare 
vertical, where Kimball’s strong 
market presence will be highly 
complementary. »

http://www.leeproducts.com
mailto:info%40leeproducts.com?subject=
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Fellowes Brands has said it will transition its two contract 
furnishing businesses to the group’s brand name this year.

The firm formed a Contract Interiors unit in June 2020, 
shortly after COVID-19 hit. This unified the Trendway and ESI 
brands (acquired in 2019 and 2017 respectively) under a 
single functional team.

Now, the company has announced that both of these 
names will transition to the Fellowes brand in the first half of 
2023. In addition, during the course of the year, Fellowes 
said it will expand its name beyond workspace products to 
a broader range of “WorkLife” solutions—including modular 
walls, select furniture, business machines, commercial air 
purification systems and commercial-grade workspace 
products and capabilities.

Following on from the theme of “It’s Beginning” that was 

Fellowes announces 
contract furniture and 
branding developments

used at NeoCon 2022, the company is running a campaign 
in 2023 called “ONE Fellowes. Unleashing What’s Next”.

“Our goal is to operate as one company, with the same 
standard across all touchpoints of our brand,” said CEO 
John Fellowes.

Jan/san and facilities reseller network Envoy Solutions 
has bought two companies based in Arizona, including a 
manufacturer.

The two acquired businesses are Accurate Chemical and 
GPMI.

Accurate, founded in 2002, offers a complete line of 
professional-grade cleaning, sanitation and hygiene 
solutions to the hospitality and healthcare industries. It 
serves customers in the Southwest and Pacific Coast region 
of the United States.

GPMI manufactures home care, automotive and 
disinfecting wipes, both branded and private labels. Its 
products are sold to major retailers and to distributors in the 
consumer market across the country. GPMI’s manufacturing 
capabilities complement chemical blending operations at 
Envoy Solutions’ existing regional companies, including 
Next-Gen, Daycon and North Woods.

Envoy Solutions 
acquires in Arizona

»V I S I T  W W W. A C M E K E Y. C A

A C M E  L O C K  &  K E Y  T O R O N T O

F A S T  S H I P P I N G 
C A N A D A , U S A  
&  W O R L D W I D E

OFFICE FURNITURE KEYS, 
LOCKS & PARTS

http://www.acmekey.ca
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Eli Erny joins 
Highlands as 
e-commerce account 
manager
International sales, marketing and 
e-commerce agency Highlands is 
pleased to announce that Eli Erny has 
joined Highlands as an e-commerce 
account manager. In this role, Eli 
will help develop digital strategies 
that increase brand awareness and 
drive prospects to conversion across 
leading platforms.

“Eli’s experience in brand 
management and consulting, market 
research and design strategy will 
assist in driving success for Highlands’ 
clients,” said Kristin Stevens, the firm’s 
VP e-commerce. “We are excited for Eli 
to join our team of digital specialists and 
be a part of our success.” 

“I am excited to join Highlands and 
be part of a growing company making 
an impact in digital marketing across 
a variety of industries,” said Erny. “I 
believe we can help clients win through 
comprehensive analysis, clear goals 
and growth-oriented strategies.”

While celebrating a record-breaking year 
for growth at its national sales meeting, 
commercial office furniture manufacturer  
AIS announced promotions for two sales 
team members, Justin Brzostowski and 
Anthony Heim.

Brzostowski, a five-year veteran of AIS, was 
named director of sales for the New York and 
New Jersey markets to oversee sales and 
accelerate the company’s regional growth 
strategy for the area; and Heim was promoted 
to the position of senior territory manager for 
North and South Carolina and Tennessee, 
overseeing that region’s sales strategy. He has 
13 years of experience in the contract furniture 
industry, with nearly five years of them at AIS 
selling, designing and installing commercial 
interiors, often going the extra mile to provide 
exceptional customer service.

“AIS is a company which foremost values 
its people and culture. We are excited to 
promote these exceptionally successful sales 
representatives to leadership positions that 
are an extension of our brand as we remain 
focused on serving our remarkable dealers,” 
said Ben Maxwell, senior vice president of 
sales for the eastern United States.

AIS promotes two sales team members

Private equity firms Platinum Equity and Bain 
Capital have engineered a mega-merger in the 
chemicals and cleaning solutions sector.

Bain, the majority shareholder of Diversey, 
and Platinum, which owns chemicals company 
Solenis, have agreed to merge the two 
businesses. The $4.6 billion deal will effectively see Diversey acquired by 
Solenis in what is described as a “go private” transaction.

Headquartered in Wilmington, Delaware, Solenis is a leading 
manufacturer of specialty chemicals used in water-intensive industries. It 
was acquired by Platinum Equity in 2021. The group has 49 manufacturing 
facilities around the globe and employs more than 6,500 people in 130 
countries.

Bain took Diversey private in a $3.2 billion deal with Sealed Air in 2017, 
recouping some of that outlay in an initial public offering four years later. 
Based in South Carolina, Diversey serves more than 85,000 customers in 
over 80 countries and has around 9,000 staff members.

Diversey to be acquired

»
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»

North American jan/san and facilities 
giant Imperial Dade has announced 
the opening of two new distribution 
centers.

The first of these is a 102,000 square 
foot logistics hub, plus office space, 
in Las Vegas. The Las Vegas market 
has been identified as “essential” to 
Imperial Dade’s strategic plans, and 

Jan/san and PPE manufacturer Hospeco Brands Group 
has announced an acquisition in Canada.

Hospeco has purchased Innocore, an Ontario-based 
maker of premoistened, non-woven, surface and personal 
wipes, and other hand care products—which include the 
Touch Point and Certainty brands in the U.S. and Canada, 
respectively. The U.S. firm said the acquisition—effectively 
immediately—will enable its customers to gain access to 
these “high-quality formulations” that have broad brand 
recognition in both countries. It will also enable Innocore 
clients to gain access to Hospeco’s full line of personal 
care, cleaning and protection products for sale to the 
away-from-home market.

The Innocore unit will continue to operate under its own 
name, with its full management team running the business 
under the Hospeco umbrella. Existing customers of both 

Acquisition for Hospeco

Imperial Dade opens distribution 
centers, triples down in Canada

Glenn Ziegler, president of the reseller’s 
western region, said growth there had 
been “explosive” recently.

Imperial Dade has also confirmed 
the opening of another, larger, location 
in Orlando, Florida. The site—built in 
cooperation with logistics firm Prologis—
includes a built-to-suit 380,000 square 
foot warehouse and office space not far 

from Orlando International Airport.
“This new facility will greatly 

enhance our ability to service our 
central Florida customers. It will 
allow for increased efficiencies in 
our operations and the expansion of 
the products that are available to our 
customers,” said branch manager 
Rick Tabit.

Meanwhile, the company has 
announced three acquisitions in its 
growing Canadian business.

The private equity-backed jan/
san and facilities supplies reseller 
entered the Canadian market last year 
when it bought Veritiv’s operations 
in the country for $190 million. Now, 
it has added three local distributors: 
Servicorp Industrial Supplies and 
Solutions Sherby (both in Quebec), 
and Toronto-based Action Paper & 
Packaging.

The transactions represent the 
60th, 61st and 62nd acquisitions by 
Imperial Dade over the past 15 years. 
No financial details of any of the deals 
were disclosed.

entities will continue to work with the sales and customer 
service teams with which they are already accustomed, it 
was noted.

Innocore controls every aspect of manufacturing at 
two facilities totaling 82,000 square feet, with in-house 
converting, saturating, sealing and packaging. The 
company produces Health Canada, EPA and FDA 
registered wipe products.

“The addition of Innocore to Hospeco Brands Group 
provides us with a stronger Canadian infrastructure, which 
in turn allows us to better support our current Canadian 
distribution partners,” said Bill Hemann, EVP of Hospeco 
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INDEPENDENT DEALER was 
saddened to learn that office products 
rep group pioneer Al Autry passed 
away towards the end of 2022.

Al enjoyed an incredible 63-year 
career spanning eight decades. It 
began in 1959, when he was hired by 
manufacturer representative group 
Carl Draper, where his father Jack 
also worked at the time. Al became 
manager of Carl Draper in 1968 and 
then sole owner four years later.

In 1966, Al was elected president of 
the Golden State Travelers Club; and in 
1970 he chaired the NOPA convention 
and exhibition in Las Vegas.

In 1973, Al teamed up with Jerry 
Jones and Bill O’Conner to create 
Tri-West Associates, spanning 13 

states in the western U.S. He sold 
his stake in Tri-West to his business 
partners in 1990, keeping the Hawaii 
and Pacific accounts. This allowed 
him to work independently through the 
firm and have more free time to travel, 
which was one of his great passions.

He eventually ended his relationship 
with Tri-West in 2001, but continued on 
his own with some of Hawaii and all of 
the Pacific.

As his wife, Molly Gordon, notes: “Al 
always joked that he quit going to sales 
meetings for his vendors back in 2000 
because they would see how old he 
was! Between him and his father Jack, 
they covered over 100 years in the OP 
industry.

“In 2001, he gave into the idea of the 

internet and got email, but until his last 
day, he still used a typewriter for his 
correspondence. He was meticulous 
with follow through and always sent a 
short ‘Thank you’ for all orders. He was 
a true gentleman and a mentor to many 
who came and went during his long 
tenure.”

INDEPENDENT DEALER extends its 
deepest sympathies to Molly and all of 
Al’s family.

In memoriam: Al Autry

Al Autry

We l i ke  to  keep  i t

SIM
PLE

Office Partners is a family-oriented independent dealer 

buying group, and while we’re THE best fit for small to 

medium dealers, our members range from startups to 

large dealerships. Simply contact:

Matthew Hebert

205.640.4270

matthew@officepartners.com

Lower prepaids

Lower minimums
We work on better pricing instead of higher rebates! 
You get the money upfront and don’t have to wait 
on it.

Annual One on One Show for  
all dealers October 22-24, 2023
We make it simple; you buy from who you want and 
how.  We are here to help you get the best deal.

NO Contract! You get three months of free dues, 
and only a $55 application fee. If our group doesn’t 
work for you, we understand, and it costs you 
nothing to leave. 

In Memoriam

mailto:matthew%40officepartners.com?subject=
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Small businesses need 
same big business perks

»

Some people reading this may 
conclude I am off my rocker. That 
may be the case, but when it comes 
to supporting small businesses in this 
country, this article is spot on. 

In March 2020, the country was 
rocked by the rapid spread of 
COVID-19, which led to it being 
shut down; or—should I say—led 
the country to only shut down small 
businesses. While the country was 
masking up and social distancing, 
local governments were telling 

IOPFDA Focus

people to stay home and for small 
businesses to close. What these same 
local governments didn’t do is tell the 
big boys to do the same. Walmart 
remained open. Home Depot remained 
open. Target remained open. You get 
the point. 

To its credit, Congress got some 
wise advice from someone, and they 
quickly (and inefficiently) created the 
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), 
which was a guaranteed forgivable 
“loan” for anyone who qualified, with 

lots of strings attached. As nice as this 
gesture was, it wasn’t enough; nor was 
it the right approach. We didn’t need to 
waste trillions of dollars. We needed to 
give money to those small businesses, 
which generate the jobs and tax 
revenue, and not give it to everyone 
who didn’t need it. Congress wasn’t 
so concerned about small businesses 
as it was about the number of lost jobs 
and what that would do to the overall 
economy if they didn’t act. 

Congress later implemented the 
Employee Retention Tax Credit (ERTC), 
which was another program designed 
to keep people employed so that 
the global economy wouldn’t tank. 
Congress quickly changed its mind 
on the need for this program when we 
started to see COVID-19 restrictions 

By: Paul A. Miller, legislative counsel, IOPFDA
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ease and the country begin to reopen. 
Instead on keeping its promise to 
small businesses, government did 
what it’s best at: it pulled the rug right 
out from underneath us by eliminating 
the fourth-quarter ERTC payments in 
favor of funding what was deemed an 
infrastructure package. Some duped 
people into believing this money was 
going to help build roads and bridges 
when in reality, this was really a social 
infrastructure bill. This left small 
businesses again scrambling to figure 
out ways to keep their doors open.

All of this is water under the bridge 
now. We cannot go backwards, only 
forwards. Small businesses have dealt 
with a lot of challenges since 2020. 
We have seen many longtime small 
businesses close their doors because 

IOPFDA Focus

»

they couldn’t make it. We saw others 
barely get by. Today small businesses 
are still seeing challenges as they try 
to get back to pre-pandemic levels. 
This is where IOPFDA believes the 
Federal government can step in and 
begin to provide some equity, just as 
the Administration has done for our 
large counterparts. It’s no secret our 
large counterparts find every loophole 
possible in the tax system to minimize 
their exposure. I can’t blame them—it’s 
all legal. We’d do the same if the tax 
code was written to equally support 
small businesses. The problem is, it’s 
not. The federal government needs to 
generate revenue from someone. It  
just happens to be on the backs of the 
job creators.

IOPFDA is trying to force Congress’s 
hand. During the pandemic, when the 
PPP loans were not enough to keep our 
doors open, small businesses turned 
to Economic Injury Disaster Loans 
backed by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA). Those loans are 
now falling due, and these payments 
are causing hardship for many small 
businesses which are still not back on 
their feet.

To help small businesses, IOPFDA 
has drafted legislation which would 
forgive these loans. But don’t get 
too excited. In order for us to have a 
chance of getting this through a divided 
Congress, we had to narrowly tailor it to 
help those who needed it the most.

How it would work:
• Eligible businesses must: 
 •  be a small business concern as 

defined by the SBA size standards;
 •  Employ 500 or fewer employees;
 •  Demonstrate at least a 20 percent 

reduction in gross revenue in 2022 
relative to the same 2019 quarter;

 •  Have a revenue not greater than 
$10 million; and

 •  Have been in business for 
minimum of three-years prior 

to the pandemic and show 
economic viability.

• The maximum loan size 
forgiveness would be $1 million.

• The offset would come from 
unspent COVID-19 relief funds.

• Annual revenue does not include 
money secured through the PPP 
loan program or others.

• Annual revenue includes only 
those funds generated through the 
business activities.

This isn’t a perfect fix, but it will go 
a long way toward helping the job 
creators and the economic engines 
in this country get back to growing 
rather than struggling. Some will 
argue we can’t afford it. We can! Our 
proposal uses unspent COVID-19 
relief dollars still in the system. This 
isn’t new spending but spending 
already approved by Congress. That 
does make a difference.

Some will also argue that we need 
to take those unspent COVID-19 
dollars and put them towards the 
deficit. In a perfect world I might 
agree with you, but anyone who has 
been around Washington knows that 
unspent dollars mean someone will 
find a way to spend them and justify 
it. My answer is: why not us?

We have found a champion in Rep. 
Carol Miller (R-WV), a small business 
owner herself and the one member of 
Congress who fought tirelessly in the 
last Congress to reinstate the ERTC 
tax credit for small businesses. We 
are just at the starting line in this effort, 
but with your help and support, we 
can get this to the president’s desk 
for his signature. Big businesses are 
still getting help post COVID-19. Why 
shouldn’t we get the same help? After 
all, without us there is a true global 
crisis.

Small businesses can’t just be the 
priority during election year. We need 
to be a priority every year!
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Cyberattacks… The silent killer! 

About two years ago, IOPFDA 
started a Technology Committee to 
focus on technology challenges and 
opportunities for the IDC. One of the 
key objectives of the group was to 
raise awareness of the dangers of 
cyberattacks and the importance of a 
plan for protecting your business.

Last week Essendant was rocked by 
a cyberattack causing disruption for 
manufacturers, dealers and consumers 
across the industry. Essendant has 
always been a leader in technological 
innovation and we are hopeful that it 
will recover quickly. 

IOPFDA Focus

About two years ago, ISSA was 
hacked; but thanks to the protections 
built into its systems, a strong IT 
team and cyber insurance, the 
impact on the association and its 
members was insignificant. While 
large and high-profile companies 
garner the most media attention 
as cybercrime victims, small and 
medium-sized businesses are squarely 
in the cybercriminals’ crosshairs and 
account for nearly 50 percent of all 
cybercrimes. Cyberattacks now cost 
small companies $200,000 on average, 
putting many out of business.

IOPFDA has recorded two 
educational webinars that are posted 
on our website www.iopfda.org:
• Cyber Security for SMBs—How to 

protect yourself
• Cyber Attacks—Is your business 

protected?

Learn more about these issues that affect 
your business and how you can protect 
yourself:
• unpatched server and software 

vulnerabilities;
• account takeovers;
• malware and ransomware;
• social engineering and email spoofing;
• viruses; and
• cloud stack, shadow IT and mobility 

vulnerabilities. 

We have a new session planned for 
the second quarter. Please check our 
website and newsletter for updates.

There will also be a special session 
for GSA vendors focused on new 
requirements for federal contract 
holders. The topics we will highlight 
include compliance with supply 
chain risk management; zero trust 
architecture; and the cybersecurity 
maturity model (CMMC 2.0). 
Understanding these requirements 
and the degree of compliance 
required to remain eligible for federal 
bids and contracts is crucial for the 
vendor community.   

Lastly, as many of you are aware, 
IOPFDA, through its partnership 
with ISSA, the Worldwide Cleaning 
Association, offers health insurance as 
well as other business insurance for 
our members. We are currently beta 
testing a cyber insurance platform 
that we’re hopeful will be another level 
of protection for our members… Stay 
tuned and beware the silent killer!

By: Mike Tucker

http://www.iopfda.org


MARCH/APRIL 2023 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 31

NO MATTER THE PROFESSION 

Get a Grip on 
Performance 
& Affordability
Z-Grip®, the #1 Retractable Ballpoint Pen*  
is the pen that delivers on value and 
performance every day. Whether in the office 
or on the go, the Z-Grip pen with metal clip, 
comfort grip, and smooth ink performance  
is the ideal day-to-day writing companion. 

Be sure to check out other members of the 
Z-Grip family – Z-Grip Flight and Z-Grip Max 
to find your perfect writing tool.

* Based on data derived from NPD Commercial Market,  
twelve months through Novemember. 

© 2023 Zebra Pen Corp. All rights reserved.

Scan to view full 
Z-Grip product line.
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By Lisa Veeck

We talk to independents 
about their choice of 
technology provider



Panola Paper Co., Inc., Batesville, Mississippi, was looking for a 
new software platform to integrate its e-commerce website with 
its enterprise resource planning (ERP) software to capture a 
missing segment of customers.

“I believe we are a unique dealer in that we have seven 
full-time sales representatives on the road,” says Lisa Farrish, 
co-owner of Panola, which has annual sales of $12 million. 
“We sell within a 125-mile radius of our headquarters. We 
knew we needed an e-commerce site that was easy to 
navigate for those customers who prefer to order online in our 
increasingly tech-savvy world. Our first-call wholesaler is S.P. 
Richards and our longtime sales rep—who we now count as 
a friend—pushed us to keep up with the evolving times, which 
has proved to be a good thing. She told us that if we wanted to 
grow, we needed an e-commerce site. This advice has been 
very beneficial to our growth over the years.”

After a fair amount of research and time spent with various 
e-commerce platform providers at numerous trade shows, 
Panola found Dealer Commander. That was about 12 years 
ago; the two have been partners ever since.

According to Farrish, there are many reasons Panola has 
stayed with Dealer Commander. She likes how user friendly the 
site is—both on the back end for her staff and on the front end 
for the customers. She is also continually impressed by how 
accessible the owner, Sonny Arora, has been over the years.

“Sonny employs wonderful staff who are easy to reach, 
knowledgeable and professional,” she explains. “He responds 
quickly; and while there are seldom issues with the site, when 
they do arise they are fixed quickly—usually within 24 hours.” 
Yet what made Dealer Commander stand out to Panola was 
that the platform could handle something the other software 
platforms the company looked into could not.

“We were originally a janitorial supply company and brought 
in the office products category to become a one-stop shop 
for all of our customers’ needs,” Farrish recalls. “So while we 
purchase from S.P. Richards, we also purchase from numerous 
janitorial vendors and we wanted to be able to feature products 
from all those suppliers on the platform as a complete offering. 
We asked Dealer Commander if this was something they could 
do and, after frequent correspondence and Zoom meetings, 
Sonny and his team created it for us. We can add pictures, 
unique product numbers, banner ads and featured links to the 

site ourselves. We can even rewrite the product descriptions we 
get from our wholesalers to make them more searchable.”

According to Farrish, there are other Dealer Commander 
features Panola isn’t using yet, but is actively considering. 
These include paperless drivers, where orders and deliveries 
can all be handled through drivers’ phones or tablets, which 
can also digitally save signed copies of the proofs of delivery 
and file them electronically in case they need to be viewed at 
a later date. However, one new feature the company recently 
implemented through Dealer Commander is already paying off.

“We had Dealer Commander create a program for us to 
collect credit card fees from customers who pay with credit 
cards,” Farrish says. “We started looking at the fees we were 
paying and were shocked at how much we were being charged 
monthly. We were losing a lot of money. Dealer Commander 
staff wrote the program and it is working wonderfully.”

Farrish adds that Dealer Commander is very open to 
suggestions: “Sometimes the staff may ask, ‘Are you sure you 
want that?’ But if we give them sound reasoning, they will do 
what we ask. They are very easy to work with and we would 
recommend them highly.”

Cover Story
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“We knew we needed an e-commerce 
site that was easy to navigate.”

DEALER COMMANDER
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Rocklin, California-based Walker’s has 
used ECI software since the company 
opened in 1990. “We evolved together,” 
says president and co-owner Jarrod 
Anderson. “I know some think parts of 
it are cumbersome, but it’s the most 
capable and elaborate ERP.”

According to Anderson, Walker’s 
avails of several ECI offerings: “We 
use DDMS Plus for our back end, for 
everything from our inventory to order 
entry to payroll. It’s the foundation of 
ECI products. Building on this, we use 
Acsellerate for all our analytics and sales 
tracking. I know it’s capable of much 
more customer reporting than we use 
it for, but I like that it is user friendly. I 
use it to manage margins; and we set 
alerts to let us know when there’s a 
low-margin order or a customer hasn’t 
ordered in a certain number of days. We 
use it to set our sales goals. It gives us 
a quick, high-level snapshot of what is 
happening in sales. I look at it every day. 
We also use JumpTrack, ECI’s delivery 
software. All our drivers have routes, and 

all the orders for their routes are entered 
into their phones or tablets. It says the 
order has been picked up, confirms the 
delivery and shows the customer online 
that it has been delivered. I am using 
it now because we were short-staffed 
today, so I am making a delivery.”

Of all the ECI software programs, 
Anderson is most excited about one 
which is just about to go live. “Evolution 
X was a company ECI purchased that 
creates a very modern, user-friendly, 
e-commerce website that allows us 
flexibility,” he explains. “The program 
we were using was very clumsy. It was 
not up to where we needed to be in 
society or the world to go up against 
the Amazons and Staples of the world, 
which can spend a ton of money. The 
number of orders we handle through 
our website is crazy, but the site was 
not good. They talk about millennials; I 
would look at my daughter, who could 
be my customer in a few years, and I 
knew she would not like our website. 
It made me feel old! Our Evolution X 

website is not live yet, but we’ve been 
testing it and so far, everything is 
operating as advertised.”

One feature Anderson especially 
likes is the control over first in search: 
“When the customer puts paper towels 
in the search engine, the paper towels 
we stock come up first. Before, a list of 
paper towels would come up, including 
ones we don’t stock. Now I can steer 
customers toward our website because 
it’s easier to use. We do mostly B2B, but 
the new site will also allow us to sell B2C 
and be successful.”

According to Anderson, the site is 
so much better that he’s willing to put 
money into its success. “We hired a 
whole marketing department and are 
doing sales campaigns,” he enthuses. “I 
never spent money before on marketing 
because it would have driven people to 
our website, which was a roadblock to 
doing business. Now, it offers a smooth 
transaction, which we can push as its 
own sales machine. Now I have the 
confidence in the site to spend money.”

“Now I have the confidence 
to spend money.”

ECI

»
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ECI and EvolutionX Join Forces!

When EvolutionX ecommerce is integrated with your ECI business 
management system, you can gain game-changing business 
improvements. Take Office Central, a growing workplace solutions 
dealer that added 200,000+ SKUs and boosted online sales by 
32% in the first six months with EvolutionX and DDMSPLUS.

 ■ Software designed for dealers

 ■ Control of search and merchandising

 ■ Unlimited catalogs and SKUs

 ■ Customizable website design

 ■ Award-winning customer support

 ■ Punchout capability & data synchronization

With EvolutionX and ECI, you will gain:

Click to learn more about EvolutionX

LEARN MORE

https://www.ecisolutions.com
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At an ISG show about 12 
years ago, Gordon Thrall, 
executive vice president 
and chief revenue officer of 
Guernsey in Dulles, Virginia, 
heard a presentation by 
Jennifer Stine, president 
of Asbury Park, New 
Jersey-based Fortune 
Web Marketing. He was 
impressed.

“It was clear to me that this 
person knew the industry 
and marketing,” Thrall 
says. “I didn’t understand 
everything she talked about, 
but I knew she knew. She 
talked about things like SEO 
[search engine optimization] 
even back in the day.”

Thrall talked with Stine 
after her presentation and 
they agreed to meet for 
breakfast the next day. A 
short time later, he hired her 
as a consultant to support 
Guernsey’s in-house 
marketing team.

“Fortune Web had a hand 
in creating our website, 
including the visuals, and 
helping us maintain it,” 
recalls Thrall. “They also did 
all the behind-the-scenes 
work, like the SEO tactics to 
make sure our website could 
be found.”

Guernsey has used 
Fortune Web Marketing 
ever since. However, this 
year he turned over the 
entire website and all the 
marketing functions to Stine 
and her team.

“We have relied heavily 
on Fortune Web’s expertise 
for 12 years,” Thrall 
explains. “Before, when 

we had marketing people 
on staff, they would all 
have their strengths and 
weaknesses. So we would 
rely on their strengths and 
try to fill in where there were 
weaknesses. Fortune has 
specialists in all areas: 
SEO, graphics, blogging 
and social media. So, when 
we lost the last one of our 
marketing team about a 
year ago, we went all-in with 
Fortune and it’s been great. 
We’re not limited to one to 
two marketing areas our staff 
can do. Their specialists can 
help you get it all done.”

According to Thrall, 
the assistance on offer is 
another USP of the Fortune 
Web-Guernsey partnership: 
“Fortune Web is fantastic 
—incredible—in terms of 
responsiveness. If we have 
an issue or a customer does, 
they get back to us and 
it gets solved in minutes. 
It’s like having our own 
marketing department next 
door. Also, they listen well, 
but they are the marketing 
experts. If they think we are 
going off in a bad direction, 
they tell us. I appreciate 
that.”

So how would he quantify 
Fortune Web’s impact on 
Guernsey’s business? “We 
can’t measure how many 
sales close thanks to Fortune 
Web,” he acknowledges. 
“But the clearest example 
of what Fortune Web means 
to our business was when 
we had to change systems. 
We usually get one to two 
inbound leads a day, and I 

attribute that to Fortune Web 
and the site being found. 
The system change took us 
about a year to complete. 
We couldn’t use Fortune 
Web during that time and 
our inbound leads dried up. 
People weren’t picking up 
the Yellow Pages and we 
were not positioned to be 
found.”

Today, Guernsey’s 
leads are backup and 
the partnership is moving 
forward. “You can’t hold 

back from doing something 
new because it’s always 
been done the way you 
are doing it,” Thrall insists. 
“You can’t stay stuck in 
the past. Fortune Web 
understands that. Stine 
and her team know where 
the market is going and 
are always looking for new 
and innovative things. It is 
the perfect combination of 
industry experience and 
forward-thinking marketing 
knowledge.”

“It was clear  
this person knew  
the industry  
and marketing.”

FORTUNE WEB MARKETING

»
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Dynamic Graphics, LLC, South 
Charleston, West Virginia, started using 
GOPD software about three years ago, 
when the company’s previous supplier 
announced it would not be updating 
the platform the dealer had been 
using. “The system they wanted us to 
upgrade to was a lot more expensive,” 
says Dynamic Graphics owner Brenda 
Alexander. “We weighed this and 
other factors and decided the software 
wasn’t for us.”

So Alexander began looking around 
for a new provider and platform, and 
found GOPD.

“GOPD has everything we need,” 
she says. “We are extremely 
customer focused and we need to be 
competitive, so user-friendly software 
is key; it is the most important feature 
for us. We need something customers 
can navigate easily without a lot of 
headaches. Nobody wants to waste 
time on a system or site that is a pain, 
and this one is user friendly on the 
front and back ends. Most offices are 
not staffed like before COVID-19, so 

everyone—customers and our staff—
needs smooth. They need ‘Click, click, 
done.’ GOPD is extremely user friendly 
for our customers and us.’”

According to Alexander, the 
customer-centric software focus 
includes the ability for customers or 
staff to set up favorites so customers 
can instantly see the products they 
order frequently and order them without 
having to search. It also means the 
site can be customized to focus on 
products that Dynamic Graphics wants 
to highlight.

“During COVID-19, everyone was 
looking for facemasks, disinfectant and 
hand sanitizer,” Alexander recalls. “We 
were able to feature these front and 
center on the site, so they were easy 
for our customers to find. And we could 
change the slideshow ourselves without 
waiting or paying someone each time.”

Alexander also likes that the system 
allows Dynamic Graphics to easily 
create unique customer price plans: 
“Instead of customer employees 
looking to buy products here or there 

for a lower price, we can create a 
competitive plan with special pricing 
on the things they buy most frequently. 
And if they have multiple locations, they 
all get the same competitive pricing.”

Alexander reports that switching 
to the new platform was surprisingly 
painless and GOPD has proved to be 
an exceptional choice: “The transition 
to the new software was smooth and 
easy; GOPD staff made it seamless, 
which is saying a lot. We had no 
complaints from customers when 
we switched, which was excellent. 
Usually, when you change software 
from a platform they are used to, 
people get frustrated and annoyed, 
and that is something we always want 
to avoid. GOPD’s service continues to 
be great. With our previous supplier, 
it would often take us days to get a 
problem resolved. GOPD is always 
there if we need something, which isn’t 
that often. For the price, with all it does 
and the support and service we get, 
GOPD can’t be beat.”

“GOPD has everything we need.”
GOPD

»
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Red Rhino Office Supplies, 
Tuscaloosa, Alabama, switched to the 
Logicblock software platform about 
two years ago, when it was looking 
for a more robust system to provide 
customers with a better experience. 
According to Red Rhino owner Frankie 
Mann, the dealer was not disappointed 
in its selection.

“We are totally satisfied with 
Logicblock,” enthuses Mann. “We 
really like the customer experience the 
site provides. It is more like a big-box 
website than a cookie-cutter one like 
many others. We can customize the 
site to feature healthcare or whatever 
products we want to focus on, which 
was not easy with our previous 
software. The site overall is a lot easier 

to navigate. Our customers love the 
new look and feel; it makes it easier 
for them to order. I especially like 
the instant vendor stock checks. We 
also like the ease and flexibility on 
the back end. It makes it a lot easier 
to process orders. And orders can 
go directly to the wholesaler to be 
filled and shipped to us; 99 percent 
of the time, we get the order from the 
wholesaler and deliver it next day to 
our customers.”

According to Logicblock, the 
company offers a fully integrated, 
completely customized e-commerce 
solution between wholesalers and 
dealers, including catalog, inventory, 
order management and content 
services.

“The transition to Logicblock was 
seamless,” Mann says. “Migrating the 
data to Logicblock, which hosts our 
site, was easy.” He also appreciated 
the training: “Logicblock is very user 
friendly and the online, on-demand 
training allowed us to learn when it 
was convenient for us. The Logicblock 
team is also very responsive. They 
have an email ticket system; we can 
mark things as urgent, high, medium 
or low priority. They always get back to 
us in a timely way.”

Would Mann recommend the 
platform to other independent office 
dealers? “Yes,” he replies without 
hesitation. “Logicblock is more robust 
and user friendly than other online 
storefronts.”

“Logicblock is more robust and user 
friendly than other online storefronts.”

LOGICBLOCK

Cover Story
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Office Solutions and Services – OS2, 
Missoula, Montana, had an in-house 
server and wanted to switch to a 
cloud-based solution. The company 
wasn’t thrilled with the service from its 
software supplier at the time and some 
of the other systems it had looked at 
seemed excessively pricey.

“I noticed a few other dealers in the 
ISG group had switched to Prima and it 
was a little less spendy, so I contacted 
the company,” says Darla Nokleby, 
OS2’s chief operating officer. “Steve, 
the owner, conducted a web demo. He 
is very hands-on and seemed willing to 
customize the system to us rather than 
the other way around And, unlike our 
last provider, everything we wanted to 
be customized didn’t cost a lot more 
money.”

Since then, Nokleby has found a 
great deal to like about the software 
besides price. “With Prima, ordering is 
completely automated,” she explains. 
“It goes directly to S.P. Richards to fill 
the order, creates the purchase order 

with all the correct product numbers, 
and gets shipped to us to deliver. Prima 
also automatically downloads S.P. 
Richards’ price files. Before, S.P. and 
Essendant software could download 
them, but they would charge for the 
service; or I’d have to come into the 
office early to do it. At the end of each 
quarter, it would take half a work day 
to do and even longer at the year’s 
end. That’s significant savings, and it 
eliminates a lot of frustration.”

And there’s more. “We also use it 
for our contract furniture,” continues 
Nokleby. “It’s compatible with our 
design programs, so we can input our 
files easily. We can also use Prima to do 
punchouts if schools and universities 
want them. I love the new e-commerce 
website. We can automatically populate 
it with S.P. Richards’ enhanced content. 
It allows us to sell nonstock items, 
which has made a huge difference in 
our business. And I am very excited 
about its new reporting system.”

According to Nokleby, there was a 

learning curve after switching to Prima, 
but the training and attention they 
received smoothed out the wrinkles. 
“The company is hands-on and they 
were completely involved in ensuring 
we got the right training,” she says. 
“We got however many meetings and 
training sessions we needed. They also 
had two reps assigned to us who were 
very responsive. Once a site goes live, 
they keep you on the new customer 
side of the business to be sure you get 
any help you need. Now it is running 
smoothly, but we still have access 
to recorded training sessions and a 
15-minute users’ forum once a month.”

Nokleby says the responsiveness 
was apparent from day one: “The first 
time I called, it was around 4:00 p.m. or 
5:00 p.m. Steve was in England. I had 
no idea what time it was there, but he 
answered the phone. And still, anytime 
you call, they answer the phone—I 
can’t remember the last time I had to 
leave a voicemail. Or you can email and 
they will get right back to you.”

“I can’t remember the last time 
I had to leave a voicemail.”

PRIMA SOFTWARE

»
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A  N E W  D I V I S I O N  O F

V I D E O  P R O D U C T I O N  &  L I V E  S T R E A M E D  E V E N T S

 | photobombproductions.co

 | info@photobombproductions.co

I N T R O D U C I N G

Trusted by hundreds of businesses in the USA and Europe

Offers full automation to 
process orders with rich 
product data, images, 
alternative pricing, and 
stocking levels.

Provides seamless management 
of products and prices; features 
optional links to SPR or 
Essendant managed search  
with own product priority.

A digital, paperless solution 
designed to provide dealers with 
complete control and visiblity of 
delivery operations, including 
Google routing.

A growing library of vendor   
catalogs providing a wider product 
range, simple online listings and 
electronic trading with more 
vendors to satisfy customer needs.

Analyze, manage and visualize 
your data to maximize revenue.
Prima VANTAGE includes 
Reports, Portals and       
customer dashboards.

Prima 
Cloud ERP

PrimaGO  
Online Store

PrimaAPP 
Proof of delivery

Prima Digital 
Marketplace

Prima VANTAGE
Reporting

Get your 
instant custom quote:

SCAN ME

primasoftware.co

Elevate your 
business with 
next-gen cloud 
software

mailto:smartcloud%40primaedge.com?subject=
http://primasoftware.co
http://photobombproductions.co
mailto:info%40photobombproductions.co?subject=
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One Office Solution, Norfolk, Nebraska, 
wanted to change software systems. 
Its current provider had announced it 
would be upgrading its system; but that 
wasn’t the only issue.

“We didn’t like the upgrade option, 
but we also were unhappy with the 
ongoing cost increases and the 
supplier’s lack of willingness to provide 
customizable options and support,” 
says Steve McNally, One Office 
Solution vice president. “Everything 
was separate; the provider was 
nickel and diming us, charging us for 
everything. When we’d call, only one or 
two people on staff knew how to solve 
the problem, so someone would have 
to have them call us back. When they 
finally did, we had to pay for it.”

So in April 2020, One Office Solution 
contracted with SSI. As with any 
complete software switch, there were a 
few hiccups getting it up and running. 
But overall, McNally believes it was a 
wise choice.

“We do it all: commercial and 
retail, point of sale, furniture, so there 
are files to upload, IT and machine 
repair services,” he says. “We have 
10 locations in five states. When we 
first converted, the SSI team had to 
scramble to make it work. But we use 
every SSI module, including point of 
sale, order entry, general ledger—even 
the serialized machine inventory 
program SSI offers in partnership with 
Job Track.”

And this broad range wasn’t the only 
reason the two companies had their 
work cut out in making the transition. 
“When switching to SSI, we were 

supposed to have six months of training 
and to be sure the bugs were worked 
out,” McNally explains. “But we were 
hacked by ransomware. We had a 
choice: we could restore everything with 
our old supplier and then switch it to SSI 
a short time later, or we could go live. 
There would be pain points no matter 
what, so we decided to go live with the 
SSI site. But we didn’t get to benefit from 
the six months of training and set it up 
the way it should have been.”

The other side of that was SSI was 
ready and willing to flip the switch. And 
best of all, this responsiveness isn’t 
reserved for emergencies only. “You 
can call them and they get it done, 
McNally says. “But I really like their 
email system. Instead of phone tag, 
you send an email. I usually hear back 
within 10 minutes; if there is a problem, 
it is usually fixed in a couple of hours. 
Also, it is included in the price if 
it’s an update or a general system 
improvement. Before, improvements 
or suggestions would be added to a 
list, and you never knew if it would ever 
get done.”

So what else does McNally like about 
SSI? “Everything is integrated into 
one program without having to go to 
QuickBooks, or this program or that 
program,” he continues. “Everything we 
need is right there in one software. Also, 
the different modules are all intuitive and 
easy to use. So when you have a new 
employee, the training is relatively easy. 
The reports are easy for our salespeople 
to access and are included in the 
monthly bill.”

McNally also appreciates the tailored 
front end, which One Office Solution 
can use to promote the products the 
company wants instead of relying solely 
on the wholesaler’s content.

Better pricing, a flexible e-commerce 
site, completely integrated user-friendly 
software and a responsive team are other 
reasons why McNally would recommend 
SSI. He has one word of advice, 
however: “I do recommend SSI, but I also 
recommend using that six-month training 
period. Spend the time laying out exactly 
what you want and need. Don’t jump in 
like we had to do if you can help it. It will 
make things a lot easier.”

“Everything we need is right 
there in one software.”

SSi EDGE

»
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Because the Faster
You Get Product In

The Faster You
Send It Out!

In business, time is money.
That's why you need…

EDGEEEDDGGEE

It's simple: the faster you can purchase, receive and deliver products, the
higher your profits. Regardless of whether you're drop-shipping from
a wholesaler or pulling from your own warehouse, no dealer software
makes distribution faster and easier than SSI Edge.

● Powerful B2B web store.
● Frictionless, "no-touch" order processing.
● Product-specific order flows for optimal efficiency.
● Automated purchasing and receiving.
● Distribution module to simplify warehouse operations.
● Options for automating routing and delivery management.

And streamlining distribution is just the beginning.
SSI Edge reduces costs throughout your business,
including your monthly IT expenses, so it not
only speeds up your order flow but the growth
of your bank balance!

www.ssiop.com | 905–939–1080 | sales@ssiop.com

http://www.ssiop.com
mailto:sales%40ssiop.com?subject=
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Coastal Office Solutions, Victoria, 
Texas, switched to the Thalerus 
software platform in 2015, when its 
then-supplier stopped updating the 
software the company had been 
using. According to co-owner Shad 
Estes, Coastline had already paid 
that supplier to migrate to one of its 
other platforms. However, more than 
four months later, the provider hadn’t 
started the integration. Tired of waiting, 
Coastal requested a refund and turned 
to Thalerus instead.

“It was a good move for us,” 
says Estes. “Thalerus offers a more 
Windows-based system that is easy 
to use and to integrate with other 
programs. The software company’s 
online portal, VIBENet, is a robust 
system with a lot of features and 
options. We have a lot of accounts with 
several buyers in different locations and 
the need for multiple approvals. The 
platform makes it easy.”

Another option Thalerus offers is the 
ability to do punchouts. Punchouts link 
clients directly from their computers to 
a vendor’s website for direct, fast, easy 
ordering of products preapproved 
by the institution’s purchasing 
department. This also works well for 

accounts with multiple buyers and 
locations. “We just finished a punchout 
with a major university here in Texas 
and are starting on another one,” Estes 
says. “It makes it really easy for them 
to order and is great for bringing more 
business.”

Coastal operations manager Jennifer 
Mikolas adds: “We knew nothing about 
how to do a punchout, but Thalerus 
walked us through the process and 
made it easy.”

An additional front-end functionality 
Estes and Mikolas favor is the ability for 
clients to order based on their interests 
by clicking on icons for features such 
as recyclable or UPS shippable. They 
also like that customers can make 
custom lists of the products they buy 
most frequently to make ongoing 
ordering easier.

Estes is particularly pleased with 
the esthetics of the Coastal website: 

“Besides being functional, it’s a pretty 
website. One potential account said 
having a pretty website was important 
and asked me if ours is pretty. I 
answered yes. They looked at the site 
and said, ‘You’re right—it is a pretty 
website.’”

Mikolas works primarily on the back 
end. “I like the reporting options,” she 
says. “I like the ability to download 
and manipulate data and being able 
to easily upload from other programs I 
use, like Exel.”

Something else that has impressed 
both Estes and Mikolas is the Thalerus 
team’s attitude. “Thalerus is very 
customer-service oriented,” reports 
Estes. “The company listens to you 
and what you are looking to do, 
and is willing to make revisions and 
enhancements to make it happen. The 
company is constantly upgrading the 
software to make it better.”

“The company is constantly 
upgrading the software to 
make it better.”

THALERUS
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First, the bad news. From a 
monthly analysis of pricing 
related to managing our 
customized matrices for 
multiple dealers (Margin 
Accelerator), product costs 
in the office products industry 
have increased by more 
than two times the highest 
overall rate of 9.1 percent that 
our government measured 
during the past year.

That last sentence was 
a mouthful; but please 
consider its implications 
carefully.

We believe that the correct 
percentage for cost inflation 
in our channel during 
2022 through February 
2023, generated from 

consolidating hundreds 
of millions of dollars of our 
dealers’ data, was closer 
to 20 percent. In summary, 
office products dealers are 
paying a bunch more for 
the items they sold last year 
than any of us would have 
imagined or planned for.

But let me be clear. 
These increases were 
not necessarily the fault 
of the manufacturers 
and wholesalers that 
provide your products. 
Supply chain challenges, 
weak demand followed 
by demand surges, the 
higher cost of employees, 
recouping profits after the 
COVID-19 pandemic and 

actually getting things out 
the door have increased 
overhead more than any of 
us would have dreamed. 
This is especially true for 
those companies that 
make a living selling lots of 
low-cost products. Does this 
description remind you of 
your company? It should.

Let me share a bit more 
bad news before I get to 
some practical solutions. 
Your customers are sick of 
your price increases too. 
Without getting too political 
(call me sometime and I will 
give you my opinion on the 
politics if you want to hear 
it), the government has not 
been all that accurate with 

its forecasts that inflation is 
going down. Too often they 
state that their actions are 
bringing down inflation until 
the next report that doesn’t 
fit their hopes comes in. And 
here is the worst part. All 
of us want to believe them; 
but then we pay more for 
gasoline this month than we 
did last month, and eggs 
are up 70-100 percent from 
last year. Conclusion: we are 
all frustrated by things we 
can’t control and prices that 
continue to move higher are 
making things worse.

Have I made you 
miserable enough yet? 
I hope that you are still 
reading because there is 

ARE YOU FRUSTRATED BY INFLATION?  
SO ARE YOUR CUSTOMERS

Tom Buxton 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.interbiz 
group.com.

http://www.interbizgroup.com
http://www.interbizgroup.com
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hope for your business’s 
future. (Notice that I 
used “hope” twice in the 
same sentence, because 
changing your attitude is the 
first thing that needs to be 
accomplished.)

I love to share bullet 
points, so here are a few 
suggestions to change 
your company’s trajectory 
in the midst of cost savings 
initiatives and customers 
looking at every price:

• Be thankful that your 
company is still alive. You 
could be in crypto. 😊

• Get on your customer’s side 
before they leave yours 
(see suggestions below).

• Connect with your vendors 
and closest friends 
in the industry to find 
growth opportunities. 
Governmental agencies, 
hospitals and some 
regional prospects are 
growing quickly. Get 
involved with them now.

• Reward or penalize your 
salesforce for growth or 
lack thereof.

• Cut your overhead by 
one delivery route or one 
delivery day.

• Manage your margins 
more carefully and 
share savings with your 
customers on one product 
(see my note on copy 
paper below).

• Ask your salespeople to 
travel with delivery drivers 
at least once per month to 
thank customers, evaluate 
prospects in the same 
area and possibly ask for 
referrals.
To highlight the details 

pertaining to my second 
bullet point above, I will 
reiterate something I have 
said often: most dealers 
don’t conduct enough 
account reviews with their 
customers, in either a formal 
or informal setting. Reps 
and sales managers are 
willing to talk about sports 
teams or families for hours 
with customers; but too often 
they aren’t asking the tough 
questions. “How is inflation 
affecting your company?” 
“What are your company’s 
biggest challenges in 2023?” 
“Are there ways we can 
improve our service to your 
company?”

These questions move 
your relationship with a 
customer from transactional 
to consultative; and the 
companies that succeeded 
during our last major 
downturn in 2009 thrived 
because of these types of 
efforts. The good news about 
our business is that even 
if we sold everything at full 
list to customers, it would 
generally be less than 2 
percent of their expense line. 
So, it is more important to 
cultivate the relationship than 
it is to cut one price or 1,000. 

There is only one exception 
to the rule about cutting prices 
and we are starting to see an 
opportunity to make it work 
for us. During the past few 

months, paper prices have 
been softening and allocation 
issues have been diminishing. 
One major converter told a 
dealer I work very closely with 
that they sold almost nothing 
in December and January. 
Dealers stocked up and 
continued inflation slowed 
demand. 

Check to see if that 
is true in your world (it 
should be); and if you 
can purchase paper at a 
lower cost, share some 
of the savings with your 
customers. You can maintain 
or even raise your overall 
margins by raising prices 
on matrices and custom 
contracts, but paper is still 
the key to many customers’ 
purchasing loyalties. The 
big boxes have very few 
sales reps left, but they 
are disrupting the market 
in numerous locations by 
offering lower-priced paper. 
Consider that strategy along 
with the others in the bullet 
points above.

And above all, during 
2023, combat sales 
softening with proactive 
efforts to partner with 
customers and suppliers. 
The opportunities are 
endless and—as I 
mentioned a few months 
ago—cold calling is 
acceptable again. Make 
2023 the year that you and 
your sales team exceed all 
expectations. Even with a 
softening of purchases by 
some current customers, 
there is more than enough 
new business out there for 
your team to thrive. Make it 
happen!

Tom Buxton
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In previous articles, I have 
spoken about the need for 
your sales team to be better 
questioners. But that goes 
hand in hand with the need 
to help them become better 
presenters. There’s a reason 
I dealt with questioning first: 
truly great presentations 
are based on the needs 
uncovered in questioning. 
Without great questioning 
uncovering customer needs, 
you’re just doing what I call 
“spraying and praying” with 
your presentations.

When it comes to 
presentations, customers 
care about their needs and 
how well you can solve 
them. Period. What the 
customer wants is to be 
made better than they were 
when you first contacted 

them. If you can show them 
in your presentation how 
you can do that—great! 
If you can’t, or if your 
presentation is a canned, 
one-size-fits-all monologue 
that doesn’t address their 
needs—goodbye and have 
a great day.

This means that your 
salespeople need to be 
mentally agile enough 
to create and deliver a 
presentation tailored to the 
customer’s needs on the 
spot and in their heads. 
Why? Because today’s 
customer expects it. No 
longer can salespeople do a 
discovery and then go back 
to the “Batcave” to develop a 
presentation; even if a formal 
presentation is required at 
times, your salespeople 

need to be prepared to 
deliver at least a “1,000-foot 
view” presentation on the 
spot—or they might not 
get the opportunity to do 
a full formal presentation. 
This means you need to 
engage them in some 
serious presentation training 
centered on your product(s) 
or service(s). Here’s how.

At your next sales meeting, 
tell your salespeople to 
create a list of the top 
10 issues/needs your 
customers express. This 
should be easy enough 
that it doesn’t have to be 
homework; have them do 
it in the meeting. If they 
struggle to come up with 10, 
they probably aren’t asking 
enough questions or good 
enough questions, so you 

may need to circle back to 
that part of the training. Once 
each salesperson has done 
so, compile the list and have 
them vote on the team’s top 
10. Now you have a “most 
common needs” list.

Take the top need and 
assign them homework. The 
homework is this: list the 
three best ways that your 
product(s) or service(s) 
solve that need. They are to 
present, in concise fashion, 
those three solutions next 
week. Once again, after 

HOW TO 
CREATE PRESENTATIONS 
ON THE SPOT

Troy Harrison 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 
salesforces. To 
schedule a free 
45-minute sales 
strategy review, 
call 913-645-3603 
or email troy@
troyharrison.com.
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each salesperson presents, 
vote on your top three 
solutions and then create 
solution statements for each. 
Don’t ask your salespeople 
to memorize word for 
word; but memorize the 
ideas involved. Repeat this 
exercise for each of the top 
10 needs.

Then, on an ongoing 
basis, drill your salespeople 
at random times on the 
solutions to the needs. 
“Jim—how do we solve 
customer need X?” The idea 
is that Jim has committed 
the solutions to memory well 
enough that he can simply 
feed the solutions back to 
you. If Jim can’t do that, 
he needs to practice until 
he can; if he can’t present 
the solutions to you, he 
can’t present them to the 
customer. Along with that, 
look for this technique to 
be used in roleplays during 
sales meetings (you do 
those, right?) and live sales 

calls when you ride along 
with your salespeople (ditto).

What you are doing here 
is creating a “modular 
presentation”—a mental 
Rolodex of solutions that 
your salespeople can use 
to present on the spot 
to your customer. The 
salesperson who can do 
this is the salesperson who 
is mentally agile enough 
to be a true resource for 
customers, rather than a 
product peddler. Customers 
are much more ready to give 
appointments to resources 
and less so to product 
peddlers.

Let’s talk for a moment 
about the “Rule of Three.” 
The Rule of Three is based 
on a simple psychological 
principle defined thusly: 
three is the smallest number 
that can create a pattern 
in the human mind. One 
is an exception; two is 
coincidence; three is a 
pattern. In other words, if 

you show a customer three 
advantages to your product 
or three great reasons to 
buy, your customer’s mind 
will establish a pattern and 
buy into it.

So why not four? If three 
is good, four is better, right? 
Not so much. At four, the 
details and issues can get 
lost. You’ve made your point 
at three—go on to four and 
you can lose your customer’s 
attention.

What if you can’t come 
up with three advantages 
or three ways you solve a 
need? My first advice would 
be to think harder and find 
three. That’s not always 
possible—so if you can only 
come up with one or two, 
they’d better be very good, 
very powerful and buttressed 
by customer testimonials 
(and if you can come up with 
three great testimonials, so 
much the better).

What all of this requires 
from your salespeople is 

mental agility. For many 
years, I’ve been delivering 
a program at conferences 
called “Smart Sales Hiring.” 
That title has always meant 
that you should be smart 
(using your head) when 
hiring salespeople. Now, it 
means more. It also means 
that you absolutely must 
hire smart salespeople. 
Ol’ Ed who goes and talks 
football for a half-hour and 
picks up the weekly order is 
obsolete. Today’s customers 
want salespeople who can 
contribute value to them 
through the time spent 
meeting, not just through the 
products and services they 
sell.

Basically, in today’s sales 
environment, you must hire 
smart salespeople and then 
constantly train and develop 
them to within an inch of 
their lives. This exercise 
is a great way to make 
your salespeople the best 
presenters in your market.

Troy Harrison
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In today’s digital age, data 
is the key to success. For 
businesses, this means 
having access to reliable, 
accurate data that can 
help them make informed 
decisions and stay 
competitive. In recent years, 
the move from third-party 
data to first-party data 
has become increasingly 
important in powering the 
modern marketing machine. 
By collecting, understanding 
and leveraging first-party 
data, businesses can 
create a powerful marketing 
strategy that will set them 
apart from the competition. 

Why the switch? 
In recent years, user 
behavior and privacy 
standards have become 
increasingly crucial factors in 
the development of modern 
marketing techniques. 
Companies are now being 
held accountable to higher 
standards of data protection 
and privacy, which has 
pushed them to shift away 
from the use of third-party 
data and toward more 
secure first-party data. 

Google’s 2020 release of 
GA4—its new “privacy-first” 
approach to cross-channel 
data tracking—marked 

a major shift in the way 
companies can interact 
with customers’ data. This 
platform allows businesses 
to collect and analyze their 
own first-party data for 
more accurate tracking 
and reporting. This shift 
toward first-party data 
allows businesses to gain 
more accurate insights into 
user behavior, while also 
protecting customers’ data 
from external misuse. 

With the introduction of 
the General Data Protection 
Regulation and, for those 
that work in California, the 
California Consumer Privacy 

Act, organizations must 
ensure that the collection 
and use of user data are 
compliant with these 
regulations. 

Companies not only must 
take steps to ensure they 
are collecting and using this 
data correctly, but also must 
be able to prove it if called 
upon to do so. With first-party 
data, companies have full 
control over what data is 
collected, how it is collected 
and how it is used, giving 

DATA IS THE NEW OIL

Mara Gannon Mara Gannon is the 
content marketing 
manager for Fortune 
Web Marketing. She 
has been writing 
professionally for 
seven years. When 
not writing, Mara 
likes the beach, her 
family, her two cats, 
punk rock music and 
Japanese food.
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them greater assurance 
that they are compliant with 
regulations.

Additionally, the 
move to G4 removes 
the discrimination of 
device-based tracking. 
There is no breakdown 
between mobile and 
computer in the new 
approach, as it is user based 
rather than device based. 

 
Third-party versus 
first-party data
Simply put, first-party 
data consists of data that 
companies have collected 
directly from their customers 
and/or website visitors. 
It’s the most accurate and 
reliable source of data 
available because it hasn’t 
been shared by or sold to 
third-party providers.

Third-party data, on the 
other hand, is data that 
has been collected by 
third-party sources and then 
potentially bought or sold 
to companies—essentially 
paying to receive your own 
website data.

Both third-party and 
first-party data have their 
benefits and challenges; but 
with Google moving away 
from Universal Analytics 
at the end of June 2023, 
ramping up your GA4 
first-party data collection is a 
necessity. 

 
How is first-party data 
collected? 
GA4 uses first-party cookies 
and signals (more on those 
in a moment) to enable 
cross-device data collection 
and reporting. This means 

that any website using GA4 
can collect user data that is 
directly linked to the user. 
The cookies used by GA4 
can be used to collect data 
on such events as: 
• user behavior on the 

website; 
• page interaction events; 
• products added to the 

cart; 
• purchases made; and 
• form submissions. 

This allows marketers 
to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the user’s 
experience and provides 
them with valuable insights 
into how they can improve 
their website’s performance. 
This data can then be 
used to inform marketing 
strategies such as targeting 
users with relevant ads, 
creating personalized 
content experiences or 
remarketing ads, and 
optimizing overall website 
design and usability. With 

this information at hand, 
marketers can make more 
informed decisions about 
how to engage users and 
drive conversions. 

 
What are “signals”? 
Signals are ways to collect 
data from users who have 
turned on ad personalization 
across their devices. 
These signals will allow 
you to collect session data 
from those users across 
their Google-associated 
platforms. By enabling 
signals, you allow for 
cross-platform reporting, 
remarketing data collection 
and advertising reporting. 
Signals allow you to craft 
a more specific marketing 
message for your customers. 

 
What are the benefits of 
first-party data? 
Let’s break it down to the 
major headline benefits of 
first-party data collection: 
• Real-time tracking: 

First-party data allows 
businesses to track 
events in real time as they 
occur. This means that 
businesses can respond 
quickly to changes in 
customer behavior and 
use their data to develop 
strategies that best 
address their customers’ 
needs. By tracking events, 
businesses can also better 
assess the success of 
campaigns and optimize 
their marketing efforts.  

• Better reporting and 
analysis: With first-party 
data, businesses can 
better report and analyze 
the data they collect. 
It can provide more 
detailed insights than 
third-party data, allowing 
businesses to make 
more informed decisions 
about their campaigns. 
This data can also help 
businesses determine 
which marketing and 
e-commerce efforts are 

Mara Gannon

»
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providing the most value, 
so they can optimize their 
resources accordingly.  

• Automated insights into 
consumer habits: By 
collecting first-party data, 
businesses can gain 
valuable insights into their 
customers’ behavior and 
preferences. This allows 
them to create more 
targeted campaigns and 
make better use of their 
resources. Automated 
insights also make it easier 
for businesses to identify 
trends and stay ahead of 
the competition. 
 

What are the challenges 
of GA4?
The switch from Universal 
Analytics to GA4 is creating 
some challenges with 
first-party data collection 
for some. Although Google 
has made efforts to 
preserve data, historical 
data will not transfer over 
to GA4, making it difficult to 
compare long-term trends. 

Additionally, as of now GA4 
does not show page views, 
so it may be difficult to 
accurately gauge website 
performance without this 
metric. Finally, there are 
many third-party integrations 
that won’t work on GA4 until 
they have been updated to 
the new platform. Until those 
updates are completed, 
marketers may have difficulty 
using those integrations to 
gain further insights from 
their first-party data. 

 
How can you use 
first-party data? 
• Targeted advertising: 

By leveraging first-party 
data, you can target ads 
to individuals who are 
likely to be interested in 
what you are offering. 
This helps you get more 
out of your ad spend and 
generate more qualified 
leads.  

• Personalization: You can 
segment your customers 
and tailor the messages 

you send to them. This 
allows you to create highly 
tailored experiences that 
will drive conversions and 
engagement.  

• Predictive analytics: 
By collecting data on 
customer behavior, you 
can gain insights into 
their future actions and 
optimize your campaigns 
accordingly. This helps 
you stay ahead of the 
competition and maximize 
return on investment.  

• Audience insights: You 
can use first-party data 
to gain better insights 
into your target audience 
and create content that 
resonates with them. 
This helps you increase 
engagement and build 
brand loyalty over time. 

 
It’s important to note… 
It’s best to schedule the 
switch from Universal 
Analytics to GA4 either on 
the last day of the month or 
the morning of the first day of 

the month, so your monthly 
reports are not affected 
mid-month. However, 
year-over-year and 
month-over-month data will 
be affected in the short term. 
For six months after June 30, 
2023, companies will be able 
to access their historical data 
within Universal Analytics. 
But beyond that, you will 
no longer have any access 
through which to track 
historical data analysis from 
Universal Analytics through 
GA4. So, the move to GA4 is 
imperative so you can start 
mining your first-party data.

Overall, the move 
to first-party data is 
a necessary step for 
companies looking to remain 
competitive in a rapidly 
changing digital landscape. 
It provides businesses with 
more secure data that can 
be used to gain valuable 
insights into user behavior 
and activity, while ensuring 
that users’ privacy is 
respected and protected. 

Mara Gannon
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Picture this: your dealership 
regularly records calls for 
your inside sales team. 
Your team has seven reps. 
There are a few who are 
doing extremely well, while 
a couple of others are 
struggling to reach their new 
account goals. You decide 
to listen to a sampling of 
calls to capture trends for 
training and compare the 
differences in calls between 
your two top-performing reps 
and your lowest-performing 
reps. How long would that 

typically take?
Consistently listening to 

calls is a huge but worthwhile 
time commitment. 

It is also a purely manual 
process.

I did this for years when I 
got my start at Sunbelt Office 
Products in Atlanta, Georgia. 
I have learned over the years 
what a difference technology 
can make in adding quality 
to coaching and training. 

Today, the availability of 
artificial intelligence (AI) has 
forever changed how an 

inside sales manager can 
coach to calls.

With the power of AI, 
we can gather call intel 
even before hitting “play.” 
For example, we can 
already assess that the 
representative in the image 
below has said “you know” 
about 23 times in one 
conversation. We can also 
see a segment in the call 
where the representative 
talked for three minutes and 
15 seconds without ever 
engaging the prospect.

Here are five quick 
takeaways I have learned 
with the power of AI for 
coaching.

1. Leverage the right 
technology. 
Whether you are a sales 
professional or a sales 
leader, leveraging the right 
technology will catapult 
your results forward by 
allowing you to pinpoint 
improvement opportunities 
much more quickly. In the 
image above, without ever 
listening to the call, we can 
see that the representative 
has had a three minute, 15 
second monologue without 
ever engaging the prospect. 
Yikes! 

2. On-demand 
“self-coaching.”
For sales professionals, 
using AI technology with 
conversation intelligence is 
an easy way to self-critique 
their own calls and quickly 
catch the pace of speech, 
filler words, questions asked 
and more. 

3. Good managers become 
better. 
My longtime friend and 
business coach, Brian Rossi 
(COO of BellCornerstone), 
has seen first hand the 

LEVERAGING TECHNOLOGY TO 
COACH YOUR INSIDE SALES TEAM

Marisa Pensa 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, please visit 
www.methodsnmotion.
com.

»

Leveraging  Technology to Coach Your Inside Sales Team 

http://www.methodsnmotion.com
http://www.methodsnmotion.com
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power AI gives managers as 
they use it to become better 
managers and coaches. 
Brian says: “Using AI, a 
manager gains clear and 
immediate insight about 
the patterns of their team; 
things unlikely to be sniffed 
out when just listening to 
a few random calls. Smart 
data points like words per 
minute, call transitions 
and use of keywords are 
identified, organized and 
compared across multiple 
reps.” For sales leaders 
and managers, seeing 
these trends across your 
entire team is crucial to 
understanding areas to 
focus on for further training 
and coaching.

4. Using data removes 
opinion as the only form of 
evaluation. 
We will always need dynamic 
salespeople and dynamic 
trainers to coach, develop and 
bring the data to life. Because 
data is just that—data. Facts. 
Numbers. With technology, 
qualitative improvement 
becomes much easier to 
identify. Brian Rossi continues: 
“As coaches, it is our job to 
be an encourager and to 
catch people ‘doing it right.’ 
The use of AI allows us to sift 
through large data sets to find 
the instances where we did it 
well. Those positive examples 
and references to successful 
behavior patterns create the 
‘high-five’ moments for the 

team, and provide a positive 
example to replicate moving 
forward.” It is the combination 
of great coaching and data 
that packs a powerful punch.

5. Continue to make use of 
commute and drive time. 
Technology has introduced 
the ability to work anytime, 
anywhere. This means you 
don’t have to be in front of 
your computer to work with 
your team or listen to recorded 
calls. Using an app on my 
phone, I can now listen to a 
representative’s call opening 
and then fast-forward to hear 
if the representative secured 
a next step, asked for a 
commitment, asked for an 
order, etc. 

Do you want to hear call 
insights for someone on 
your team? Feel free to 
reach out to me and send 
two recorded calls for one 
person on your team. For 
the first five dealers that take 
us up on this, we’ll send you 
the insights for the recorded 
calls you’ve shared. 

Email audio recordings to 
marisa@methodsnmotion.
com. 

Sales is a series of 
successful conversations. 
As the IDC, let’s all work 
to create more great 
conversations and keep the 
big box stores and Amazon 
out of your local businesses. 

Look forward to hearing 
from you! 

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

Marisa Pensa

mailto:marisa%40methodsnmotion.com?subject=
mailto:marisa%40methodsnmotion.com?subject=
mailto:marisa%40methodsnmotion.com?subject=
http://www.methodsnmotion.com
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What if you could save 30% on

health insurance for your business?

MAYBE  I T 'S  T IME  FOR  A  CHANGE .

MEMBERS RECIEVED

$750K 

IN PREMIUM REFUNDS

Receive essential benefits at lower cost to you.

Customizable plans that fit your business and employee needs

National guaranteed issue rates with �0 deductible

Receive up to 80% of premium refunds

Virtual medicine program as low as �16 a month

 

"We were pleasantly surprised at how affordable it was, which

made this program a great financial decision for us." 

-Member Company

GET A QUOTE

Visit mdp.issa.com or call 847-982-3455.

http://mdp.issa.com
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NOT A SUBSCRIBER? 
Sign Up Now

NOT AN ADVERTISER? 
Start Next Month

GOT AN ARTICLE IDEA? 
We Want To Hear About It.

Call Rowan 
(703) 531-8507

http://idealercentral.com
mailto:chris%40idealercentral.com?subject=
mailto:rowan%40idealercentral.com?subject=

