Are You Ready
for the Next
Hiring Crunch?
S.P. Richards president and
COO Rick Toppin has a
terrific “Last Word” column in this month’s issue,
in which he makes a compelling argument for
dealers to focus increased efforts on attracting
younger talent to their organizations to keep the
business strong and healthy.
Rick’s arguments on their own are more than
enough to warrant attention. But there are some
important additional points you might want

to keep in mind. Hard as it may be to believe at
a time of 10% unemployment, there’s a demographic time bomb that’s ticking away and
sooner or later it is going to create major
problems for just about all of us.
Between now and 2018—and that’s just 8 years
away—researchers at Boston’s Northeastern
University estimate there’s going to be
somewhere between 3.3 million and 4 million
new jobs created without people to fill them.
Here’s the math: They expect to see the creation
of some 14.6 million new nonfarm payroll jobs,
as the economy emerges from recession and
starts moving again in a more positive direction.
During that same time frame, however, they
predict only about 9.1 million additional workers
will be entering the economy to fill those new job
slots. And even taking into account an increase
in multiple job holders and expectations that
aging baby boomers will start staying in the
workforce longer, there still won’t be enough new
workers to cover the gap.

What can we do about it? First of all, take a
serious look at Rick Toppin’s suggestions and
start putting them to work in your dealership.
Secondly, start looking outside the box for
possible sources of new hires and figure out how
to begin tapping into them now.
Whether it’s work-at-home moms, business
majors at local colleges in search of internships
or recent retirees trying to avoid boredom, good
help is out there and they need to know about
your dealership and what it can offer.
Finally—and please don’t stop me if you’ve
heard this—now’s the time to invest in
technology upgrades and training for your
people, so that the resources you have are
operating as productively as possible.
Even if the researchers at Northeastern turn out
only to be half right, the competition for
workforce talent is going to be tougher than it’s
ever been. And the time to start getting ready
to win that competition is now.

THE

WINNERS’Circle
Sufrin Supplies,
Pittsburgh Dealer,
Celebrates 75th Anniversary

Malone Office Environments, Georgia Dealer, Wins
Local Chamber of Commerce Award

In Pittsburgh, the hard-working team at Sufrin Supplies have got
something special to celebrate this year, as the dealership marks
its 75th year of service to the local business community.
The company was founded by Adolph Sufrin back in 1935,
though his grandfather had been involved in the office supply
business even before then. Ownership passed to sons David,
Adam and Michael before the company was acquired by fellow
independent Eaton Office Supply in Buffalo, New York, in 2006.
The new owners kept the Sufrin name, though, and it continues
to operate on the same “world class service and value” model
that the original owners put in place and that serves so many
other independents well today.
Like many dealers, the Sufrin team has not exactly seen business
pouring in through the door recently, but an innovative partnership
with a local small business membership organization as an endorsed supplier has provided a welcome boost.
“The partnership has been in place for about eight months now
and we’ve already picked up 18 new accounts and it continues
to open doors for us,” reports general manager Joe Kushner.
Our congratulations go to Joe and his team and here’s to the next
75 years!

Congratulations are also in order for Sam Buracker and his team at
Malone Office Environments in Columbus, Georgia, who last month
earned honors from their local chamber of commerce with a Small
Business Giant Award.
Locally owned and operated since 1934, Sam joined his father’s
company in 1993 as a furniture installer and learned the business
from the ground up before taking over as president in 2000.
Today, the business, which started out as a typewriter repair shop,
offers a full range of office supplies, furniture, commercial flooring,
and business machines.
And like so many independents, a fierce commitment to community
involvement is hard-wired into the company DNA. Community activities include a toner cartridge recycling program that supports the
local United Way and Cell Phones for Soldiers (serving as a collection
point for used cell phones to be recycled and donated to soldiers),
as well as ongoing programs in support of the St. Jude Children's
Hospital, American Cancer Society and more.
Malone was selected for the award by a committee of volunteers, in
recognition not only of its business success, but also for the contributions the company, its local ownership and its employees make to
the community at large. Job creation, economic value, and contributions to overall quality of life are primary considerations, according
to the chamber, and based on that, we’d say it’s an award that’s
richly deserved!
continued on page 4
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STORY: continued from page 2
ents and gifts for the benefit of our community,” UCP CEO Elise Hough
said. “Her impact on Houston is truly worthy of being honored.”

Top Team at Latsch’s Inc., Nebraska Dealer, Named
Local ‘Business Owner of the Year’

Irene Fraga of Tejas Office Products, Houston Dealer,
Honored by Local United Cerebral Palsy Organization
It’s been a busy couple of months for the Fraga family, owners and
operators of Tejas Office Products in Houston.
Last month, we reported on president Stephen Fraga’s appointment
to the board of the city’s local sports authority, which is responsible
for managing just about all of Houston’s major sports and community
facilities.
Now comes word of special honors for Tejas vice president Irene
Fraga, who was one of only 10 local ladies recognized by United
Cerebral Palsy of Greater Houston at their annual “Hats off to Mothers” Luncheon last month.
“Mrs. Fraga represents what is so good and unique about this city. She
is a wonderful mother, role model and entrepreneur, who uses her tal-

The management team at Latsch’s (left to right): John Costin, vice president; Mike Decker,
president and COO, and Gary Jones, secretary/treasurer.

Here’s to another outstanding independent with reason to celebrate,
as the team of John Costin, Mike Decker and Gary Jones at Latsch’s,
Inc. in Lincoln, Nebraska was named 2010 “Business Owner of the
Year” by the Lincoln Independent Business Association.
The organization bestows the award to recognize owners who “exemplify the best of what it takes to create and sustain a successful

• Giant Sourdough Twists (6) 40 oz tubs/case (K)

• Cashews (36) 15 oz tubs/case

• Butter Flavored (6) 24
pkts/case (K)

• Sourdough Nuggets (6) 30 oz tubs/case (K)

• Pistachios (36) 13 oz tubs/case

• Light Butter Flavored (6) 24
pkts/case (K)

• Peanut Butter Nuggets (6) 44 oz tubs/case (K)

• Tropical Trial Mix (36) 16 oz tubs/case

• Extra Butter Flavored (6) 24
pkts/case (K)

continued on page 5

• Mini Twists (6) 24 oz tubs/case (K)
• Sticks - (6) 22 oz tubs/case (K)
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STORY: continued from page 4
enterprise, serving as a prime example of
business excellence.”
Latsch’s has been doing just that since the
dealership first opened for business with just
five employees in 1916. Today, a staff of 30plus hard-working industry professionals
maintains the company’s proud traditions.
“We are extremely proud and honored to
have received this award on behalf of our
employees, clients, and business partners,”
said president and COO Mike Decker. Our
congratulations go to him, John and Gary
and the entire Latsch’s team!

Gonzalez Office Products, Texas
Dealer, Awarded Contract with
National Purchasing Cooperative
Also celebrating last month was Gonzalez
Office Products, following the announcement
that the Austin, Texas-based dealership has
been awarded a national contract from The
Cooperative Purchasing Network (TCPN).
That means some 5,100 school districts,
non-profits, and governmental agencies in all
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50 states will now have access to the outstanding service and value that only an independent dealer can provide. The Gonzalez
team was awarded a five-year contract beginning in February.
"We are a Texas HUB and we are very proud
to be an awarded TCPN vendor," said company founder Wayne Gonzalez. "TCPN
awards contracts based on quality, proven
performance and pricing. This contract
award recognizes our commitment to offer
customers competitive pricing while also
providing them with superior customer service. We look forward to the opportunity to
serve the school districts, non profits, and
other governmental agencies who trust
TCPN to help them operate economically."

Got News?
email Simon!

Gholkar's, Inc., Rochester, NY Dealer,
Makes Local Top 100 List
Congratulations are in order for Shashi
Gholkar and his team at Gholkar's Inc. in
Rochester, New York. The dealership recently made the Top 100 list of fastest-growing privately-held companies in the
Rochester area and garnered some very
positive media coverage in the process.
In an interview published in the local
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle newspaper, weekly circulation over 600,000, Shashi
talked about how his dealership has been
able to adapt successfully to changing market conditions and keep growing with the
help of a top notch staff and a loyal customer
base.
It’s an approach that’s clearly been working
very well since the company first opened for
business back in 1988 and if Shashi and his
team have anything to do with it, it will keep
business healthy and growing for many years
to come!
continued on page 6
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Skags Office Products, Miami
Dealer, Hosts Annual Consumer
Show

“Everyone enjoyed this year’s theme and
while it was not billed as a costume party,
many of our guests came in their favorite
costumes,” Tim reports.
Grand sponsor for the event was The HON
Company, who gave away an Ignition brand
chair as the grand prize.

Earlier this year, the dealership opened a
brand new showroom for its Divine Office
Designs furniture business—fully 13,000 sq.
ft. and featuring a broad array of value-based
products from manufacturers such as The
HON Company, DMI, Office Source and
Boss Chair.

Printer’s Island, OK Dealership,
Opens New Furniture Showroom

Supplies business has been good the past
few years, reports Printer’s Island’s Julie
Bruce and the new showroom is aimed at
generating a similar pattern for office furniture.
So far, says Julie, things are trending very
much in the right direction. After a grand
opening in January, where local chamber of
commerce officials did the honors on the ribbon cutting, customer response has been,
well, divine, with the dealership picking up a
major new project from the Duncan Board of
Education.

Brothers Tim and Dennis McDermott and Charlotte de la
Fuente get ready to welcome boarders at their recent consumer show. Grog and pieces of eight were optional.

The order was “Stand by to welcome all
boarders” in Miami recently, as Tim McDermott and his trusty crew at Skags Office
Products welcomed some 375 customers
and prospects to their pirate-themed 2010
New Products Show.
The business climate in South Florida has
been challenging, to say the least, but that
didn’t stop the Skags team rolling out the red
carpet for what was their 20th annual consumer show.
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The office furniture industry might still be
facing some of the most challenging conditions it’s seen in years but don’t tell that to
Randy Sullivan and his team at Printer’s Island Office Products and Divine Office Designs in Duncan, Oklahoma.
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“We’re very optimistic about 2010,” says
Julie, “and are already engaged in a number
of similar opportunities that we feel very
good about.”
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Thank You
For Helping Us
Succeed!
By Jim Rapp

“Please thank your readers for all the help
they’ve given us ever since we started in
business a few years ago, and for continuing to help us today.” Those were the first
words spoken by Michael Helou at Office
Express when I called him for an interview.
“I never would have made it if it had not
been for other independents, buying
groups and wholesalers who offered their
advice and counsel,” he explained.
“I was working for a company that sold
toner cartridges and wanted to start my
own business, so I went with what I knew,
selling cartridges online. After a while customers would ask, ‘Can I order paper?’,
and I said ‘yes’, not knowing where to get
the paper! Soon they were asking for other
products. Can you believe it? That’s how
I got to be a dealer.”
Today, Office Express reps do both inside
and outside selling and their local business territory has expanded to cover all of
Los Angeles and the surrounding area.
Like many other independents, Office Express puts a lot of resources into making
sure it is known for extraordinary customer service. “What the customer wants,
the customer gets,” says Helou. “We
never say no. One day a customer asked
if we could put their logo on the pens they
were buying. Of course we said ‘yes,’ and
then figured out how to do it. Now we’re
in the promotional products business in a
big way, with a full time graphic designer
on staff.”
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The company has done well in this poor
economy, with a 16% sales increase in
2009 over the previous year. “There are
great opportunities out there for independents,” Helou contends. “Customers
are streamlining their operations, working
more efficiently and doing everything possible to improve their bottom line. As independents, we can be nimble, customize
our approach and provide a level of service that the big boys can’t match.”
Even after seven fast-moving years, Helou
stresses the need to continually be finding
out more about the industry. “We are still
very much in a learning mode right now,”
he emphasizes. “We encourage our people to improve their education and to
make recommendations, criticize, experiment and to be open to all ideas.”
“We are still a local business,” he says
“and we focus on our community. All of us
at Office Express work with local charities,
with special attention given to women’s
causes, and drug and alcohol recovery
programs.”
At the end of our discussion, Helou again
said to thank all the dealers and other industry people that have been so helpful to
him and his people. “Be sure to tell them
to contact me if I can be helpful in any
way,” he concluded. “Give them my e-mail
and phone number.”
I said I would, so here they are:
Phone: 877-281-0000
E-mail: mike@oxpros.com

INDEPENDENT DEALER

Office Express
Canoga Park, California
n Michael Helou,
Founder and General Manager
n Supplies, Furniture, Printing,
n Founded: 2003
n Sales: $5 Million
n Employees: 18
n Partners: TriMega, United Stationers
n Online Sales: 50%
n Web: www.oxpros.com
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Depot Digs In on Florida
Contract Investigation
Local government officials in Florida who
are investigating allegations of overcharges and other irregularities on the part
of Office Depot relative to the office supply
contract it holds with them are complaining that lack of cooperation and alleged
contract violations by the Florida-based
big box are preventing them from completing their work.

dum from internal performance auditor
James Barnes to the county’s board of
commissioners, Office Depot initially refused to provide usage reports until county
officials signed a confidentiality agreement, a demand Office Depot has also
made of auditors investigating similar
overcharges allegations in Tampa and St.
Petersburg, Florida.

Last December, auditors for Hillsborough
County, Florida’s fourth most populous
county and home to the city of Tampa,
contacted Office Depot and requested
usage reports of county accounts from
2006 through 2009.

Subsequently, they told Barnes some of
the documentation requested is no longer
stored electronically or in a format easily
retrievable.

The request followed numerous reports by
state and local government officials in
Florida, Georgia, California, Nebraska and
elsewhere of overcharges by Office Depot
on office supply contracts and settlement
payments of as much as $2.5 million.
County officials, however, are still waiting
for the data and according to a memoran-

Barnes told the board of commissioners
Office Depot’s actions are in violation of
contract provisions relating to release of
data for audit purposes and a contract requirement that the company must maintain supporting documentation for four
years.
Barnes also told the board Office Depot’s
trade secrets and proprietary information
are protected by existing state laws and

If you have news to share - email it to
Simon@IDealerCentral.com

pointed out Office Depot has provided the
information his office is requesting to other
jurisdictions without requiring a confidentiality agreement.
In light of Office Depot’s lack of cooperation, Barnes said his office is developing
its report on the basis of data provided to
the county clerk in 2009 and manually
comparing contract or catalog prices with
actual prices charged.
“Our preliminary comparisons of prices of
a limited number of items in the OD catalogs with OD usage data and charges indicate that the vendor possibly overcharged
the County as much as 8-10%,” Barnes reported to the board of county commissioners.
For more on Office Depot’s problems with
its state and local government contracts,
visit the Depot State Contract Watch section
of the INDEPENDENT DEALER web site:
www.idealercentral.com/id_watch.html

W.B. Mason Staffer Charged with Rifling Competitor's Van
A deliveryman for W.B. Mason was
charged earlier this month by police in
Norwalk, Connecticut, with rifling through
a local independent dealer’s van while it
was parked downtown, according to a report published in The Hour, a newspaper
in the area.
According to the report, the driver was
charged with criminal trespass and released on a summons to appear in court.
Police said the incident took place March
24 while the van, which was operated by
Bridgeport, Connecticut-based Universal
Business Equipment, was parked at the
loading dock at Norwalk City Hall.
The W.B. Mason employee allegedly enAPRIL 2010

tered his competitor’s vehicle while the
Universal employee was making a delivery,
police told reporter Steve Kobak.
When the Universal employee returned
from making his delivery, Kobak wrote, he
saw the W.B. Mason employee rifling
through a stack of inventory slips, according to police. The intruder saw the Universal employee and ran, police said.
Police were able to obtain surveillance
footage of the incident, and they made
contact with the W.B. Mason employee
soon after identifying him as the suspect.
Rob Nizielski, vice president of Universal,
said W.B. Mason has been using questionable tactics to spy on Universal and underINDEPENDENT DEALER

cut their prices, according to the report.
Nizielski, a former W.B. Mason employee,
told the reporter that the W.B. Mason deliveryman is not a rogue employee, and
said W.B. Mason has been conducting a
campaign of intimidation and espionage
against its competitors for years.
“They've really been targeting our company,” said Nizielski. “They're a big company trying to squash a little company.”
Kobak said The Hour placed three calls to
W.B. Mason's corporate office, and the
calls were forwarded by operators to a
media representative whose answering
machine was full.
continued on page 11
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Your newest weapon against

IDENTITY THEFT
PROTECT

YOUR

PRIVACY!

With ordinary ink, carbon often floats to the top after the ink dries, which makes original text readable again
because of light reflection. New secure kit ink formula minimizes this phenomenon to obscure information.

Use the Secure Marker for accuracy!

Use the Secure Stamp for Speed!

Perfect for use on:

not shown actual size

• Super black ink

• Credit card statements

• Obscures private data

• Legal contracts

• Pre-Inked stamp

• Junk mail labels

• Thin nib marker

• Prices on gift tags

• One for desk, one for purse

• Prescription bottles

• Stamp is re-inkable

• Magazine labels

For more information, please contact your Shachihata sales rep.

INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 9
BSA Survey Sees Signs of
Growing Industry Optimism
Industry members are feeling more optimistic about the overall outlook, if a recent
survey by the Business Solutions Association (BSA) offers any indication.
“Independent dealers are starting to rebound from the recession and are showing
some moderate success in securing contracts and improving their margins and
profits through the relationships with their
wholesalers and buying groups,” commented one survey respondent.
In the survey, 90% of respondents said
their business is better than expected or
as expected since the start of the year.
Only 10% said business was worse than
expected.
Asked about their overall attitude towards
current economic conditions, 27% of survey respondents said they are optimistic
and believe business will improve. Sixty
percent indicated that they were neither
optimistic nor pessimistic and believe business will just continue at its current pace.

Survey respondents were asked to forecast when the industry’s economy will return to pre-recession levels.
Over 55% said that the current state of the
economy will continue fully another two
years, until the end of 2011, and then we
will regain the ground lost in the recession.
Twenty-two percent expressed a bleaker
outlook, saying it would take until the end
of 2012 to reach the previous levels. Just
over 18% think the recession will be over
by the end of this year.
BSA asked about the “state of the independent dealer community” today, compared to six months ago. More than 27%
believe the independent dealer is in better
shape than in September, 2009, compared
to another 27% who think the independent
dealer is in worse shape. Forty-one percent
of respondents believe the dealer’s condition has not changed at all.
Asked if the independent dealer community’s business will have improved by September 2010, 26% of respondents said
they believe business will be better; 60%
saw no improvement and said they felt

economic conditions for the dealer will be
about the same as they have been.
BSA also asked respondents what they
see as the key strengths of the independent dealer. In summary, there were four
identifiable strengths: service, flexibility, relationships and response to customers.
One respondent commented, “The independent dealer is smaller than the big box
players and can be more nimble; they can
offer a more local response and attitude.”
Another stated, “Independent dealers are
quick to respond to opportunities. They
actually talk about product and just don’t
sell out of catalogs.”
BSA also asked respondents to comment
on the big-box chains and how they have
navigated the recent rough economic waters. Fully 100% said that Staples is in better shape today than it was six months
ago. This compares to the 64% who feel
that Office Max is about the same and
73% who think Office Depot is worse
today than in September 2009.
continued on page 13

I.S. Connect is Image Star’s new service offering designed to
help you integrate in ways that can reduce your costs and
improve efficiency. Now you can transmit orders to Image Star.
Contact us to get your password and set us up on your system.

Phone:
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888.632.5515

Fax:

888.635.7479

Email:

sales@imagestar.com
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Web:

www.imagestar.com
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THE ADVANTAGE BUSINESS CONFERENCE IS OPEN TO ALL
FIRST CALL INDEPENDENT DEALERS OF S.P. RICHARDS COMPANY

GO TO WWW.SPRICHARDS.COM FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THIS EXCITING PROGRAM

INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 11
New Programs, Year-OverYear Sales Gains Highlight
AOPD Annual Meeting

When asked about the future for the bigboxes in the next six months, Staples
leads the way again, with 90% of respondents believing their business will be better by September 2010. In an interesting
turn, Office Depot is seen by 63% of the
respondents as staying about the same as
they are now, but Office Max’s business
will be worse as judged by 73.3%!

AOPD executive director Bud Mundt (left) and president Bill Jones had plenty to smile about at their
group’s annual meeting recently. AOPD posted a
13% growth in contract volume in 2009 and added
six new dealer members and one new business
partner.

The survey also had some encouraging
news for BSA and its upcoming 2010 Annual
Forum. Seventy-three percent stated that
they positively will attend the event, scheduled for October 25-28 in Phoenix, with another 14% saying “maybe,” depending on
business conditions later in the year.
The BSA survey was conducted in early
March, using an electronic survey website.
The survey was completed by manufacturers (43%), wholesalers (14%), manufacturer representatives (39%) and buying
groups (4%).

AOPD executive director Bud Mundt presents the
group’s second $10,000 contribution to City of
Hope this year to David Williamson, executive vice
president and general manager of MWV – MeadWestvaco’s office products group and this year’s
City of Hope Spirit of Life award honoree.

Introduction of state of the art contract RFP and pricing services for its dealers, an exclusive new partnership with sales intelligence service providers Acsellerate Solutions
and the makeover of its web site with a completely new look and added functionality
were among the highlights of the 2010 Annual Meeting of the American Office Products
Distributors organization (AOPD) in Florida last month.
continued on page 15

THE INDUSTRY’S MOST POWERFUL
ANALYTICAL TOOL NOW HAS CRM!
Acsellerate® now combines the power of web-based analytics
and advanced customer reporting, with the benefits of
sophisticated CRM! We leverage the power of information to
help sales professionals, managers and executives easily
understand the effectiveness of their customer relationships
and turn that insight into bottom-line results.

9Identify and manage margin improvement potential
9Recognize cross-selling and up-selling opportunities
9Benchmark your customers, sales reps and product
segments against each other or prior periods

9Easily implement and track sales performance, contests
and manufacturer incentives

Call now to learn more: (571) 266-6420
WWW.ACSELLERATE.NET SALES@ACSELLERATE.NET
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INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 13
The meeting drew record attendance, as representatives from 56
AOPD dealers and 24 business partners and rep groups gathered
for the traditional one-on-one planning sessions, an educational
program that featured three separate panel discussions on key
industry topics—national accounts, government sales opportunities and the state of the industry today—as well as a broad array
of networking opportunities.

Focus is on Growth and Opportunities at
2010 WorkPlace Furnishings Conference

And despite all the challenges of the current recession, AOPD
president Bill Jones of T.H.E. Office City was able to report on significant forward progress by the group, as AOPD posted a 13%
growth in contract volume in 2009 and added six new dealer
members and one new business partner.
Micheal Mathews of Dealer Pricing Services, providers of the new
bid support program for AOPD, told the group dealers have a
unique opportunity when it comes to winning large contracts in
today’s market.
He said contract customers are more open to considering new
suppliers and that the dealer’s big box competition is vulnerable,
given Office Depot’s ongoing problems with its state and local
government contracts, Staples’ lack of flexibility and continuing
customer service issues at OfficeMax.
“Now’s the time to be out looking for new contract business and
taking advantage of big box weaknesses, he urged.
Also at the meeting, AOPD presented two President’s Awards,
special honors in recognition of outstanding support for the organization and the dealer community.
The dealer award went to Pat Crowley of S&T Office Products in
St. Paul, Minnesota, while two business partners, wholesalers S.P.
Richards and United Stationers, were both honored with this
award.
Also at the meeting, the group heard from David Williamson, executive vice president and general manager of MWV – MeadWestvaco’s office products group and this year’s City of Hope Spirit
of Life award honoree.
Williamson, who was keynote speaker at AOPD’s closing dinner,
urged independents to add their support to the industry’s efforts
on behalf of City of Hope, one of the nation’s leading cancer research and treatment centers.
“Independents played a key role over 30 years ago in the early
years of the City of Hope’s National Office Products Council and
your support is just as critical today,” said Williamson, who is asking all independent dealers to make it a goal to donate and/or
raise a minimum of $1,000 each for the organization this year.
To express its own support for City of Hope, AOPD executive director Bud Mundt presented a $10,000 check to Williamson at
the meeting, the second such contribution from AOPD for this
year’s campaign.
“The economy overall might still be weak, but you would never
know that from this years’s AOPD meeting,” commented executive director Bud Mundt. “Our focus was very much on new
growth opportunities and the mood throughout was very upbeat
and positive. This is a great time to be an independent and AOPD
is committed to helping our members make the most of it all.”
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WPF VP of marketing Vic Maffe; Mark St. Clair of Creative Office Pavilion, Dealer of the
Year; Nathan M. Loth Award winner Irv Katzman; Kevin Jordan of Safco Products,
Supplier of the Year; WPF president and CEO Greg Nemchick, and Terry Wilson and Ron
Redding, both of Safco.

The office furniture industry may be going through some of its
most challenging times in recent history, but there are still opportunities out there and powerful new resources available to help
dealers weather the storm and start gearing up to make the most
of the recovery when it comes.
That was the message that came through loud and clear last
month at the 2010 National Conference of the WorkPlace
Furnishings dealer organization (WPF).
“These are tough times and we certainly should not underestimate the difficulties we face but there is still much to be thankful
for and many ways we can strengthen our dealerships and move
forward to find new opportunities,” WPF president and CEO Greg
Nemchick told the group.
In addition to a much-expanded educational program and the traditional one-on-one meetings between WPF dealers and their
supplier partners, this year’s conference saw the introduction of
several new programs and services from WPF. They included:
u A new business development program by which WPF has
sent its members over 830 new leads during the past six
months
u A new online hiring tool that tests the aptitude of potential
job candidates in key areas of dealer operations such as
sales, design and project management
u New strategic alliances with PoweredByOI, an innovative
technology company that offers a new approach to managing key dealer business processes, and Corporate Workplace Services, a nationwide network of service providers
for out of market installation and other furniture-related
services.
u An expanded selection of vertical market and specialty
product marketing pieces, targeting the most important
growth areas in the market today.

INDEPENDENT DEALER
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INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 15
Also at the meeting, WPF members honored their Dealer and Manufacturer of the
Year. The Dealer of the Year Award, named
in honor of former WPF president Dennis J.
Insogna, went to Creative Office Pavilion,
Portland, Maine, while Manufacturer of the
Year honors went to Safco Products Company, New Hope, Minnesota.
In addition, the group presented its highest
honor, the Nathan M. Loth Award, to WPF
legal counsel Irv Katzman, who is retiring
this year after over 35 years of service to
the organization.

Azerty/United Stationers Named
Canon Distributor for Large
Format Printers
Azerty/United Stationers has been named
a distributor of large format printers by
Canon U.S.A, As an authorized Canon distributor, Azerty and the United Supply Division will stock and distribute Canon’s line
of imagePROGRAF large-format printers

and supplies through United Stationers’ nationwide network of resellers.
The Canon imagePROGRAF line-up includes 19 models ranging in size from 17
inches to 60 inches, including 12-color
models for the photography and graphic
arts industries; 8-color models for production, signage and high-speed printing markets; and precision 5-color models for
technical documents such as blue prints
and architectural designs as well as other
documents utilized in the advertising, government, utilities, and facility management
markets.

S.P. Richards Honors Its Los
Angeles Distribution Center
Wholesaler S.P. Richards recently presented its 2009 Distribution Center of the
Year award to its Los Angeles location.
This honor is awarded each year to the
S.P. Richards distribution center that
achieves the highest combined results in

a number of key performance measurements including service levels, order accuracy, inventory accuracy, inventory turn,
sales, profits and employee productivity.
Distribution center general manager Jay
Brooks, who accepted the award at the
company’s recent national sales meeting,
commented, "We’ve got a great group of
employees dedicated to delivering a superior level of customer support. I couldn’t
be more proud of the entire Los Angeles
Distribution Center team.”
Rick Toppin, S.P. Richards Company president and COO, added, “The Los Angeles
Distribution Center team set the standard
for excellence in 2009 and exemplified
what is attainable when everyone maintains an absolute focus on continuous improvement and providing the highest level
of customer satisfaction. We congratulate
all of our employees at the Los Angeles
Distribution Center on earning the company’s most prestigious award.”
continued on page 18
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We’ve paved the way to

YOUR SUCCESS.

is.group’s NEW RDC program through United Stationers offers a greater assortment of stocked items and quicker lead
times.We’ve added new vendors and an extensive 5,400 industry-leading item selection delivered in 2 to 3 days at the
same low costs.

is.group provides its members with a variety of benefits including:
• Leadership that collaborates with key industry partners for the betterment and success of
the independent dealer.
• Dealer-owned, -operated and -controlled cooperative.
• Low monthly membership fees.
• Manufacturer rebates paid quarterly.
• Direct buy mixed pallet program to lower cost of goods and improve operational efficiencies.
• Dealer sales-growth programs including a no-cost National Accounts Program, GSA
Contracts, BPA Programs and Mid-Market Furniture Program.
• Marketing tools that support the items members buy best and sell most.
• World-class ecommerce system is.D-Force.
• …and more!

is.group’s Collaborate 2010 annual meeting in Denver offers you many opportunities to network with other dealers and hear
more about how is.group members have driven the road to success.
To learn more about our upcoming annual event and our innovative programs and services, contact an is.group Membership
Development Manager.
Tom Ashburn, ashburn@isgroup.org, 317-579-1117
Bob Nimmo, nimmo@isgroup.org, 706-490-9290

www.isgroup.org

INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 16
United Stationers Publishes
2010 Green Catalog, Creates
New Furniture Division and Inks
Distribution Deal for Cosco/
Bridgeport Furniture Products
United Stationers recently released its
2010 Green Catalog. The catalog contains
some 2,700 items, an 8% increase on last
year’s green product offering and features
larger selections in a number of different
categories, including paper SKU’s with recycled content, sustainable binders and
writing instruments, light bulbs recycling
receptacles, ink and toner cartridges, and
fully biodegradable and compostable food
service items.
In addition, the 2010 Green Catalog offers
tips for sustainable purchasing, a guide to
greener offices, and a glossary of sustainable terminology.
Separately, United announced it has created a new United Stationers Furniture Division, which will operate as a part of
United Stationers Supply Co. United veteran Jim Fahey has been named president
of the new division, which will have its own
channel marketing and category management team, as well as a nationwide team
of dedicated furniture salespeople.
Several key sales management appointments have been made as part of the
launch, including:
u Rich Aievoli, vice president
& general manager, sales;
u Felton Jones, region sales
director, West;
u Michael Pritchard, area sales
manager, West;
u William Miller, region sales
director, Central.
The new division will continue to provide
distribution through the United Supply Division’s network, with the Furniture Customer Care group based in St. Louis.
Also, United announced it has reached an
agreement with Cosco/Bridgeport (formerly Samsonite Brand) to become the
sole U.S. distributor of Cosco’s Bridgeport
branded furniture products to resellers.
United will now carry Cosco’s office furniture inventory, with qualifying manufacturer-direct orders shipping from United’s
Atlanta distribution center. After the transition, orders will be placed directly with
APRIL 2010

United for any Cosco item included in the
program.

Supplies Network Expands Next
Day Service in the Midwest
Wholesaler Supplies Network is expanding
next-day ground delivery capabilities in
the Midwest with Spee-Dee Delivery Service, Inc., a regional delivery company
headquartered in St. Cloud, Minnesota.

manager of ECi Britannia.
“It also enables dealers to print documents
in color, supports emailing in Adobe PDF
format, prints barcodes and allows documents to be faxed from a computer, eliminating the need for additional hardware.”
To learn more, contact info@ecisolutions.com
or call (866) 374-3221.

Acsellerate Expands
Marketing and Sales Teams

Beginning this month, Supplies Network’s
enhanced next-day regions will include
Iowa, northern Illinois, eastern Nebraska,
parts of Minnesota and Wisconsin.
Beginning May 1, next-day service will
also expand to include Minneapolis and
most of Minnesota and all of Wisconsin.
Second-day regions will include all of
North Dakota and a greater portion of
South Dakota.
Orders will be shipped from Supplies Network’s distribution center in St. Louis.

Britannia Adds Variable Data
Printing Solution
Dealer technology provider ECi Software
Solutions last month announced the release of the variable data printing solution
PlanetPress Suite to Britannia customers.
PlanetPress Suite enables creation, printing, emailing and faxing of customer-facing documents in house, eliminating the
need for preprinted forms. Documents can
be produced using any printer so there is
no need to dedicate a printer just for
forms.
ECi Britannia said it will offer customization of up to six forms including invoices,
statements, quotes, packing lists, order
confirmations and purchase orders.
All documents can be generated from the
same data file used to create orders and
invoices, so information is entered only
once. Conditional text such as “thank you
for your business,” images and company
logos can also be incorporated.
“With PlanetPress, we offer our customers
a way to create professional documents in
house. This will save them money on printing and mailing costs, help speed up their
work processes and enhance their brand
image,” said Anshul Choudhry, general

Sales intelligence service provider Acsellerate Solutions, has appointed two industry veterans to lead its sales and
marketing initiatives.
Amy Brown (left) was named director of
sales and will drive the overall sales
process and growth plan for the organization, while Allyson Szablewski (right) has
joined the company as director of marketing and communications, responsible for
overall marketing and public relations.
“We are excited to add Amy and Allyson
to the Acsellerate team,” said Jen Johnson, vice president and founder of Acsellerate. “Their industry knowledge and
hands-on experience using Acsellerate's
analytic and reporting tools will be an
asset as we provide new, valuable solutions for our customers to reach their
sales, margin and growth goals."
Brown brings more than 15 years of experience to Acsellerate, most recently serving as a consultant for independent office
products dealers, implementing sales
processes and enhancing margins with organizations across the country. She was
also a successful sales manager for a
large distributor in Ohio, where she was an
avid user of Acsellerate.
Szablewski recently was responsible for
sales and marketing for an independent
dealer in the New York area and prior to
that, was Northeast Division sales and
marketing director for S.P. Richards.
continued on page 20
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INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 18
SalesRabbit from Longbow Adds Serialized Inventory
The Longbow Consulting Group has announced what it describes
as “a major enhancement” to its SalesRabbit CRM business intelligence solution. Dealers using the DDMS Serialized Inventory
module will now be able to bring this information into GoldMine
CRM/Sales Force Automation software.
“This new enhancement represents a sales and marketing breakthrough for office equipment dealers,” said Longbow president,
Neil Saviano. “Having equipment sales and contract history in a
full CRM and Sales Force Automation program offers dealers a
distinct competitive advantage. Being able to take action on this
information increases both future equipment sales and service
contract renewals.”
The Serialized Inventory integration was developed by Longbow’s
VP of information technology and software development, Paul
Rogers. “It’s all part of the growing versatility of SalesRabbit’s
SystemPlugIn,” said Rogers. “We can now integrate with virtually
any back-end system,” he said.

Thalerus Integrates HP PurchasEdge with Vibe
Business Software
Software provider Thalerus Group has announced it will support
Hewlett-Packard’s PurchasEdge rewards program through an integrated version of its Vibe business management solution.
Participating resellers with Vibe software can now electronically submit the required purchase data to HP—helping PurchasEdge members earn their free HP products faster, while helping resellers
increase supplies sales with a key customer base.

He also worked for several industry technology suppliers, including Silver Plus, DDMS and ECi Software Solutions, and as an independent technology consultant, providing implementation and
personalized training on business software systems.
In addition to helping dealers create a professional online presence, Stratus said it can provide site hosting, cloud-based e-mail
and other technology services and help dealers establish Internet
marketing programs such as online newsletters. For more information, contact Stratus at info@StratusBusinessSolutions.com or
(866) 298-1998.

WebLink integrates United’s Smart Search
Technology from United Stationers
E-commerce systems provider WebLink announced last month it
has integrated United Stationers’ Smart Search technology into
its WebWare online ordering platform.
“WebLink’s integration of United Smart Search represents another
step in our continued drive to improve the end-consumer shopping experience, and to help resellers increase their web sales
and improve customer service,” said Laura Gale, VP of marketing
for United.
JD Meints, president of WebLink Solutions, commented: “The
United Smart Search integration has added exceptional value to
our e-store solutions. The reseller benefits by their customers
finding the products they want quickly and easily, as well as having access to detailed product attributes, improved photographs,
persuasive selling copy, and additional data to facilitate the
matching of supplies with equipment.”

For general information on Thalerus Group visit www.thalerus.com or
call 866.299.9947. To explore HP PurchasEdge, please visit
www.purchasedge.com.

3M to Acquire A-One Office and
Consumer Label Business in Japan

Industry Vets Form Stratus, New Company to Offer
Web Sites, Internet Marketing Services

In a deal that provides a major boost to its recent move into the
label business, 3M has announced a definitive agreement by
which it will acquire a majority stake in the A-One branded consumer and office label business and related operations. Terms of
the transaction were not disclosed.

Andy Ballard and Kurt Kegans, two industry veterans with extensive experience on the technology side of the industry, have
teamed up to launch Stratus Business Solutions, a new company
that will provide web sites, e-mail marketing and other technology
services to small businesses in a variety of industries, including
office products, contract office furniture, business equipment, janitorial and sanitary supplies and LBM and hardlines.
Ballard began his industry career with wholesaler Stationers Distributing Company. Later, as marketing manager for United Stationers, he worked with industry software providers to improve
purchasing automation for independent office products dealers.
Ballard also served as manager for a large office supply and furniture dealer. Most recently, he was sales manager for ECi Software Solutions where he worked with jan/san distributors, retail
hardware stores and LBM dealers as well as independent office
products, furniture and equipment dealers.
Kegans also began his career in the office products industry and
has worked for both independent dealerships and wholesalers.

A-One is the number one office and consumer label brand in Asia,
and the second largest worldwide. Its label products have been
manufactured for office and consumer customers throughout
Japan for over 50 years.
3M entered the U.S. consumer and office label market in 2009
under the flagship Post-it and 3M brands. The acquisition of AOne will accelerate 3M’s growth in this important category and
provide valuable technical expertise, the company said.
“A-One will significantly enhance our ability to create a global
label platform that services our customers and delights our loyal
3M end-users,” said Bill Smith, vice president, 3M Office Supplies
Division. “A-One not only provides immediate critical mass in
Japan and valuable know-how for label production, it accelerates
our penetration throughout the Asia region and underscores 3M’s
commitment to be a global leader in the consumer and office label
business.”
continued on page 22
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vendor profile
ECi Britannia V5: Helping the Independent Office Products
Dealer Prosper in a Tough Economy
relegated to a template. Customization allows dealers
to represent their brand and to feature content that is
important for their business. It’s a complete solution,
from new account creation for guest users to integrated
credit card processing to accepting big box cross reference part numbers.”

Anshul Choudhry
General Manager of ECi Britannia
To be successful in today’s market, a dealer must invest in superior technology to compete and reduce expenses. ECi Britannia V5 was designed to do just that.
How? “Through several avenues,” replies Anshul
Choudhry, general manager of ECi Britannia. “One of
those avenues is its multitasking capabilities. As an example, a user can be working in Accounts Receivable
and then switch over to Order Entry and process customer orders without having to close any screens. Another example is where users can view stock check
from multiple vendors, thereby allowing for faster and
more informed purchasing decisions. These features
not only cut costs but also increase employee efficiency and customer satisfaction.
“One of the biggest advantages with Britannia V5 is
the control it gives you over managing your pricing and
branding,” says Choudhry. “Dealers now have more
ways to customize pricing for their customers to get a
bigger margin.
“In today’s competitive environment, margins are razor
thin and therefore pricing right makes sense,” Choudhry
continues. “If you price too low, you leave money on the
table, and if you price too high then competition nudges
you out of a deal. The key is to have the right tools to
manage your pricing strategy. Take, for instance, Britannia’s Competitive Cross Reference capability; it takes
the guesswork out and automates your pricing against
the big box stores, thus enabling more effective competition and maximizing your revenue.
“Also, the right e-commerce package gives the smaller
dealers an edge over the big box stores,” says
Choudhry. “The website is fully customizable and not

The feature set of Britannia V5 was developed based
on years of customers’ requests and feedback. “We
are constantly in touch with our dealer base,” says
Choudhry. “We personally reach out to each customer
every three-to-four months and we offer a lot of
hands-on training with new systems. We also conduct
periodic surveys to assess needs. As a result of their
feedback, we have launched hundreds of features in
just the past year alone.
“Britannia is a Software as a Service (SaaS) solution, but
our investment is not limited to software. We’ve recently
invested more than $1 million to upgrade existing hardware to state-of-the-art technology, such as Microsoft
64-bit server, which improves the website performance
and leads to a better online buying experience.”
Choudhry continues, “However, what sets us apart is
our customer care. We are here to help you from 8 a.m.
to 9 p.m., Eastern time. If you call us, there is a 98%
chance that you will be greeted by a knowledgeable
Britannia support representative within 3 minutes.”
Britannia is also continually forging new partnerships
that provide more value for independent dealers.
“That’s our focus,” says Choudhry. “What kind of value
will this add for our dealers?”

One of the newest partnerships is with Educators Resource. This partnership will deliver educational content to a dealer’s website, increasing the SKU selection
they can display, effectively expanding their product
assortment to include school supplies and other educational items. “It’s a perfect fit,” says Choudhry. “Because schools also need lots of regular office supplies,
including furniture.”
Another partnership is with Objectif Lune to offer their
variable printing software PlanetPress. “Now our dealers
will be able to print, fax and email their own branded,
professional-looking documents in-house. All of this
saves them money on printing costs and postage.”
Britannia continues to move forward with other partnerships and technological enhancements that provide
dealers more flexibility and efficiency. Tighter integration with GSA and DoD EMALL portals are only two recent examples. “We have many customers who are
interested in this,” replies Choudhry. “We will also provide website content in Spanish through vendor partnerships, new website themes, product reviews,
customer reward program and even more customization capabilities, including interfacing with Facebook,
Twitter and Google Analytics.
“It’s an exciting time at Britannia,” concludes
Choudhry. “We are really lucky in that we are a stable
company, we’ve been around for more than 21 years
now, and we have almost 1,000 dealers. We will be
here to partner with our dealers for many, many years
to come.”

INDUSTRY NEWS: continued from page 20
3M said it expects the transaction to be
completed in the second quarter, subject
to customary closing conditions including
any necessary regulatory approvals.

New Licensing Agreement for
Shachihata Products
Shachihata Inc., makers of Xstamper,
ClassiX and Artline products, has announced a licensing agreement with ASG
(Associated Sourcing Group) by which
ASG will assume responsibility for supplying Shachihata branded products to U.S.
commercial office products customers.
Shachihata has been a supplier to the U.S.
office products market for over 40 years
and said it expects continued growth
through this new strategic alliance.
The ASG organization includes several former key Shachihata staff members. In addition to president Mike Wilbur, the ASG
team includes Paul Ventimiglia, director of
sales; Martin Clemente, field sales manager; Chris Wiederkehr, marketing manager, and Dawn Leclerc, customer service
manager.
“The new partnership will allow Shachihata
USA to focus on its core competency of
supply chain excellence,” said Shachihata
USA president Terry Minato. “We will continue to supply Xstamper parts to all of our
existing and future manufacturing partners
and we will also continue to focus on new
product development for all of our customers.”
Shachihata said it will be business as
usual during the transition, and orders will
continue to be processed with no interruption.
“We look forward to the opportunity of creating a profitable future for our customers,” commented Wilbur. “We will work
hard to ensure that this venture is a success for all.”

Nukote Files $100 Million Lawsuit
Against Clover Technologies

coordinated plan to drive it out of business
and sought to build a monopoly in the remanufactured ink jet and laser toner cartridge market.
Nukote says it suffered damages in excess
of $100 million and alleges Clover stole
trade secrets, raided its key employees
and induced its business partners, most
notably Office Depot, to breach agreements they had with Nukote.
In response, Clover said in a statement, “It
is abundantly clear that once again,
Nukote is abusing the court system in a
transparent and desperate effort to raise
capital for a business that is on the verge
of collapse.”
Nukote is seeking a jury trial of the suit but
no timeline has yet been set for a trial.

PaperPro Files Patent Suit
Against Acco/Swingline
Accentra, Inc., makers of the PaperPro line
of desktop staplers, has filed a patent infringement lawsuit against Acco Brands
Corporation and Acco Brands USA, manufacturers of Swingline staplers, alleging
infringement of a number of patents it
holds.
In dispute are the Swingline PowerEase,
Optima PowerEase and Compact PowerEase models which PaperPro asserts
are in violation of its patented technology.
PaperPro is seeking an injunction against
continued sales of these products, and
compensatory and enhanced damages.
The filing against Acco follows a similar infringement suit filed by Accentra in 2007
against Staples, Inc. for its unauthorized
sale of staplers sold under the “One
Touch” brand. The suit against Staples
also includes Accentra’s assertion of ownership rights in the “One Touch” brand for
staplers. The suit against Staples is expected to go to trial this year, PaperPro
said.

Imaging supplies manufacturers Nukote
and Clover Technologies Group have been
fighting it out for many years in the marketplace and now the battle is moving to
the courts, with the recent filing by Nukote
of a lawsuit alleging Clover pursued a
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The HON Company Adds New
Enhancements to SmartLink
Education Furniture

INDEPENDENT DEALER

The HON Company has announced a number of extensions to its SmartLink line of
education furniture. They include a compact teacher station, sit-to-stand and fixed
student desks and several accessory items.
SmartLink’s new compact teacher station
(24″ x 60″) is designed for teachers who
prefer a smaller desk and can be used as
a computer station or as a workspace for
assistants, student teachers or volunteers.
The new sit-to-stand student desk adjusts
from 30 to 43 inches in one-inch increments, while the desk is now also available
in a fixed-height leg option at 30”high.
In the accessories area, HON has also introduced new whiteboard cabinet brackets and a rail kit for use with its SmartLink
storage system.

Godfrey Group and Meucci &
Associates, West Coast Rep
Firms, Announce Merger
Two independent manufacturer’s rep firms
covering the West have merged. The Godfrey Group and Meucci & Associates joined
forces March 1. Both groups will retain their
names for their respective territories but will
be owned by a parent corporation with Nick
Aronis, Pat Forte, Nancy Lingane, Gene
Meucci and Bob Meucci serving as officers.
The combined companies will maintain
sales offices and an administrative staff in
Burlingame and Seal Beach, California,
and Renton, Washington.
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NOPAnews

Healthcare Bills Signed into Law – Now What?
With the original Senate healthcare bill
passed in the House, signed by the President, and then quickly amended through a
reconciliation bill, small businesses can
now shift their focus toward understanding
how this new legislation will impact them.
NOPA will continue to provide members
with insights into just how the new healthcare law is likely to impact small businesses
in our industry as implementation details
emerge.
As business community and other blogs
are noting, many provisions of the new
healthcare law will only move forward after
implementing regulations are developed
and approved within the executive branch.
However, some of the small business tax
credits and other provisions have more immediate impact and NOPA members can
expect these changes to be implemented
starting this year.
Insurance market changes will be spread
out between 2010 and 2014. Revenue
measures designed to offset expanded insurance coverage and subsidies will be
phased in with several delayed until 201820. Here are several provisions in the bill
that NOPA believes will have particular significance for small businesses, their employees and families:
Preexisting conditions protection. The
new law will offer quick protection for uninsured children and adults with preexisting
conditions as a bridge to the comprehensive ban on denial of insurance coverage to
individuals with preexisting conditions that
will take effect in 2014. Within 90 days (by
June 21, 2010), all states must establish a
high-risk insurance pool for such individuals. Dependent children up to age 26 with
preexisting conditions may be covered
under their parents’ insurance policies.
Starting in 2014 the new law also will prohibit insurance companies from charging
higher rates to different insured groups for

reasons other than differences in age, residence location and family size, and will
place maximum limits on age/gender and
certain other factors that influence rate variations.
Compliance-related tax provisions. The
new law is structured with separate provisions aimed at employers of different sizes
to promote increased employer-based
health insurance coverage. Small businesses are defined as those with 50 or
fewer full-time employees, although tax
credit provisions are aimed at those with 25
or fewer employees that contribute at least
50% of total policy premiums.
All employers with fewer than 50 full-time
employees will be exempt from tax penalties for not providing insurance, and such
employers will not be required to contribute
toward payment of premiums if they do
offer insurance. However, since most dealers and other small businesses in the office
products industry offer some form of health
insurance or certainly would if it were more
affordable, the new tax credit may be of interest.
Starting in 2014, employers with more than
50 full-time employees (including part-time
employees whose hours have been aggregated into full-time equivalents) must generally pay a penalty if at least one full-time
employee requires a public subsidy for insurance.
Employers that do not offer insurance will
be subject to a $2,000 tax penalty for each
full-time employee in the company. However, there is a 30-employee deduction that
applies before calculating the penalty
amount due.
Employers who offer coverage that is determined to be “unaffordable” (employer
pays less than 60% of the total premium
and employee share represents more than
a defined level of his/her earned income)
will be subject to a $3,000 tax penalty for

each employee who receives a federal subsidy. This penalty is capped at the level of
total penalties that the employer would pay
if it did not offer any health insurance to
employees.
Employers who offer insurance coverage
and have 25 or fewer full-time employees
whose average annual salary is $50,000 or
less will be eligible for a tax credit that may
be carried back one year or forward up to
20 years.
For 2010 through 2013, eligible employers
will receive a small business credit for up to
35% of their contribution toward employees’ health insurance premiums. Those
with 10 or fewer employees with average
pay of $25,000 per year or less are eligible
for the full 35% tax credit. The credit is
phased out once the firm has 25 employees
and their average pay reaches $50,000 per
year.
In 2014 and after, eligible employers who
purchase coverage through a state-sponsored insurance exchange (see below) can
receive a tax credit for two consecutive
years of up to 50% of their contribution.
Individual and company insurance mandates. The new healthcare law requires all
citizens to have health insurance and to report it on their federal tax returns. There will
be an annual tax penalty of $695 for individuals and $2,085 for families without
health insurance by 2016.
Businesses with more than 50 full-time employees also are required to provide “credible and affordable” (at least 60% of total
insurance premiums) health insurance to
their employees.
Starting in 2014, firms that do not offer
such coverage and have at least one employee obtaining insurance through a state
exchange (available to individuals when
their employer does not pay 60% or more
of the total insurance premium or those
continued on page 25
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Add Your Voice to the

Chorus of Hope
In honor of of this year’s Spirit of Life Award Winner for the
City of Hope, David Williamson of MeadWestvaco, Paul
Ventimiglia and Martin Clemente of Shachihata are continuing
their unique fundraising efforts to buy musical instruments to
help make life easier for the patients who come to the City of
Hope for cancer treatment each year.
David’s theme of “Sharing Hope….Uniting the Body and Soul”
reflects the important role music plays in the healing process.
It enhances relaxation, encourages positive thoughts, decreases
muscle tension and stress, while increasing the body’s production of
endorphins. It also helps reduce the anxiety, depression, anger and fatigue
associated with cancer treatment.
That’s why your support of Paul and Martin’s efforts is so important.
Thanks to your generosity, the Piano Fund, as it has come to be known, has
already provided the City of Hope with a baby grand piano and two portable
pianos, but much more still is needed.
Please see the link below for the Sheri and Les Biller Patient and Family
Resource Center where the music therapy and art therapy rooms will be
housed and join Paul and Martin in supporting this noble cause.
www.cityofhope.org/patient_care/Biller-Center/Pages/default.aspx
Any dollar amount is welcomed. Please make your checks
payable to “City of Hope in care of the Art & Music Therapy Fund” and send to the address listed below:
Shachihata, Inc.
Attn: Chris Wiederkehr,
Sr. Trade Mktg Mgr
1661 W. 240th Street
Harbor City, California 90710-1310

“There is no profit in curing the body
if in the process we destroy the soul”

STORY: continued from page 23
premiums exceed 9.8% of their income),
must pay a fine for every employee,
whether or not other employees are using
an exchange.
If that same employer offers “credible” coverage, but has at least one employee who
receives insurance from an exchange, then
the employer must pay the lesser of $3,000
for each employee in the exchange or $750
for every employee, regardless of how they
receive their insurance.
Insurance exchanges. By 2014, each state
must establish its own health insurance exchange, and the federal government will
create one for those states that fail to do
so. The purpose of the exchange is to offer
the self-employed and small businesses
the same kind of healthcare system federal
employees receive—one in which many
healthcare providers and plans are offered.
The definition of who would be eligible to
participate would also be set by the individual states.
One option for the states would be the creation of Small Business Health Option Program (SHOP) plans, which would be open
to small businesses with fewer than 100
employees and the individually insured.

All state exchanges, however, will have
common requirements to promote comparability among information on competing
healthcare plans. States may apply for a
waiver to form “compacts” with other
states to permit cross-state sale of health
insurance, essentially creating regional exchanges.
In addition, the new law creates the “Consumer Operated and Oriented Plan” program, or Co-ops. Co-ops would be state
and regional nonprofit organizations whose
sole purpose would be to create a health
insurance plan for members of the co-op.
The nonprofit could not have been a health
insurance provider before a specific date
and all surpluses generated would be used
to lower insurance premiums.
Changes to pre-tax accounts. The bill limits the maximum contribution to a flexible
spending account to $2,500 annually (down
from $5,000) beginning in 2011.

Revenue Raising Provisions
The new law includes several provisions intended to offset higher costs due to expansion and subsidization of insurance
coverage through several revenue raisers.

The Medicare Hospital Insurance tax will be
increased by 0.9% for individuals making
over $200,000 a year and couples making
over $250,000. An additional Medicare tax
will be added on unearned income for such
individuals and families.
Starting in 2018, the law also calls for a new
excise tax of 40% on insurance companies
or plan administrators on insurance plans
with an annual premium of over $10,200 for
single coverage and $27,500 for family coverage. These amounts will be indexed for
inflation starting in 2020 and the premium
base will exclude dental and vision benefit
costs.
Without question, the new healthcare law
will have a major impact on the health insurance system in the United States and,
regrettably, insurance market reforms
aimed at the small business group market
are not expected by most experts to significantly retard premiums, particularly in the
near-term.
The costs of these changes have in many
cases been deferred until late in this
decade, and the impact of many of these
changes are difficult to predict at this time.

Open Enrollment April 15th through May 15th

UNIVIEW VISION® – SEE THE DIFFERENCE
x
x
x
x
x

Coverage as low as $7.45 per month per employee.
Annual coverage for routine eye examinations.
Annual allowance ($130) for frames, lenses and/or contacts.
Additional discounts of 15% to 40% on unlimited purchases of
non-covered materials like extra pairs of glasses – even after
covered benefits are used up.
Access to a broad, convenient, national network of more than
44,000 providers and provider locations including independent
optometrists, ophthalmologists and national retail locations like:

Kathy Manolas
800.542.6672
manolas@iopfda.org
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Flexing your
e-marketing
strategy

Y

our sales and
marketing results are
only as good as your strategy…
and your opt-in list. Beyond the
aesthetics and functionality of
your website, having a good,
clean email list, regardless of
size, may be one of the most important
elements of your e-marketing campaign
aside from the content.

build and test
to optimize your
campaign

Building Your List

Segmenting Your List

In order to build your list, you have to ask for
addresses at every possible point of contact.
Maybe this is obvious, but are you doing it?
Make it easy for customers and prospects to
sign up for your newsletter or promotional
offers upon visiting your website, receiving an
order, opening a direct mail brochure, etc. There
are also other options to carefully consider,
such as referral incentives, renting lists, coregistration, double opt-in, and Web analytics.

Dividing your list of email addresses into multiple
categories allows you to better track, target,
customize, and evaluate your customers and the
information you’re sending them. For example, by
simply separating active and inactive addresses, you
have the opportunity to recapture the interest of the
inactive customers without sending an unnecessary,
inapplicable message to your loyal customer base.
Further segmentation by product line, average order
amount, demographics, preferences, etc. lets you
hone your message, thus increasing its relevancy.
Once you start adding to your list from other sources,
it’s important to segment these so you can evaluate
the cost analysis of each source independently.
Segmenting your email list should be an integral part
of your e-marketing strategy.

Developing Your Strategy
Think about providing value rather than just
information through your email marketing
communications. Grab recipients’ attention
and give them a reason, an incentive to click
on the links, directing them to your website. Be
brief and concise with the most pertinent
information near the top in your emails;
your website is where you can expound on
information. For a long-term campaign,
create a template design that allows
recipients to easily associate your html
email with your website and other communication media; this helps reinforce your
brand identity. The frequency with which
you contact your customers will vary based
on customer preferences and other
circumstances, but you can plan the email
content based on types or levels of
customer activity. To easily supplement
your email campaign, check out AD-Links™
for a selection of professionally designed
manufacturer flyers, promotional offers,
and newsletters.

Testing Your Strategy

Divide and
conquer by
testing and
adjusting your
e-marketing

If you just do what worked in your previous email
marketing campaign, your customers may
become bored and start ignoring your
communication efforts. One of the easiest
ways to test elements of your strategy is
by sending html emails through a customer
relationship management (CRM) program
such as Constant Contact, ACT!, or
eMAP360, which offers enhanced tracking
features, such as graphical statistics. Don’t
be afraid to take risks with your e-marketing campaign, just make sure they’re
calculated risks by first testing to optimize
your results.

strategy.
For more information about AD-Links™ or eMAP360,
email tcraig@opma.com or visit www.opma.com.

Cover Story

by Jim Rapp
The big, thick heavy print catalog is going the way
of the telephone book, if not quite yet the buggy
whip, according to most of the dealers we talked
to for this story.
As online ordering grows, so does online communications in all its forms, and that includes advertising and promotion.

prospects on the Internet is much lower than traditional methods—print, radio, TV and the U.S.
Postal Service.
As I talked with dealers around the country, I find
not only that there’s greater use of this medium,
but that they’re learning how to use it more effectively.

The rate of growth is accelerating. Dealers who
told me only a year ago that their web- site received little attention have now changed their
minds.
What happened? In the down economy customers
are looking at all their costs. They save money by
eliminating purchasing positions and pushing buying decisions down to the department level. This
means that younger, tech-savvy individuals are
now placing orders.
If you have an appealing web site, and an easy to
navigate online ordering system, you’ll get the
business. Integrating your promotional activity into
the system will be highly effective.
The cost of communicating with customers and

More and more dealers are adding sound and action to their web sites. It’s like a TV commercial
over the Internet. Jamin Arn, owner of OfficePro
in Janesville, Wisconsin, makes his own videos.
One of the most popular spots shows Jamin
stomping on an HP cartridge, then holding up one
of his remanufactured ones, explaining that it not
only costs a lot less, but it’s made right here in the
good old USA!
continued on page 28
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COVER: continued from page 27
Jamin says that he gets more comments on
this one-minute commercial than on any
other advertising he’s ever done.

Focus on the
Short Term
During the economic downturn of the past
several years, most dealers have been
spending more advertising dollars in two
areas: selling additional product lines to existing customers, such as jan/san, printing,
beverages, etc. or going after new customers.
Innovative Office Solutions, Burnsville, Minnesota, increased spending across the
board, including adding more inside and
outside salespeople, and going after new
accounts aggressively. The result: a 10%
sales increase last year.
Gulf Coast Office Products, Pensacola,
Florida, has found that buyers who
wouldn’t give them the time of day before
the recession are now willing to listen to
their story, a story that tells them, “You will
save money buying from a single source
and we have everything you need.”

Gulf Coast’s Mark Wright explains,
“Whether we’re making an onsite presentation or sending out a mailing or an e-mail,
we do two things: First, we communicate
with as many people as possible at each location, and secondly, we talk about all the
product categories we offer. S.P. Richards
has been very helpful in putting our program together, including the use of the
Constant Contact e-marketing program.”
“We decided some time back that we
weren’t going to sit around and wait for the
economy to improve,” Wright said. “Instead, we have ramped up all our promotional activity, and it has paid off, with nice
increases the past few months.”
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Activities at Gulf Coast over the past year
include an expanded trade show that drew
the largest attendance ever for the dealership; a fundraiser for Haitian relief that generated very positive coverage by the local
media; a concerted effort by the dealership
to differentiate itself from competitors, by
talking up single source and buy local, and
repeating it over and over again in all its advertising and on personal visits.
In addition, the dealership tries to customize communications as much as possible and asks customers and prospects for
their preferences and whether they want to
be reached by e-mail, fax, phone, mail or
in-person.

Contests and
Reward Programs
“Premiums and contests work well for us
and get people looking at our web site,” reports Chuck Inwood of Nickerson Business
Supplies in Monroe, Ohio. “For a first order
of $100 or more, customers get a free pizza
from Domino’s. Working with United Stationers’ program, we give out a tub of
candy for a $150 order and a tool kit for
$500 or more. We code it so it goes out automatically with the order.”
The company also sends out a cover letter
with each catalog, asking five questions,
and entering correct answers in a drawing
for a high value prize, currently a $300 Sony
PlayStation.
The questions ask the customer to locate
the page numbers of five items, the idea
being to not only get them to open the catalog, but to remind them of items that they
might not have realized Nickerson’s carries,
such as hand sanitizers. Participation is
quite high, Inwood says.
In Ashland, Virginia, The Supply Room
Companies has been offering reward programs for some years. “It’s been very effective in customer retention,” states the
Supply Room’s Addison Jones. “It gives us
that little extra edge. Some customers will
save their points to get big ticket items, like
INDEPENDENT DEALER

a printer or copier. Others use them as gifts
to employees or to a charity.”

The Supply Room also participates in the
Virginia Lottery Super Teacher Awards Program, receiving state-wide publicity. Eight
winners, one from each of eight geographic
regions of the state, receive a cash prize of
$2000 and an additional $2,000 classroom
credit from the Supply Room Companies.
“The expense is worth it,” says Jones. “We
do a lot of business with the state and with
the school systems.”
J.R. Freeman Company in San Bernardino.
California, is a member of is.group and the
dealership has tried several reward programs the Indianapolis-based co-op offers.
“While all have been effective,” says Freeman’s Tim Derryberry, “the most impressive
has been the simplest – Freebee Friday.
We’ve been using it for several years. It not
only smooths out orders for the entire
week, but has increased average order
size.”
Working off a model originally pioneered by
Chuckals Office Products in Tacoma,
Washington, and adopted by numerous
dealers across the country, Freeman’s provides any Friday orders above a specific
amount with a free sample.

continued on page 30
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THANK YOU!

Thank you to all our sales representatives for their active
participation in this year’s “Sharing Hope” campaign, supporting
City of Hope’s mission to find the cures to cancer and other
life-threatening diseases.

David Williamson
Executive Vice President and General Manager
MWV - MeadWestvaco Office Products Group

Join us at these upcoming events:
June 7
(Mon.)

Golden State Travelers Golf Outing
Sierra La Verne Country Club – La Verne, Calif.

July 19
(Mon.)

The Office City & The Godfrey Group Golf Outing
Peninsula Golf and Country Club – San Mateo, Calif.

September 2
(Thurs.)

Frey Gaede & Company Golf Outing
River Glen Country Club, Fishers, Ind.

For more information, visit www.cityofhope.org/nopi

COVER: continued from page 28
“We vary the order dollar amount to fit the
value of the free item and change the item
regularly,” Derryberry explains. “We select
inexpensive items, something that can be
used in an office—a dozen pens, highlighters,
cleaning products and similar products.
The best part is that it gets people looking
at our web site.”

Sandy Faber, Eakes Office Plus, Grand Island, Nebraska, reports great success with
a similar program. “We’ve tried several different reward and retention point programs,
but nothing has created more buzz than
getting something free with an order. Customers talk about it all the time. When you
place an order of a certain dollar amount,
you’ll get either a food item or an office use
item. Currently we’re giving out locally
made kettlecorn. Everyone knows about
this product and it helps us promote the
‘buy local’ idea.”

month. They use quarterly flyers and mini
catalogs from TriMega for account acquisition, in conjunction with wholesaler material.
“Our specials change weekly and we deliver free candy with every order two days
each week,” he continues. “We’ve also had
very good luck using Constant Contact. It’s
inexpensive, looks professional, and gives
us the opportunity to talk about our company and our people. We discuss new
products and special offers and use it for
customer surveys every few months.”
“When United’s new catalog comes out,
every customer that orders $500 or more
gets their name in a drawing and the winner
receives a high value item. This year it was
a HON Flagship filing cabinet, a $500 value.
When it’s delivered, we take pictures and
put the story in our newsletter.”

Looking to the
Future
Jack Ingram of Sierra Office Supply and
Printing in Sacramento says that their best
marketing ploy has been jumping on the
green bandwagon.

Covering
All the Bases
“We throw everything at the customer, believing that something is sure to stick!” says
Ken Henderson of Chicago Office Products
Company (COPCO). “We have to do all we
can to keep our name in front of them, because they’re getting everyone else’s emails, mailings, phone calls and personal
visits.”

Henderson says that much of their activity is
an attempt to drive people to their web site,
and it’s working, with increases every
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“Most of my customers are mandated to do
some kind of recycling,” explains Ingram.
“We try to outdo all our competitors in this
regard, pushing remanufactured cartridges,
picking up empties and other recyclables
and promoting green products. We put out
our own green catalog and send green flyers out with every invoice.”

Office Systems, Inc. in Watertown, South
Dakota, went so far as to change their
name to Office Peeps, introduced a new
logo, and repainted their trucks, all to avoid
having a name that sounds so much like
many of their competitors.

“Our new look has definitely raised the level
of professionalism for the company overall,” reports president Joel Vockrodt. “It’s
raising our profile and giving us an opportunity to re-introduce ourselves to customers and prospects.”
Also in the new advertising and promotion
mix is increased use of social media—
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs and
more. It’s early days for most dealers in the
new media space, but most that we talked
to recognize social media offers yet another
way to engage customers and is growing at
lightning speed.
Put all these trends together—new media,
increasingly tough competition for customer mindshare, the need for a strong
brand and more—and combine them all
with the pressures of a soft economy and
these become challenging times, indeed for
any dealer on the advertising and promotion front.
The good news, though, is that with the
help of their wholesalers, buying and marketing groups and technology partners,
dealers are finding ways to take on the
challenge and convert it successfully into
new sales and profit opportunities.

More and more independents are undertaking rebranding efforts for their operations—
bringing together all their strengths in a
single message that resonates with their
customer community.
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Thar’s Gold
in Them Thar
(Usage) Hills!
By Rick Marlette

Not many know, but 20 years before the
great California gold rush of ’49, thousands
of “Twenty-Niners” poured into Georgia
seeking their fortunes in the Georgia Gold
Rush. There’s a lesson to learn from this
piece of history: Gold is everywhere and
you can find it in unexpected places. You
may have to dig a little deep and work hard
for it, but it’s there and it’s GOLD!
continued on page 32
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STORY: continued from page 31
The first thing I tell anyone who asks me
how to audit, check or compete with a public sector office supply contract is this: “Get
the usage reports! They are GOLD!”
Practically every public sector contract
specifies that the vendor must provide
usage reports to the contracting agency—
and in electronic format. Becoming increasingly common is the added bonus of the
contract specifying Excel, CSV, or Access
formats for the usage data.
While PDF is technically an electronic format, it is actually a picture of the data and
can be problematic to convert to ‘real’ data
formats such as Access or Excel.
Open Records, Sunshine Laws, and Public
Access are all names for laws on the books
of practically every state in the U.S. These
laws give the public (and your business) access to these government agency usage
reports.
Sometimes the right person can be difficult
to find and sometimes there is a minimal
charge, but it is usually well worth the effort
to track that person down and pay the fee.
As I mentioned, some PDF files can be difficult. I am starting to see all kinds of tricks
to keep anyone from converting this data to
a usable format. This should tell you just
how valuable this information is.
Some of the latest attempts I’ve seen involve creation of PDF files with an overlaying and diagonally printed watermark as an
attempt to make character recognition of
the PDF files impossible.
Nice try with the watermark guys, but here
is a link to a web site that will separate the
watermark from the data and convert the
PDF into a Word document—for FREE! Go
to www.zamzar.com and upload your watermarked PDF file. It took about an hour
and my file was e-mailed back to me as a
Word document and the watermark converted to a Word text box that you can easily delete. I also have a macro that will
delete all text boxes from a Word document
if you have hundreds of pages to process.
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Where there is a will, there is always a way
to get the data from PDF files. I use the
OmniPage 15 text recognition program,
which will convert PDF files straight to
Excel and an HP Scan Jet 5590 auto-feeder
for paper copies. It’s no longer that expensive to buy top quality high-end OCR systems to convert this data into a usable
form.
In Georgia, Office Depot’s usage data contained the agency name, address, and
store and/or warehouse the order was
pulled from and every product the agency
ordered and the price they paid. Independents found potential client agencies they
never knew existed.
This was especially eye-opening because
they then knew what the agency was buying, how much they were buying and what
they were paying for it. It just doesn’t get
any better than that.
It’s what they are paying for it that has the
most potential for independents. Anyone
with a basic understanding of economics is
familiar with the loss leader approach to
merchandising: Give away some items and
then charge premium prices on everything
else the customer buys. Or put another
way, do whatever it takes to the business,
and then work the account GP.
The date your target client started doing
business with a chain can be directly related to the opportunities you may find in
the usage data. If the client is a long-time
chain customer, chances are you will see
evidence of price hikes. You may also see
cheap house branded products on the contract magically converted to national
brands and being sold at minimal discounts.

source for these bulk items.
Every agency is different and you should
not get discouraged if at first you don’t succeed. One tactic could be the approach
used by so-called recovery companies.
Your business is there to help public agencies cut costs by reviewing office supply
expenses and then making suggestions on
where the agency could save money by
purchasing SOME items through different
sources—you. You don’t charge for this
service, and you make nothing unless the
agency saves money. It’s a real win-win.
I’m not suggesting you should be happy
with only part of the business. Go for it all if
you want, but make it an informed attempt
where you know all the details on what the
customer is buying and what they are paying. The worst mistake some independents
make is charging too little for products!
Especially today, by offering cost-cutting
plans to these public agencies, with the
right approach, and with the right information, you really can find Gold in Them Thar
Hills!

Rick Marlette is co-owner and director
of programming for GOPD, LLC. Prior to
GOPD, he worked independently in
various facets of the office products
industry where he developed specialized
programs and databases for office
products dealers, Prop Solutions, POE
Systems and OPSoftware. For more
information, visit www.gopd.com.

Depending on the size and type of the
agency, you may also see large quantities
of a single item sold at a 10% discount or
less. It is these big spends and bulk purchases where your business can compete
and make a good margin. The objective is
to get your foot in the door and convince
buyers you are a reliable and competitive
INDEPENDENT DEALER
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To Load or Not to Load:
By Tom Buxton

That is the Question

The goal of a business products distribution
company and any other type of for-profit
enterprise is to:
n Provide a product or service that gains
and retains loyal customers.
n Create an environment where employees can succeed and serve customers.
n Grow company and personal profits.
All of this sounds easier to accomplish than
it usually is, especially in a soft economy.
Consequently, when faced with shortages
of customers, profits or both, business
owners often employ various tactics to
shore up the bottom line with the hope that
their efforts will not have a deleterious effect on the their overall enterprise.
A popular method managers and owners
use to boost profits in the absence of accompanying sales growth is called “loading.”

Once upon a time, there was a small office
products dealer in Colorado who stocked
only paper and ran at approximately a 28%
gross margin. One day, the dealer, who we
will call Tom, sold his company to a big, big
mega-organization.
When Tom sold his dealership, he dreamed
of the huge bonus he would receive if he
and his reps retained all of the business for
the big company.
Tom was sure that the big dealer must buy
significantly better than he did and was
shocked to find that the actual difference
between his costs and the big company’s
“costs” were less than 5%.
He even got in trouble one day when he
pointed out to a company officer that the
copy paper that he bought from his wholesaler in skids was actually cheaper than the
“cost” in the big company’s system.

“Loading,” which I define as adding an
extra percentage to the cost of an item before it is listed in the data file (excluding rebates), is a tactic that many dealers are
using today in the hope of ensuring company profitability.

One day, Tom discovered that the big company added up to 25% to its actual copy
paper cost before rebates, 5-8% to any
items purchased from the wholesalers and
a variable amount of “load” to many other
items.

However, this strategy is fraught with peril
and in most cases, will not help you reach
any of the three goals listed above.

Consequently, even though he retained
most of his legacy business that he had before he was acquired, the size of Tom’s retention bonus was not what he thought it

Let me illustrate with a short “fairy tale.”

would be and the reps who worked for Tom
did not get as large a raise as they had expected.
Over time, the “loads” became so enormous that the big company struggled to retain market share, leading it to drastically
reduce divisional head count and commissions.
Even with those changes the big company
did not grow sales or margins. Soon the decision was made that company sales
needed to move to 40% “private label” in
order to survive against the other big companies.
However, by this time the big company also
had added so much headquarters overhead that it needed to average a total of
41% in loads and rebates on private label
before “cost” in order to remain profitable.
Reps had a hard time selling their private
label against other dealers in the marketplace, because the cost savings were negligible and they were quite unhappy anyway
because their pay had been cut while the
loads went up.
Our fairy tale ends with three unhappy consequences: The reps couldn’t trust the
cost, the company didn’t grow and after
cutting every expense except those for the
headquarters, the company went away.
continued on page 34
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You might be asking what this fairy tale has
to do with your company? You aren’t as big
as the big company was, but some of the
lessons are still true for your business.
If you load your costs, especially on something as price-sensitive as HP toner or copy
paper, your reps will be at a disadvantage
in the market place.
If they actually try to do their job and raise
margins in their current accounts, they run
a greater chance of losing them when they
compete against companies that don’t load
their costs.

ing levels that the reps quoted from also expanded their overall market share while
gaining bottom line profitability.
Many of you add 1-5% to many or all of
your products, as a load either to cover excessive overhead or because you believe
your reps can’t or won’t raise prices. This
practice is extremely perilous for you and in
most cases will significantly impair your
ability to grow sales. Also, loads, like
drugs, can be addictive and the temptation
to raise them a bit can often overwhelm
even the strongest dealer.

Those dealerships that did not load their
paper sold substantially more then those
that decided to significantly inflate the cost.

So, what do I recommend? Go “Cold
Turkey.” Cut your overhead costs to around
25% overall for stockless dealers and 28%
for stocking dealers. If you use loads lower
your commission rate to be commensurate
with actual cost before rebates, change the
file back to actual cost and give your reps
the opportunity to raise margin the proper
way.

Dealers who kept only $1.00 or $1.50 in rebates for the house and controlled the pric-

If you have reps that won’t raise the margin,
take over the process as a management

Within the past three months I have seen
this scenario play out with copy paper. For
a short period of time I was assisting with
the sale of off shore paper to west coast
dealerships.
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team and consider firing any rep that won’t
support the changes.
Right now you need all sales people to be
focused and ready to compete. Your company needs to grow and it is my firm belief
that loads will impair that growth.
One last thing: Remember the story was
just a fairy tale; any resemblance to any
company living or acquired is purely coincidental.

Tom Buxton is founder and CEO of InterBizGroup, a consulting firm that works
with independent office products dealers
to help increase sales and profitability, For
more information, visit www.interbizgroup.com.

PAGE 34

Are You WOWing the Customer?
By Krista Moore
We have all heard the expression, “Take
care of your customers or someone else
will.” And most of us certainly believe it.
For the most part, office products independents believe that they have strength in
customer service, and often use it as a selling feature and advantage when prospecting for new business.
They emphasize the benefits of providing
local customer service rather than having
to dial into an 800 number a call center.
Or perhaps the customer has a dedicated
customer service rep for his account. And
they tell prospective customers that when
they call the company, they will get to
speak to a live person rather than an automated system or recording… a variety of
personal touches that distinguishes the independent’s customer service.
But here’s an important question: Are you
providing world-class customer care to
your customers? What has changed in your
customer service department with the
onset of online ordering, social media and
the down economy?
I like to ask dealer principals to reflect on
these questions, so they can begin to think
more strategically about the role customer
service can have on their business growth.
In our industry, competition and customers’
needs are ever-changing and it is time to
proactively address these changes to en-

sure customer retention and sustainable
business growth.
Everyone in your company is responsible
for ensuring high quality, professional, outstanding customer service. The stakes are
too high for it to be otherwise.

Looking under the lid
We can all agree that the quality of your
customer service can make or break your
business. So let's look under the lid.
Independents have asked us at K.Coaching
to create some customer service training
modules they can use to help support the
growth of customer care.
In order to meet their request effectively, we
needed to experience their customer service behavior and approach for ourselves
and not just take the dealer's word that they
have “great local customer service!”
We began by playing the secret shopper,
contacting independents and looking to set
up accounts, inquire about products, and
purchase office supplies. I am sorry to report that collectively, and for the most part,
it was not even close to a great customer
experience.
So we began creating customer service
training specifically for office products independents, designed to inspire loyalty, improve retention rates, develop skills, and
expand the responsibility of the traditional
customer service departments.

We do this to achieve the following:
n Create awareness about the importance
of customer care in our industry and for the
growth of the independent.
n Provide skill development and refinement
to offer higher-quality customer care to
customers and prospects.
n Offer strategies, ideas, and best practices for enhanced customer service, and
ultimately grow the business.
Many independents have already taken the
necessary steps to retrain, retool, and further engage their customer service department.
Many are now including customer service
as part of the sales process to ensure that
their prospects feel the difference of what
that independent has to offer to help them
with their decision-making.
Many companies have their customer service department making outbound warm
calls to current customers with words of
thanks and appreciation.
Others may be requiring that with every
phone call, their customer service team is
up-selling and offering additional product
categories.
With the increase of online ordering, many
independents still want to stay close to that
relationship. The customer service department may not be spending time taking and
keying orders but rather now using that
time in other ways to proactively enhance
continued on page 36
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STORY: continued from page 35
the customer relationship and overall experience.
The number one reason customers leave is
not because of price but because they feel
undervalued or ignored.
Companies may need to make a significant
cultural shift, while working together internally to ensure each customer has an outstanding customer experience every time
and every day.
Any new direction or cultural shift starts at
the top of the organization with leadership
and effective management.
Here’s a great example: I received a phone
call from a customer service rep asking me
if I would like to receive a new catalog.
Of course I said yes, but I was also interested in observing anything else that she
would say during that phone conversation.
But there was nothing further.
I couldn't believe that she had me live and
my full attention and didn't take the oppor-

tunity to tell me anything new and exciting
about their company that I might find valuable, or talk about a product I might be interested in, let alone ask me if I needed to
order anything.
But I'm not going to fault her alone. She
may have been instructed by her manager
to call a list of customers and see if they
want a catalog.
With further direction, she might have said,
“It looks like you haven't purchased from us
in the past month; is there anything that you
might need that I could add to this order
when I send out the catalog?”
Or, “I understand that you use our coffee
machine; how do you like it?” (Begin having
a warm conversation.) “We have a new flavored Chai Tea many of our customers are
buying that you might enjoy; it’s really good
over ice, too.”
Or maybe she could have said, “I wanted
to take a moment and thank you for the
business that you gave us in 2009. As a

small, local, family-owned business, we
truly appreciate it. We are always looking to
improve our service and your opinion matters. Can I ask you a question? What is the
one thing that we could do better or different to improve our service to you?
Imagine the impact on your business if
every customer service phone call sounded
like that. What would we learn and what
would we gain!
This really is all about being intentional in
establishing rapport, creating a personal
emotional connection, building loyalty, up
selling, being appreciative, and WOWing
the customer.
Krista Moore is president of K Coaching,
LLC, an executive coaching and consulting practice that has helped literally hundreds of independent dealers maximize
their full potential through enhancing their
sales strategies, sales training and leadership development. For more information, visit the K Coaching web site at
www.kcoaching.com.
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Gather your team and join us for this valuable
webinar, and learn how you can provide
world-class service to your customers.
You’ll learn...
...why customer services is the key to retention and business growth
...professional customer service skills
...ideas on what your customer service department can do to separate
your company from the competition
...how customer service has changed and what you can do about it

Click Here to Register NOW!
For one price, just $247, your
entire team of customer service
representatives and managers can
participate in this live, 60-minute
K.Coaching webinar.

Bill Leinweber is the founder and president
of Landmark Experience Consulting, and
brings over 30 years of leadership and
customer service experience in retail,
distribution operations, and services.
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The Other Side of

Karen Bogart
Convenience Office Supply

Martial Arts Fuels the
Competitive Spirit for Texas Independent
Tae Kwon Do is the world's most popular martial art, with over 70
million practitioners in 190 countries. Korean in origin—the word
translates roughly as "the way of the foot and the fist"—it’s a sport
that calls for strength, speed, flexibility, and stamina. And with its
emphasis on aggressive kicking techniques, it’s certainly not for
the faint-hearted.
Just ask Karen Bogart of Convenience Office Supply and Interiors
in Austin, Texas. Karen first took up Tae Kwon Do five years ago
and she’s been fine-tuning her kicking and punching skills ever
since. So much so, that last month, she earned the prestigious
Black Belt status in the sport.
For someone who has to contend with all the pressures involved
in running an independent office products dealership, Tae Kwon
Do appeals on several levels, says Karen.

“It’s a terrific stress reliever and the sport puts a lot of emphasis
on positive thinking and maintaining a ‘can-do’ attitude which can
be very helpful if you’re a small business in a competitive market
like Austin,” she points out.
That can-do attitude certainly seems to be working to good effect
at Convenience. When Karen and her husband Dwight bought the
dealership back in 1986, staff consisted of just the two of them and
one other person and annual sales stood at little more than
$100,000. Fast forward to today and sales have increased exponentially, and the headcount stands at 18 and growing.
Neither Karen or Dwight had any kind of office products background before entering the industry—Karen was in data processing
and Dwight worked in construction sales—but they liked the idea
of a business-to-business operation and were confident in their
ability to grow sales on the basis of exceptional customer service
and competitive pricing.
Almost from Day One, they also drew heavily on key strategic partnerships and alliances—Convenience today is a member of AOPD
and TriMega and Karen herself is a former NOPA board member.
It doesn’t hurt, either, of course, that she brings the same kind of
intense competitive spirit to running the dealership that enabled
her to win a coveted Tae Kwon Do Black Belt in just five years.
Fortunately, though, she manages to keep her martial arts hobby
and her business life separate most of the time. If you’re a rep in
the Southwest and go calling on Convenience, it’s not impossible
that you might get beat up a little for better pricing or for support
with a new marketing campaign. But fortunately for all concerned,
kicking and punching will be off the agenda … at least most of the
time!

APRIL 2010

INDEPENDENT DEALER

PAGE 37

THE LAST WORD

Attracting Talent
to the
Independent
Office Products
Channel
One of the most challenging issues facing our
industry today is how to attract, recruit, and retain new talent within the independent dealer
channel.
How do we make selling, marketing, and delivering office products relevant to someone born
in 1989? (Yep, that’s when this year’s class of
college graduates was born!)
One interesting way to look at this challenge is
to view it through the eyes of the multiple generations working together in today’s office.
These generations include:
The “Silent Generation” born between 1924
and 1942. This generation led the Civil Rights
movement and created great wealth for themselves and for our country. Many founders of
individual office products dealerships come
from this generation and are now approaching
retirement.
The “Baby Boomer” generation born between
1943 and 1960. This generation fought in and
protested the Vietnam war and their attitude of
challenging authority redefined our culture. One
can often see these values in the experienced
sales people and management within the
dealer channel.
The “Gen X” generation born between 1961
and 1981. Often generalized as a generation of
“slackers” with a free agent mentality, they actually display sharp business savvy and entrepreneurial thinking. You will find this generation
key to succession planning within many independent dealerships.
The “Millennials” generation born between
1982 and 2001. This generation grew up in a
pre- and post-9/11 world. They have a need to
be wanted, to be protected, and like many generations that came before them, they are determined to build a better world.
Are these unfair stereotypes of the generations
APRIL 2010

Rick Toppin
President and COO
S.P. Richards Company

working together in today’s workforce? That
was my initial thinking. But after attending several workshops on the subject, I’ve come to the
realization that there is much truth and perspective to be gained from studying these generations.
As a “Baby Boomer” raising four “Millennials,” I
can assure you that we need to change how we
market our industry to attract today’s top talent.
So how do we make the office products industry attractive to someone who has never lived
in a world without the Internet; who interacts
heavily with friends and family through social
media; who wants a prestigious job title Day 1,
and who believes that being in the same job
role for more than a year means that their career has plateaued?
Several key thoughts come to mind. One, we
have to redefine and reposition our job roles
and responsibilities.
Ask any college senior today if they’re interested
in a career selling note pads, writing instruments, copy paper, etc. and you know the response you will get. But ask that same college
student if he or she might be interested in a consultative career where they can help their clients
save money, improve productivity and improve
workflow and you’ll have their attention.
Emphasize the variety of responsibilities and
clients, the freedom and the flexibility of hours
and they will start to get excited.
In addition to the value it creates for your business and your customers, make sure that all
your technology (Internet access, company
web site, order management systems, mobile
telecommunications, etc.) is current, as these
will also make your dealership an attractive
destination for your candidate.
Second, define a realistic career path and opportunity for the candidate. Research suggests that
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Millennials are a very career-minded work force.
One of the main attractions for them about joining a large company as opposed to a small
company is the multiple career path options
that they hope to enjoy.
Make sure to communicate the opportunity for
your candidate to grow within your company.
Consider a structured job rotation program to
help your candidate learn the entire business.
Some of S.P. Richards’ top management talent
was recruited as part of a management development program where the candidate spends
structured time in sales, in operations, and in
other business functions.
Most importantly, be sure to stress your company’s commitment to the environment and environmental products, on local charities, and its
involvement in national campaigns such as City
of Hope. This latest generation wants to make
a difference in the world and our industry certainly provides multiple opportunities for them
to do so.
Last, offer a market-competitive salary and
benefits program. This may sound obvious, but
we’re locked in a competition with other industries for talent. This generation will trade money
for additional vacation days, increased job variety, and overall flexibility.
A recent survey indicated that 78% of Millennials believe that in seeking a job, personal fulfillment is more important than money. Make
sure that your job offer clearly articulates the
opportunity for personal fulfillment that comes
from joining your dealership.
These recommendations are probably quite different from the way you and I joined the office
products industry. But great talent is great talent in any generation. Best of luck in your recruitment efforts!
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