
S.P. Richards 2010 Preview
page 29



“Plans are
nothing;
planning is
everything”
Dwight D. Eisenhower

If you read nothing else in this month’s issue,
please make a point of finding time for either
Tom Buxton’s or Bill Kuhn’s column on
planning. 

For those dealers—and you know who you
are—who pretty much run their businesses
by the seat of their pants, Tom’s column will
offer a relatively quick, easy and yet very
beneficial way to start bringing much needed
direction and discipline to your future.

If you already recognize the importance of
planning and are putting it into practice,
however, Bill’s column will provide a
comprehensive tour of the main bases to
cover and give you a valuable framework for
your own thinking about next year.

In his column, Bill makes a convincing
argument that 2010 has the potential to be a
strong year for those independents who
embrace strategic thinking and planning.

Even in a worst case scenario, in which the
long-hoped-for end to recession fails to
materialize, continuing performance issues
and uncertainties among our big box friends
and other factors should still help generate
growth opportunities for the good guys in the
channel, he suggests.

But the good guys also have to be smart
guys and make sure they leave as little to
chance as possible.

When you’re running your own business and
spending much of the day putting out brush
fires, it’s always difficult to find time to step
back and consider longer-term issues and
challenges.

But that doesn’t make it any less necessary
—particularly today. The opportunities may
be significant but with the current state of the
market, lack of planning and failure to
anticipate changing business conditions will
be punished severely. So please, do yourself
and your business a big favor: Spend some
time with either Tom Buxton or Bill Kuhn and
make sure that whatever next year might
bring, you’re good and ready to make the
most of it.

THE

WINNERS’
Circle

California Dealer Takes 
‘Easy is Expensive’ Message to the Streets

Bob Harris says Staples charges its customers more than the manufacturers’ suggested
retail price, he doesn’t like it and he’s not going to take it anymore.

In response, Bob and his team at Discount Office Services in Irvine, California, have been
taking their “Easy is Expensive” message to the streets, with an aggressive guerilla mar-
keting effort that, Bob says, shows how unsuspecting Staples customers can end up
paying far more than if they bought from their locally owned and operated independent.

To make the point, Bob has transformed himself into “Discount Dude,” and he and his
team of loyal supporters are picketing Staples locations in his market, armed with a mega-
phone and cash receipts showing Staples’ above-MSRP pricing, in one case over $60
on purchases of $750.

“Response from our customers and prospects has been very positive,” says Bob, who
has posted video of his efforts on You Tube and sent out thousands of postcards to pro-
mote the campaign. 

“It’s not only generated hundreds of visits to our web site but we’ve also added about 60
new accounts,” he reports. And while Staples has issued no formal response to Discount
Dude’s charges, Bob says they’re regular visitors to his web site at least 3-4 times a day.

If you’d like to check out Discount Dude’s message yourself, just point your web browser
to www.youtube.com/user/DiscountDude#p/a/u/0/OgeMb-sw3GA. And check back later
this month, when a new video hits the You Tube screen.

Office Solutions, California Dealer, Honored for Recycling Efforts
Our congratulations go to Bob Mairena and his team at Yorba Linda, California-based
Office Solutions. The dealership was recently honored for the second consecutive year
as a recipient of a California Waste Reduction Award.

The program recognizes California businesses that have made outstanding efforts to re-
duce non- hazardous waste and send less garbage to landfills. Other recipients of the
award this year included Southern California Edison, Apple Inc. and Google.

continued on page 4
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“Recycling has always been an important part of our value sys-
tem—well before green was marketable,” commented Bob, who
serves as president and co-owner of the dealership. “Now the pro-
gram has become so well received that in addition to recycling
paper, toners and e-waste, we have added shredded paper and
dry-cell batteries to the list.”

Office Solutions has had its own internal recycling program since
opening for business in 1984 and extended the program to cus-
tomers in 2007. So far, the company estimates, it has recycled
over 210 tons of material with over 100 businesses using its pro-
gram.

St. Louis Dealer Named ‘Business Person of the
Year’ by Local Chamber

Jerry Gibbs of J&E Office City thought he was going to just an-
other local Chamber dinner meeting recently but instead, Jerry
found himself front and center and on the receiving end of a
standing ovation, as his local Maplewood, Missouri Chamber of
Commerce presented him with its “Business Person of the Year”
award.

Even though it may have been a surprise to Jerry, for most Cham-
ber members it was the logical choice and then some!

J&E has belonged to the Chamber for over 30 years and Jerry
has been an active community booster for most of that time. Cur-
rently, he serves on the local Chamber Board and is also a former
president of the local downtown business development group.

In between times, he’s helped build one of those family-owned
and operated dealerships that so eloquently make the case for
independents in the office products business every working day. 

J&E was founded in 1976 by Jerry’s father, John Henry, and nu-
merous family members have worked in the business since then.
Currently, son Matt, the third generation of the Gibbs family in the
dealership, is Jerry’s trusted right-hand.

And proud as Jerry is of his recent recognition, he’s certainly not
sitting back and resting any when it comes to community involve-
ment.

Last month, Jerry and Matt both took part in a “Miles for
Food” Relay Run to support a local food bank and have
even been offering incentives on their web site to cus-
tomers to join in.

There’s still time if you’d like to participate. A donation of ten
canned goods will get you $5 off your next supply purchase,
20 gets you $10 off and so on.

“Together, We Can Make a Difference,” proclaims the J&E
web site. How right they are!

Chuckals Office Products Wins ‘Best of Show’ 
Honors from Tacoma-Pierce County Chamber

It was show time last month for Al Lynden, Chuck Hellar and their
team at Chuckals Office Products in Tacoma, as they strutted
their stuff at the local Chamber of Commerce Business Expo.

Evidently, the folks at the chamber liked what they saw,
because Chuckals beat out over 60 other exhibitors,
including companies like AT&T, Marriott Hotels and
H&R Block, to earn “Best of Show” honors at the
event.

The Chuckals team put together a pink-themed booth
that highlighted the dealership’s support of Breast
Cancer Awareness Month and delivered a strong
“Buy Local” message, while showcasing the world
class customer service and value that are the inde-
pendent’s hallmark.

“We were naturally delighted to receive the ‘Best of Show’ award
at this year’s Expo,” commented Chuckals vice president Al Lyn-
den. “It certainly speaks to the hard work and dedication of our
staff and our commitment to going the extra mile for our cus-
tomers to meet their needs.” 

OEC, Louisville Dealer, Hosts ‘Think Pink’
Show to Support Breast Cancer Awareness
Month

Also working hard to support Breast Cancer Awareness
Month was Louisville’s Office Environment Company (OEC),

whose second annual “Think Pink” consumer show drew
some 50 attendees from about 30 different companies to

see the latest new products and learn more about local
resources available to breast cancer patients and their

families.

“We wanted to do more than just present new products or even
pink-themed products, so we provided show space to the local
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chapter of the Susan G. Komen organiza-
tion and similar groups to help them get
their message out,” explained OEC presi-
dent Tricia Burke.

Also at the event, the dealership high-
lighted its entrée into the promotional
products market and, reports Tricia, the

new offering generated plenty of interest
and excitement among attendees.

“It was a very successful event on several
levels,” said Tricia, who gave kudos to first-
call wholesaler United Stationers and man-
ufacturers such as 3M, C-Line, MWV and
Sanford for their support.

Today’s Business
Products, Ohio
Dealer, Celebrates
25th Anniversary

Congratulations to Rick
Voigt and his team at
Today’s Business Products
in Parma, Ohio, which last
month celebrated its 25th
year of service to the North-
east Ohio business commu-
nity. 

The dealership marked the
landmark in fine style, with a

special anniversary open house at its
headquarters and furniture showroom that
featured some 25 vendors and drew over
400 customers and prospects. 

“Twenty five years is a major milestone for
any local business,” said Rick, who started
the company with his father, Don, in 1984
and who gave kudos to its membership in
the TriMega dealer group as a key factor
behind the dealership’s success over the
years.

It also helps that the dealership has a
proud tradition of civic involvement, re-
flected in the fact that no fewer than three
mayors in the market Rick and his team
serve issued proclamations recognizing
the anniversary.

Rick also paid tribute to the close cooper-
ation among his management team and
noted proudly that the company’s first hire,
Karen Cipalla, is still with the company and
now serves as vice president of adminis-
tration. Rick’s two brothers, John and
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Paul, also work with the dealership. 

“As an independent business, we’re proud to have achieved our
success despite strong competition from the corporate big box
stores,” Rick noted. “Because we’re family owned, our major
driver is the customer, not Wall Street. Our goal is to be a busi-
ness partner, not just a supplier who sells you something.” 

Illinois Dealer’s Food Drive 
Reaches Out to Those in Need

Rockford, Illinois is not an easy place to do business these days.

The area’s manufacturing-based economy was under severe

pressure even before the current recession and with local unem-

ployment currently running at over 15%, there are plenty of folks

looking for work and worrying about an uncertain future. 

For Larry Bridgeland and his team at Mid-City Office Products,

that’s all the more reason to get out into the community, get in-

volved and try and do something to help, particularly with the hol-

iday season just around the corner.

The result: Mid-City’s first annual Food Drive. Starting in October,

Mid-City distributed donation bins to customers to set up in em-

ployee lunch rooms and other public areas to gather canned

goods and other non-perishables for the Northern Illinois Food

Bank.

“Like a lot of independents, we’ve always supported local non-

profits, but with the economy the way it is this year, that support

is even more important,” says Larry. And he’s not the only one

who feels that way!

“Response among our customers has been amazing,” he says.

“Many of them put together their own mini-campaigns to collect

donations and we’ve even had some banking customers who not

only involved their own people in the effort, but also placed our

donation bins in bank lobbies to reach out to their customers.”

By the time they were finished, Larry and his team, with the help

of some equally civic-minded customers, had collected over

5,000 lbs. of food—not too shabby for a first-time effort!

We’ve said it before and we know we’ll say it again: When it

comes to community involvement and finding ways to help peo-

ple in need, nobody does it better than folks like Larry Bridgeland

and his fellow locally-owned and operated independents.

New England Office Supply 
Merges with Old Colony Stationery 

Braintree, Massachusetts-based New England Office Supply

(NEOS) announced last month its merger with Old Colony Sta-

tionery, a fellow independent located about 60 miles west in

Whitinsville, Massachusetts.

“We are excited for the many opportunities that a NEOS and Old

Colony partnership will provide our customers and we welcome

them to the NEOS family” said NEOS president Indira Patel.

Old Colony will operate under the New England Office Supply

name going forward and the Whitinsville location will continue to

function as a distribution and sales center. Both companies said

they look forward to a seamless transition, given their matching

operational platforms and compatible industry resources. 

Old Colony will bring an additional 35 years of valuable industry

experience to the New England Office Supply team, specifically

in the field of print manufacturing.

“The level of integrity both companies operate under is similar

and the resources NEOS brings to Old Colony are outstanding,”

commented Old Colony co-owner Dale Bloem. “By joining forces,

we will be able to deliver the very best purchasing experience for

office products, furniture and printing to all of our customers

throughout the region.” 

Newtown Office Supply Acquires Assets of 
Fellow PA Dealer Brandywine Office Products

Also hitting the acquisition trail last month was Newtown Office

Supply, which acquired some of the assets of Brandywine Office

Products in West Chester, about 50 miles west of its Newtown,

Pennsylvania headquarters.

Norman White, vice president of Newtown Office Supply, com-

mented, “The acquisition of Brandywine was an opportunity that

we just could not pass up.  Even in the current challenging eco-

nomic environment this acquisition was a natural fit. We were de-

livering to the West Chester area every day, operationally this

business fits very well into our model and leverages our fixed ex-

penses.”

Newtown president David Wickman said, “We welcome the cus-

tomers and employees of Brandywine into our Newtown family.

We are confident they will appreciate the low prices and high

touch service that we have delivered to our customers for over

25 years.”
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Sy™

Ahhh...begin your sensational seating experience.

Encourage productivity with a more calming workspace.
The exquisite design of the curved seat and back give Sy™ a
relaxing comfort that adds distinct style to any workplace.
The frame is made from a solid steel rod with a chrome 
finish to perfectly accent the chair’s design.

safcoproducts.com

http://www.safcoproducts.com


In 2008, Wirick’s Office Products celebrated its
100th anniversary. Few dealers can claim such
longevity, particularly small dealers in small
towns like Grand Haven, Michigan, population
11,000.

What’s the secret behind the success of this
small dealership when so many of its size have
gone out of business in recent years?

“We’ve changed with the times while continuing
to provide a service level well above any of our
competitors,” states president and co-owner
Steve Kosanic. “And we’re now in the process
of changing again, phasing out our retail store
and going stockless at the same time.”

Wirick’s has steadily built its commercial busi-
ness over the years, with co-owners Steve
Kosanic and Tim Bullerdick on the road every
day talking with customers and prospects.

Kosanic’s wife Sherri and Bulledick’s wife Pam
also work in the business, which has an inter-
esting company history.

The business was founded in 1908 by John Re-
ichardt as a book and stationery shop and later
operated by his son Jack. In the 1950s, Sher-
man Wirick went to work there as a sales rep,
and ended up purchasing the business in the
1970s and renaming it Wirick Office Products.

Shortly thereafter, the two Wirick daughters and
their husbands joined the business, and bought
it from the father in 1992, when he retired.

The family told me how difficult it has been
for them to finally decide to close their retail
store and furniture showroom, even though
commercial sales represent the bulk of their
business.

“I’m quite proud of the family for the courage

to make these changes. They’ve reinvented
themselves,” consultant Tom Buxton com-
mented. “They’ve updated their branding, de-
veloped a new logo and improved their online
ordering system.”

The future of Wirick’s looks bright indeed. They
will soon add salespeople and expand their
coverage area. All of this in spite of the ex-
tremely poor economic situation in Michigan.

The big bonus, as Steve Kosanic points out, is
living in Grand Haven, on the beautiful Grand
River and the shores of Lake Michigan. This
boating, fishing and port community is the
major tourist attraction in western Michigan.

Take a trip there next summer, and while en-
joying all the area has to offer, find time to
catch up with the Wirick folks and learn first-
hand about their secrets of success.
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Wirick’s Office Products—
Launching Its Second Hundred Years
By Jim Rapp

Wirick’s, Grand Haven, Michigan
n Steven J. Kosanic, president

Tim Bullerdick, vice president
n Supplies, Furniture
n Founded: 1908
n Sales: $1.2 million
n Employees: 9
n Partners: TriMega, United Stationers
n Web: www.wiricks.com

http://www.wiricks.com
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Even though it’s been well over a year
since the first reports surfaced of possible
overcharges and other pricing irregularities
involving Office Depot’s state and local
government contracts, the steady stream
of allegations from investigative journalists
and auditors’ reports continues.

In Sacramento, the local CBS-TV affiliate
reported last month that California’s $75
million contract for office supplies with Of-
fice Depot is currently the subject of an in-
vestigation by the state’s auditor.

According to CBS13 reporter Mike Luery,
general consumers are often paying less
for office supplies than state workers, de-
spite the state contract. 

“The Office Depot contract is certainly one
of those that we’ll be looking at,” state au-
ditor Elaine Howle told Leury.

The contract was supposed to benefit a
group of nine small California businesses
that were subcontractors for Office Depot,

Howle is now exploring why none of those
businesses kept records of their role in the
contract and why they had little evidence
to support the work they did, according to
an assembly committee that examined the
contract, Luery reported.

Staffers for state Assemblyman Ira Ruskin
provided Leury with examples of the differ-
ence in pricing between the state contract
and Office Depot’s regular consumer pricing. 

In one case a roll of butcher paper is
$160.75 through the small business web-
site that was supposed to provide a state
discount, but consumers can actually buy
that same product for nearly $30 less on
the Office Depot website, Luery said.

The current investigation will be California’s
second audit of the Office Depot contract.
Last year, Luery reported, California’s De-
partment of General Services scrutinized
the contract and found what it concluded
were “overcharges” for office supplies.

Office Depot has since paid $2.5 million to
the state. The company says it wasn’t a re-
fund but “in the spirit of cooperation and
customer satisfaction.”

Findings from the new state auditor’s in-
vestigations are expected to be released
next spring.

Meanwhile, in Florida last month, the Naples
News reported city officials have received a
report from Office Depot showing they paid
$7,462 more per year after the company
switched them to a pricing plan they don’t
remember asking for, and reporter Matt
Clark said the purchasing director for the
City of Fort Myers told him she would
launch a full investigation if the report Office
Depot sends her shows that the city paid
more under the second pricing option.

Also in Florida, the schools superintendent
for Collier County has ordered a review of
allegations the district has been over-
charged by Office Depot, Clark reported.

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

More Allegations of Office Depot Overcharges 
Surface in California and Florida

DECEMBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 12

continued on page 14

In little more than just six weeks, the Jeff Vega
Family Fund has received donations from
over 80 individuals, buying groups and sup-
pliers from three continents and raised
$75,000. The fund was set up following the
tragic death in a motorcycle accident of for-
mer BPGI executive director Jeff Vega to help
support Jeff’s widow, Ginger, and her family.

Funds raised have already paid for the travel
costs incurred while the family was with Jeff
during hospitalization, the initial medical bills
and the first few months of COBRA medical
coverage for Ginger and the family.  The fund
has also made it possible to establish 529

Educational Savings for Nicole and Christian. 

“It’s really hard for us at BPGI to express just
how proud we are to work in this great indus-
try,” commented BPGI CEO Jim Preston.
“The outpouring of support and prayers has
helped ease some of the economic burden
for Ginger during these challenging times and
she is eternally thankful for all her family has
received. Their needs continue but we are
making a difference for them during this
tragic time.”

For more information or to contribute to the
Jeff Vega Family Fund, please visit
www.bpgi-llc.com/jeffvega.html.

Industry Rallies in Support of
Jeff Vega Family Fund

http://www.bpgi-llc.com/jeffvega.html
mailto:Simon@IDealerCentral.com
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Allegations of overcharges were first leveled in April 2008 by
David Sherwin, a former Office Depot account manager. If the
Collier district were to conduct a full investigation, the district
would uncover at least $295,000 in overcharges, Sherwin told the
Naples News.

Since Sherwin first came forward with his allegations, seven state
and four federal investigations into Office Depot’s government
purchasing contracts have been announced, Clark reported.

And in Lee County, Florida, Cape Coral Daily Breeze reporter
Mckenzie Cassidy reported the local school district’s director of
procurement resigned from his position at about the same time
the county’s school superintendent ordered a full audit of his
agency’s past transactions with Office Depot.

Estimated overcharges for the Lee County School District are
more than $300,000, Cassidy reported and she said other Florida
agencies have pursued Office Depot and received refunds, in-
cluding $51,000 for the city of Cape Coral and $58,000 for the
Lee County Board of County Commissioners.

The company is under investigation by six state attorney generals
and five federal agencies for the alleged fraudulent transactions,
Cassidy reported.

For additional information on Office Depot’s problems with its state con-
tracts, visit the Depot State Contract Watch section of the INDEPEND-
ENT DEALER web site www.idealercentral.com/id_watch.html.

United Stationers to Acquire
Assets of OfficeSource 
Wholesaler United Stationers has announced an agreement to
acquire certain assets of office furniture wholesaler OfficeSource. 

OfficeSource is currently operating under Chapter 11 protection
and the transaction is subject to approval by the bankruptcy court
and the satisfaction of customary closing conditions. United said
it will retain key management and other OfficeSource personnel.

“We are looking forward to an opportunity to enhance the value
proposition for OfficeSource’s customers and to provide them
with the resources and quality service that they need to be suc-
cessful,” said Jim Fahey, United Stationers’ senior vice president
of merchandising.   

“OfficeSource has created significant value for furniture resellers
as a key wholesaler in the United States dedicated exclusively to
commercial office furniture,” said Todd Elmers, president and CEO
of OfficeSource. “This transaction will allow OfficeSource’s cus-
tomers to benefit from the broad and highly relevant product of-
ferings that United Stationers can offer, supported by the expertise
of our knowledgeable sales team and customer service staff.” 

During the Chapter 11 bankruptcy process, OfficeSource will con-
tinue to operate as the company does today. United said bank-
ruptcy proceedings are expected to take 45-60 days. 
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Reduce, Recycle, Re-Ink!

Stamp your way to a cleaner environment!
Shachihata offers a full line of stock and custom stamps and signs to suit your specific requirements. 

Xstamper® – the premier brand name in pre-inked stamps – now offers stamps 

made from 100% post-consumer waste. The ECO-GREEN® product line features everything 

from message stamps, inspection stamps, stock title stamps to message date stamps. 

For superior performance, select Xstamper® ECO-GREEN®, the name 

synonymous with superior quality and long-lasting durability.

http://www.xstamper.com


Smead’s David Fasbender 
Celebrates Fifty Years of
Service
In Hastings, Minnesota, David Fas-
bender, senior vice president of sales
and marketing for Smead, is celebrat-
ing his 50th year of service and we’re
delighted to add our own congratula-
tions to the many he’s been receiving

from friends, colleagues and competitors throughout the industry.

For five decades, the company said in a statement, the foresight
and business acumen of David Fasbender has contributed to
Smead’s continuum of growth, innovation, and change. 

It brings a smile to his face as he recalls his first acquaintance
with the company that’s now a major industry player: “I had lived
here all my life and didn’t even know Smead existed; the offices
were in an old building downtown on the second floor,” remem-
bers Fasbender. ”The whole place wasn’t much bigger than my
office today.”

Hired in 1959, Fasbender started out learning the business from
the correspondence and sales side. After a brief stint on the road
as a traveling sales rep, he decided he wanted to work inside the
company. Orvin Moen, then Smead’s general manager, quickly
saw Fasbender’s potential and brought him aboard as his assis-
tant. Smead’s president and owner at the time, Mrs. Ebba C. Hoff-

man, also had a lot of faith in Fasbender and she later named him
a vice president in charge of sales in 1977.

“David has a special type of curiosity; he is always tinkering with
some gadget to see how it can be applied in our business. He is
such a forward-thinking and progressive person, open to new
ideas, and that has led to many new products as well as Smead’s
venture into the European market and electronic document man-
agement industry,” said Sharon Hoffman Avent, Smead president
and CEO. “But David is especially known throughout the industry
for his loyalty to Smead and the Hoffman family, as well as his
high level of integrity in everything he does.”

ECi Posts Record Sales for October
Dealer technology provider ECi Software Solutions (ECi) recently
announced record sales for the month of October. 

ECi CEO Ron Books attributed the sales gains to several factors,
including an improving economy and the return of former cus-
tomers. He also said many businesses are taking advantage of
Section 179 tax deductions before the end of the year. 

For the 2009 tax year, the Section 179 expansion increases the
deduction limit for business purchases to $250,000. A bonus 
depreciation allowance is also available, permitting an immediate
50% depreciation of new assets in addition to the regular first
year of depreciation.
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If the strain of weighty files is jeopardizing your performance, Easy Grip 

file pockets can help. Our patented SmeadGrip™ non-slip surface makes 

it easier to lift and carry bulky paperwork. With Easy Grip pockets as part 

of your act, even your biggest files will move with the greatest of ease.

www.smead.com/easygrip

HEAVY WORK LOADS 
REQUIRE A BETTER GRIP.  

© 2009 The Smead Manufacturing Company, Hastings, MN ® Smead, three bars and checkerboard pattern are registered trademarks of The Smead Manufacturing Company. TM SmeadGrip is a trademark of The Smead Manufacturing Company. Patent No. 6,273,470; 6,938,549; 7,232,537 and others.

NEW SMEAD EASY GRIP POCKETS: TWICE THE GRIP, HALF THE EFFORT. 
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Longbow Consulting 
Launches New CRM/SFA Blog
Longbow Consulting Group, providers of
technology-enabled Customer Relation-
ship Management (CRM) programs for of-
fice products dealers, has announced the
launch of a new blog dealers can visit or
follow through its RSS feed.

The blog is desiged to serve as a resource
for office products industry CRM/Sales
Force Automation (SFA) news and trends,
offering case studies on how dealers are
using these programs as well as tips on
how to penetrate existing customers
deeper and maximize new customer de-
velopment, especially with sales force au-
tomation, Longbow said.

Also on the blog: how to expand dealer e-
mail marketing with CRM and SFA, how to
use existing wholesaler and buying group
e-mail marketing programs more effec-
tively and updates on Longbow’s new
SalesRabbit business intelligence solution.

For more information, visit 
www.longbowcg.com/blog.

Shachihata
Introduces New Line
of Secure Marking
Products
Shachihata Inc., makers of
Artline and Xstamper prod-
ucts, has introduced a new
line of secure stampers and
markers in response to the
growing threat of identity
theft.

According to the Federal
Trade Commission (FTC), ap-
proximately nine million
Americans have their identi-
ties stolen every year and,
says, Shachihata, awareness
and preventative measures are the best
tools to avoid becoming a victim. 

Shachihata’s Secure Stamper and Marker
can be used in both the office and at home
to cover personal information on mail, pre-
scription bottles and legal documents.
Other uses include cov-

ering price informa-
tion on gifts and com-
plying with recent
laws concerning em-
ployee data.

The super opaque
black ink blends in
with the printed infor-
mation and effec-
tively camouflages
and covers it perma-
nently, so that cov-
ered information
cannot be easily
read, scanned or
copied. 

The new line is also
e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y
friendly, since paper

stamped with the Secure Stamper or Mar-
ket remains intact after shredding and is
fully recyclable

For more information, visit 
www.xstamper.com.
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HON Fires Up Its Seating Line-Up 
with New Ignition Collection
The HON Company has introduced the Ignition collection, a new
line of office seating that it says is designed to address the total
office seating needs of today’s value-conscious businesses.  

The line includes high-back, executive, conference, work and task
chairs; mid-back conference, work and task chairs; low-back
conference, work and task chairs; task stools and guest and
lounge seating and comes with SCS Indoor Advantage Gold in-
door air quality certification.

Furthering its environmental impact, Ignition is made utilizing
HON’s compression molding (Comold) process, which combines
postconsumer wood waste with a binding agent and that is
molded into the chair’s structural components. The process en-
ables nearly 10,000 tons of postconsumer wood waste to be di-
verted from landfills every year and eliminates the need to cut
down 5,000 acres of virgin forest annually, HON said.

Office Snax Retains Jim Murphy and the
Magnolia Group
Office Snax, suppliers of food, snack and beverage items to the
office,  has retained long-time industry veteran Jim Murphy and
the Magnolia Group to work with buying groups to grow their food
and beverage products business.

Jim is a veteran with over 35 years’ industry experience, primarily
with the K&M Company and Avery Dennison. Most of those 35
years were spent working with buying groups and independent
dealers. 

IN MEMORIAM:
Thomas J. Trafals

Thomas J. Trafals, former executive vice president of
American Office Products Distributors (AOPD), died
November 1. He was 66.

Trafals began his industry career as editor of Office
Products magazine in the 1970s before joining the AOPD
organization in 1978.

He left AOPD in 2001 to pursue a law degree at John
Marshal University in Chicago. He is survived by his wife
Sara Trafals; daughter Alison and her mother Maurine, as
well as stepchildren Cody and Wyatt McBain.
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For most U.S. independents, Systems Solu-

tions Limited (SSI) is a relative newcomer to the

dealer technology scene. In Canada, however,

where the company is based, they are more

than just a familiar face, with close to 60% of

Canadian independents dealers using an SSI

system to run their businesses and maintain a

strong online presence.

The company has its roots in the office prod-

ucts world, having come into existence as the

result of a restructuring of one of Canada’s top

office products independents back in the

1990s.

Today, SSI has its sights set fair and square on

the North American office products dealer

community and, says founder and current

chairman Terry Kelly, the recent addition as

president of industry technology veteran

Charles Russell puts in place the final piece of

a carefully-crafted plan to accelerate the ex-

pansion of its U.S. customer base and add sig-

nificantly to the 100-plus SSI dealers who are

already using the system to grow their busi-

nesses successfully.

“We’re independently owned and operated and

have the same kind of relationship-based, serv-

ice-oriented business model as so many of our

dealer customers,” Kelly says. “Charles Russell

understands that approach and even more im-

portantly, he understands better than just about

anyone else in our industry the key technology

needs of those dealers.”

Ask Russell what he sees as the most critical

technology challenge facing today’s independ-

ents and he doesn’t hesitate with his answer.

It’s just two words: The Web.

“Staples and the other big box players have lit-

erally invested millions to build their web sites

and while we as individual companies can’t

match their spending, there’s no question we

can work together to create an online presence

for independents that’s just as good, if not bet-

ter, than anything they can offer,” he contends.

Russell says SSI’s approach to the web re-

sponds directly to key dealer needs and pref-

erences. “The SSIWEB e-commerce platform

puts all the control in the dealer’s hands,” he

points out. “It’s the dealer who determines his

own advertising and marketing content—what

banner ads to run and what first-in-search fea-

tures are on the site, for example. And our sys-

tem provides all the end user functionality a

dealer needs to compete with the big boxes—

customer-defined favorites lists, multiple ap-

proval levels, multiple ship-to’s and cost

centers, 24/7 access to open orders and in-

voice history and more.”

And, adds SSI vice president and partner John

Evans, the open platform foundation of SSI’s

backend system makes sure dealers have what

they need to maximize the benefits of that

strong Web presence.

“The SSI system uses Linux and SQL server

technology to deliver incredibly powerful re-

porting capabilities that make it easy for deal-

ers to track key business metrics,” Evans

explains. “They can access the information in

real-time and a feature-rich dashboard allows

them to drill down into that information on an

account-by-account or sales rep-by-sales rep

basis. At SSI, we recognize information is

power and we put that information right into the

hands of our dealers.”

At a time when increasingly fierce competition

and the challenges of a generally weak market

are testing dealers of all types and sizes, 

SSI brings a proven and affordable solution to

the table. To find more about what they can 

do for your dealership, contact Evans at 

905-727-0357 or visit the company’s web site

at  www.ssiop.com.
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Help Shachihata’s Paul Ventimiglia and Marty Clemente raise funds to
buy musical instruments and art materials to make life easier for the
children and adults who come to the City of Hope for cancer treatment
each year.

True healing is not only about the harsh reality of chemotherapy,
radiation, bone marrow transplants and similar treatments. It also
involves the healing of the spirit and the miracle of art and music
therapy.

Now through August 31, Paul and Marty are seeking your
financial support with a minimum goal of $30,000 to purchase
much-needed musical instruments and art supplies.

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. 

Any dollar amount is welcomed. All checks should be made
out to: 

City of Hope c/o Art and Music Therapy

Send to: Chris Wiederkehr
Shachihata Inc.
1661 240th Street
Harbor City, CA 90710

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

www.cityofhope.org/patient_care/Biller-Center/Pages/default.aspx

You can become part of the healing process by supporting this year’s 
Music & Art Therapy Fundraising Effort.

Thank you for your
generous donations to
this worthwhile cause.
Every dollar earned
will help heal the
spirits and minds of
City of Hope patients
at a time when they
need it most.

City of Hope

http://www.cityofhope.org/patient_care/Biller-Center/Pages/default.aspx


Since August, NOPA has been working with independent dealers
in New Jersey to help them regain access to state and local gov-
ernment contracting opportunities for office supplies. 

A great deal is at stake in this challenging situation—both for the
directly affected dealers in New Jersey and for independents
around the country. 

The New Jersey contract situation is noteworthy in several re-
spects:

In contrast to most states, more than a dozen independent
dealers have competed actively for state and local govern-
ment business under the New Jersey office supplies contract.
That contract had been extended several times and by all ac-
counts, independents were serving state customers effec-
tively under this exceptionally competitive framework.

State officials negotiated quietly—on a non-competitive
basis—with Staples over several months and actively dis-
guised those efforts from dealers who were then state con-
tract holders. Dealers received notice only two weeks before
their contracts expired that the state had decided to shift to
a sole-source piggy-back contract with Staples using the Na-
tional Joint Power Alliance’s (NJPA) national office supplies
contract. 

The scope of New Jersey’s contracting laws is very broad, in-
cluding not only state government agencies, but also local
governments, school districts and other local public entities
(colleges and universities, hospitals, etc.), as well as non-profit
organizations. Moreover, the state has plans to make the new
state contract open to minority owned and socio-economi-
cally disadvantaged businesses throughout the state, cutting
into commercial markets normally served through the private
sector.

Dealers who were directly affected by this adverse action, as
well as several others who have now been shut out of an op-
portunity to compete for a new state contract, have quickly
come together. NOPA’s assistance was sought to organize a
comprehensive advocacy campaign to address this exception-
ally unfair and damaging New Jersey state contracting deci-
sion. Independents are encouraged to monitor these
developments closely over the next few months.

NOPA is now working with all of these dealers to mount a com-
bined legal and legislative challenge to the state’s decision. 

Our goal is to gain a further extension of the state contract for
participating dealers beyond November 30, until the state can
rebid the office supplies contract. The NJPA national contract for
office supplies is scheduled to end on July 31, 2010. 

Of particular note, the RFP for the current contract was quietly
announced by NJPA in Minnesota a few years ago and only two
companies—Staples and Corporate Express—submitted bids.
Corporate Express later withdrew its bid, leaving Staples as the
sole bidder. Nonetheless, the state of New Jersey maintains that
this is a competitively bid contract.

Like virtually every state, New Jersey recently enacted a law to
authorize and encourage state agencies and all other local and
state public entities (local governments, school districts, public
colleges and universities, non-profits and other local public enti-
ties) to ‘piggy-back’ on national cooperative contracts like the
NJPA and U.S. Communities contracts. 

Use of such arrangements has mushroomed in recent years, with
$1 billion or more in total office supplies purchasing now occur-
ring under them. 

An additional concern is that several states (California, Florida,
Georgia and Texas among them) and major public institutions
(University of Texas as an example) have allowed their own com-
petitively bid contracts to expire quietly, while encouraging their
employees to use national cooperative arrangements like the
NJPA and U.S. Communities contracts. 

Growing evidence suggests that independents should be asking
whether their own state government plans to rebid its term office
supplies, paper and IT contracts in the future, or will it negotiate
behind closed doors to shift business to sole-source vendors
using “piggy back” agreements? 

NOPA invites all independents to share their experiences and
knowledge of the state contracting situations in their states with
the Association. Comments may be directed to Chris Bates, NOPA
president, at cbates@nopanet.com; Tel: 703/549-9040 x100.
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By Scott Cullen

There are some things they don’t teach independent office prod-

ucts dealers in school. For example: how to be successful selling

to the education market. If you’re like Gary Trowbridge, vice pres-

ident and co-owner of Palace Office Supply in Monterey, California,

chances are you learned it the hard way—on the street.
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Palace Office Supply has been serving the
education market for more than ten years
and school supplies today make up more
than 20% of the company’s sales. That does-
n’t mean it’s been easy. 

“It’s not that selling office supplies is hard,
because dealers do that well, but the part
most dealers don’t do well is sell other cate-
gories like art, writing papers, PE supplies
and school furniture,” observes Trowbridge. 

The issue, he says, is that the school sup-
plies category is rife with what Trowbridge
calls ‘good old boy deals’ and volume dis-
counts that aren’t typically available to your
average independent dealer. 

“Those are significant barriers for small and
medium-size dealers to truly get into selling
to a school district, especially if you want all
their business,” says Trowbridge. “I have to
search for manufacturers who will give me
contract pricing.”

Trowbridge’s company started selling tradi-
tional school supplies almost by accident. 

“We actually backed into school supplies be-
cause we had a large district that said, ‘If
you’re doing the office supplies why don’t
you do all of the art and writing papers?’” he
recalls. 

For traditional office supplies, Trowbridge
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leverages the pricing from his buying
group, is.group, which allows him to com-
pete with his more well-heeled competi-
tors on price. 

Arguably the biggest challenge when try-
ing to make a go of it in any new market is
capturing the business in the first place.
Fortunately Trowbridge has become a
master at navigating the California educa-
tion market. 

Trowbridge hasn’t found incentives or spe-
cial programs necessary. What has been
effective is a custom school catalog that
offers education clients a focused cost-
containment program. The catalog is only
70 pages or so and focuses on school
supplies that are under contract, popular
with the schools, and that Palace stocks
in its warehouse. That’s been a nice alter-
native to the ‘Big Box’ catalogs. 

“We say, ‘We’ll help you focus your pur-
chases and buy the best items at the low-
est cost every day and we encourage you
to use our cost containment program
starting with our catalog,” says Trow-
bridge. “Most schools think that’s a good
deal because teachers and offices often
buy things they shouldn’t buy out of the

bigger books.”

One area where Palace has been particu-
larly successful is furniture. The company
has created ergonomic programs for most
of the districts it services and has helped
them standardize on file cabinets, desks,
and office chairs. This is another way the
Palace team differentiates itself from some
of the bigger players.

“Nobody in our market was doing a good
job of helping a school district standardize
on the best ergonomic chair, keyboard tray
or monitor arm,” notes Trowbridge. “That
was a niche for us and one we’ve made
good money on.”  

Beyond the Bids
Sandy Grodin, president and owner of El
Paso Office Supply in El Paso, has discov-
ered the Holy Grail for successfully selling
to the education market…at least in the
state of Texas. It’s called TXMAS, which
stands for Texas Multiple Award Schedule. 

“Whether a vendor is on a bid or not, the
TXMAS mechanism is a way for a school
district to bypass the bid process,” 
explains Grodin. 

Grodin started El Paso Office Products 23
years ago and today 35% of its business
is from education-related clients. A portion
of that 35% comes in via bids.

Bidding is tough and typically not all that
lucrative yet El Paso Office Products re-
sponds to them anyway. 

“Historically they’ve been low margin and
are 100-item bids for commodity products
that players from all over the country bid
on,” says Grodin.

“It’s difficult for an independent dealer to
bid in that arena and many independent
dealers walk away from potential public
school RFQs or bids for that reason
alone—low margin,” he notes.

Why does he do it?

“To stay on the bid list as a vendor because
you never know when a vendor can’t pro-
vide the product,” responds Grodin. “They
may come to me to satisfy that requirement
and when they do, they buy it at the price I
bid it. Those opportunities happen, not
often, but they do happen.” 
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“Nobody in our market was doing a good job of
helping a school district standardize on the best
ergonomic chair, keyboard tray or monitor arm,”
notes Trowbridge. “That was a niche for us and
one we’ve made good money on.”  



MWV - MeadWestvaco is making an impact in the fight against
cancer and our product promotions benefiting City of Hope allow
us to do that. Through specially packaged items that support their
breast cancer programs, we have successfully connected our
business with City of Hope’s lifesaving mission. 

Doing well is good business. Enhance your business through a
charitable sales promotion and help City of Hope’s National Office
Products Industry find the answers to cancer. Contact Matt Dodd
at 866-905-HOPE or visit cityofhope.org/CRM.

David J. Williamson
General Manager of 
MWV - MeadWestvaco’s
Office Products Group

canswer.

How can you help 
erase cancer?

http://www.cityofhope.org/CRM


Grodin has learned not to be shy about
leveraging El Paso’s TXMAS certification
with potential education clients. He reports
many of the smaller districts in West Texas
prefer not to bid because bids require a lot
of work and it puts them under the scrutiny
of state auditors. Instead they piggyback
off a larger school district’s bid and receive
GSA pricing.

“It’s very attractive and because of that
I’ve been able to go to all the school dis-
tricts in El Paso County and let them know
they can justify purchasing through me,”
says Grodin.

“With all school districts, even though they
put bids out, there’s business available
without securing awards on bulk purchase
warehouse bids,” he says. “I encourage
dealers in other states to find out if their
states have similar purchasing co-ops
using GSA.” 

Jerry Hayenga, manager of the school of-
fice supplies department for Caxton Print-
ers in Caldwell, Idaho, is deeply involved
in marketing to schools. It’s tough right
now, he says.

“The biggest challenge is funding,” says
Hayenga. “It’s been cut and in turn they
are really shopping and bidding down to
the pencil.” 

Caxton’s hasn’t really done anything out of
the ordinary to be successful selling to this
market. It’s all about service and relation-
ships.

“We take care of them and they know to
come back to us,” says Hayenga. 

Caxton’s does leverage its strong “Buy
Idaho and Buy Local” message, which has
allowed them to compete with the big
boxes. Still, competition is coming from all
over the place.  

“The schools get 10-12 phone calls a day
from out of state vendors just searching,”
laments Hayenga. 

A diverse product offering that goes beyond
the traditional office supplies and encom-

passes school supplies such as construc-
tion paper, paper rolls and crayons is also
attractive to the local education market. 

“It helps us stand out from the competition
because most don’t have it, at least with
the pricing that we have,” says Hayenga.

Caxton’s also offers teaching aids from
Carson-Dellosa. Those can be found in
Caxton’s catalog even though they don’t
typically stock them. “We bring it in when
they want it,” notes Hayenga. 

Another reason for Caxton’s success
within the education market is, not surpris-
ingly, their own education efforts.

“We try to direct education buyers towards
value and show them that the lowest price
isn’t always the best price,” states
Hayenga. 

The Furniture Angle
Keeney’s Office Plus in Redmond, Wash-
ington, may not sell a lot of office and
school supplies to educational clients, but
they’ve been extremely successful selling
furniture. 

Much of that success comes from under-
standing where the margins are in each
district and who the competitors are,
notes Steven Sterne, general manager at
Keeney’s Office Plus. 

“There’s some school-specific vendors
and some traditional office furniture ven-
dors; it’s a crush and always very compet-
itive,” he says. “We’ve cultivated great
relationships in school districts over the
years so we have a say in helping them
choose what furniture to specify.”

It’s not unusual for buyers within a school
district to approach Keeney’s about help-
ing them find a particular type of book
cart, for example. And Keeney’s has the
contacts and relationships in the business
that allow them to have something spe-
cially designed for that district if such a
product doesn’t exist. 

Sterne finds the average buyer in the edu-

cation market knowledgeable, particularly
about furniture. It helps that most districts
have someone who has handled this busi-
ness for a number of years or partners with
a firm that manages their bids.

“Those people are extremely knowledge-
able—not only about furniture, but about
the vendor relationship, coordinating in-
stallations and project management,”
states Sterne. “Even though it’s another
person between us and the end user, I like
it when there’s a professional management
company doing the bid because they un-
derstand the business well and appreciate
good service.”

The big battle for Keeney’s has been for
districts to put open lines on the bid rather
than specifying lines that only certain deal-
ers in their market could sell. “We’ve had
some good luck with that,” says Sterne

Asked if bids are worth the aggravation,
Sterne doesn’t hesitate.

“As long as you can fulfill the bid and make
money, it’s worth doing,” he maintains. “It
tends to be decent volume when you’re
talking about furniture bids.”

He offers a word of caution about bidding,
though.

“There are times where you participate in
the bid, put in the time and submit a pro-
posal that’s as competitive as you can af-
ford to bid it. But if someone wants to
undercut you, you can’t feel like you’ve
lost. You didn’t gain the business, but you
also didn’t win in it in a way that would
cost you more than losing it.”

Sterne offers advice to dealers who would
sell their soul to win a bid.

“You shouldn’t try it if you can’t perform
extremely well in a cost-effective way,” he
emphasizes. “The most important factor is
performing exceptionally well year in and
year out in the same district for the same
customers so they look to find a way to do
business with you,” maintains Sterne.
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Working on the Walk-ins 
Corinne Creason, president and owner of
Manning’s School Supplies in Beaumont,
Texas, understands the demands of the
education market. For her the biggest
challenge is finding where the money is.

“You have to find out who has money and
who’s spending it, and that’s built on rela-
tionships,” she says. 

It’s a strategy that seems to be working
with 30-35% of Manning’s School Sup-
plies’ business coming from the education
market. That business encompasses of-
fice supplies, furniture, and traditional
school supplies. 

While Manning’s has relationships with nu-
merous school districts, the company also
does a strong retail business targeting ed-
ucators, particularly teachers who these
days seem to be spending more of their
own money on school supplies. 

Manning’s has an open house every year
that brings in more than 1,000 teachers.
“For that audience you need brand new
stuff,” says Creason. “They don’t want to
see what was hot last year.” 

Manning’s does it right. There’s food,
door prices and some 30 manufacturers
who participate in the open house, show-
ing off their new products and handing
out samples. 

“We’ve been doing this for six years now
to kick off our back-to-school season,”
says Creason. 

On the other hand, some dealers are lucky
and don’t do anything out of the ordinary
to pursue business from educational
clients, particularly when it comes to walk-
in business. 

“It’s just word of mouth,” says Eric Chang,
president/owner of Basic Office and
School Supplies in Houston, whose deal-

ership does a brisk walk-in business from
teachers. 

John Carpenter, president and owner of
Coleman’s Office & School in Conway,
Arkansas, also finds word of mouth effec-
tive for reaching the education market.
About 20% of Coleman’s business comes
from that market segment. 

Coleman’s sends out e-mails to teachers,
encouraging them to sign up for its
teacher appreciation kit. The contents of
the kit changes from time to time but usu-
ally contains stickers or sample products.
What’s also been helpful for Coleman’s is
being in a college in town that specializes
in training teachers.

“A lot of kids go here for four years and
they go out to work in the state and they’re
familiar with us,” concludes Carpenter. 
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Final Thoughts
There are different schools of thought on how to be success-
ful selling to the education market. It often depends on what
you’re selling—supplies or furniture—how you’re selling and
how committed you are. 

One thing’s for sure, dealers who have been most successful
have done their homework and graduated with an under-
standing of how to respond to bids, when to fold and walk
away and a keen knowledge of how to navigate the mine-
fields of this potentially lucrative market.



Today’s challenging economic environment has forced 
businesses to re-evaluate everything—from what they do
and how they do it, to who they do it with. 

As companies everywhere look for efficiencies, savings  and optimal return on investment,
it’s important to remember that the fundamentals of business success remain constant. 

Staying closer than ever to existing accounts and working an organized plan to develop new
business is vital and the 2010 S.P. Richards Market Share Development (MSD) Program in-
cludes an array of dynamic print and electronic marketing tools developed to help independ-
ent dealers do just that. 

The 2010 MSD Program provides everything dealers need to build an integrated marketing
plan designed to develop new customers, retain and profitably grow share of business with
existing accounts and enhance the overall customer relationship experience. 

Dealers can choose from the industry’s leading publications such as the Full Line Catalog,
Go Green Catalog, SmartChoice Catalog, Cleaning & Breakroom Supply Catalog featuring the

DECEMBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 29

S.P. Richards Company’s

2010 Market Share Development Program
Focused, effective and innovative tools for independent office product dealers

By Larry Goodman, S.P. Richards Company Director of Marketing

continued on page 30
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popular Genuine Joe Brand, and the Furniture Catalog. 

In addition, promotional flyers such as the successful Signature Series and
Bargain Buys flyers are complemented by flexible tools such as the Flex-
Flyer and Create-a-Flyer which allow total customization of products and
pricing.

There is no greater measuring stick for businesses today than the kind of
online experience they’re providing their customers. 

From an online perspective, S.P. Richards’ Enhanced E-Content continues
to set the pace, providing dealers the industry’s premier online product in-
formation and search resource, built to deliver consumers the most intu-

itive and enjoyable dealer web site experience. 

When budgets get tight, consumers gravitate toward pur-
chasing commodity products and delay the acquisition of dis-
cretionary products. This shift in product mix exerts
downward pressure on dealer margins. 

To help dealers enhance their profitability, S.P. Richards de-
veloped the patent-pending sales and margin management
software innovation, MyAnalyst. 

This one-of-a-kind program is helping an ever-growing
number of dealers identify and prioritize opportunities to im-
prove their margins, while saving their customers money. 

Leveraging this classic win-win scenario can help a dealer
solidify their existing customer relationships as well as open
the door to building new ones.

An important trend gaining traction in the marketplace is con-
sumer acceptance of private label brands. The SmartChoice
Catalog is the perfect vehicle to take advantage of this op-
portunity.

Featuring S.P. Richards’ family of proprietary brands, the
SmartChoice Catalog provides consumers the value they’re

continued on page 31
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looking for across a broad spectrum of products, including
cleaning and breakroom supplies and furniture.

This year’s MSD offering also features several exciting new pro-
grams:

n Imagebuilder—One way to grow sales during a time of
economic contraction is to find new products or services to
sell to your existing customer base. Custom promotional
products represents a huge industry, albeit a challenging one
to get started in. Not so with Imagebuilder, a full-featured web
site that provides dealers turnkey entry into the profitable
custom promotional products business. Featuring best-in-
class products from the leading promotional products ven-
dors, Imagebuilder also gives dealers a streamlined state-
of-the-art order management system to quote, process and
track their customer orders.

n Engage—an economical and easy-to-use email marketing
resource providing dealers ready-made electronic promotions
to send to their opt-in subscribers. With Engage, dealers can
educate, promote and build deeper relationships with their
customers. 

n DesignMadeEasy2—An upgraded version of the DesignMadeEasy
program, this furniture design and sales tool helps prospective furniture
purchasers visualize exactly what their new office space will look like. It
features 2D and 3D renderings, rotating room and product views and
will provide dealers the ability to layout work spaces featuring the entire
S.P. Richards furniture offering.

The bottom line: S.P. Richards has listened to what dealers have told us
they need and put together a streamlined and innovative offering, built to
deliver positive results.

Additional details on the 2010 MSD Program can be obtained by contact-
ing your local S.P. Richards sales representative.

http://www.mmfind.com
http://www.acmeunited.com/acme_west/index.php


However, if the whole concept of projecting next
year’s sales and costs for your company is for-
eign to your thinking, maybe you should read it.
In fact, maybe you should read this column twice!

When I owned my own dealership, I felt I was too
close to the business to create a budget by my-
self, so I engaged a trusted advisor (not neces-
sarily a CPA though it could be) to help me write
one.

The budget gave me a road map I could use to
project how much I could invest in the business
that year and determine whether I could afford
to provide cost of living increases for my employ-
ees. It even helped me determine whether or not
I could give myself a raise that year. 

In summary, creating a budget helped me not
“fly by the seat of my pants,” which I am prone
to do in the absence of structure.

I’M SERIOUS. If you have created a budget for the coming year or if you have
scheduled some time in the next few weeks to work on profit and loss projections for
next year, there is no reason to read further. 
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What terrifies me about too many independent dealerships today
is that they continue to ignore the numbers that are the “life
blood” of their businesses. 

In recent months, I have talked to dealers who:

n Do not attempt to project what their overall sales and mar-
gin dollars will be next year.

n Haven’t spent any time increasing their efficiency unless
revenue has declined so drastically that bankruptcy becomes
a distinct possibility

n Use their company as a personal piggy bank, while neglect-
ing to pay their vendors on discounting or reward their loyal
employees.

If what I have described resembles your company or one that
you know, decide to STOP the madness, step away from the
abyss, and make a budget for 2010 within the next few weeks. 

First of all, examine your most current financial statement. Hope-
fully, it is from October 2009, but even August or September will
work in order to start the process.

Here are the some of the questions you should ask:

1. Are you making money? If you aren’t, determine what
amount of margin increases combined with cost reductions it
would take to break even in 2010, based on your latest three
months of sales annualized.

2. Do you have any money that you are willing to invest to
grow sales?

3. How efficient is your company? If your company is stock-
less except for copy paper, your overall costs should come in
at or below 25% of sales. If you are a stocking dealer your
costs should hover in the 28-29% range.

4. Do your sales per employee (sales divided by the number
of employees) average over $250,000 per year?

5. Is your company more efficient cost-wise this year than it
was last year?

If the answers to questions 1, 2, 4 or 5 are “No,” find someone
you can trust right away to start working on a plan to restructure. 

Economic projections for our industry are not all that positive for
next year, so don’t just assume that things will get better. Obvi-
ously, keeping a positive attitude is important, but so is the exis-
tence of a plan to ensure profitability in 2010. And please, don’t
make this just a one-time exercise. More so perhaps than at any
time in recent history, flying by the seat of your pants is simply
not an option. 
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Several economic factors—the unemployment rate,
bank lending practices, the decline in real estate
values and budget cuts everywhere among cus-
tomers—continue to weaken the recovery and im-
pact our industry with lower revenue compared to
recent years. 

Yet, recent economic indicators are encouraging.
While sales are down, earnings are improving and
there are positive signs in markets such as healthcare
and technology. 

Bankruptcies are fewer and most balance sheets
are strong with sufficient cash. In most cases, lack
of spending is due more to reluctance because of
economic uncertainty rather than inability to spend.

Will 2010 be a disappointing year for the independ-
ent office products dealer? I don’t believe so. 

While the overall industry may not rebound until the
latter part of 2010 (some say not until 2011), I don’t
envision that to be the case for the strategic think-
ing, innovative office supply dealer. For contract fur-
niture dealers, it will be a different and more difficult
situation (see my column in the December issue of
OFDealer, the sister publication of INDEPENDENT
DEALER).

Why am I cautiously optimistic? I believe the inde-
pendent office products dealer will be successful in
2010 because of 1) the implosion of the big box
players, 2) the introduction of several new programs
offered by the buying groups and wholesalers, (3)
expanded product and market sector opportunities,
4) the independent dealer’s customer relationship
advantage and 5) the fact that the independent
dealer community has already shown it is capable

The national economy remains a challenge to our industry and while
there is some growing optimism, very few dealers believe that we are
truly out of the recession.
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of making competitive inroads in spite of
a difficult market.

From my perspective, 2010 will be the year
of the comeback of the independent dealer.

The big box players
I believe that the implosion of Staples/Cor-
porate Express, Office Depot’s diminishing
reputation triggered in part by its state
contract problems and OfficeMax’s cost
reductions and internal turmoil will con-
tinue throughout 2010. And in 2009, for
the first time since these organizations
began, independent dealers made signifi-
cant strides and increased market share at
the expense of the big box players.

The majority of the independents—except
those dealers whose business is almost
exclusively furniture—have performed
quite well this year. 

Most dealers appear to have experienced
a decline in revenue somewhere between
4-8%, wholesalers very slightly higher.
Compare that against the big box players
that have had a revenue decline in the mid
to high teens. Clearly, dealers are doing
something right!

Let’s take a closer look at the big box play-
ers. They all are systems driven—not nec-
essarily bad in absolute terms, but
certainly bad in terms of inflexibility and
lack of true customer service. 

They focus on productivity and cost re-
duction, which is understandable given
their need to maintain strong quarterly per-
formance to keep Wall Street happy (Tip:
Keep attuned to whether any of the majors
are selling big blocks of stock sales—that
could be indicative of future events). 

What does this focus on productivity and
cost reduction produce? High turnover,
loss of top salespeople (who often go to
independent dealers) and buyers, limited
talent replacing those losses, very low
morale, non-local call centers, closed
stores, inventory reduction…the list could
go on and on.

It was a real eye-opener for me when I re-

viewed the second column I wrote for IN-
DEPENDENT DEALER in February 2007,
on the subject of risk.

In that column, I cited a dozen internal
risks (see Table). That list was developed
as a caution to you, the independent
dealer. 

It’s hard to believe but the big box players
now appear to have made nearly all of
these cited risks a reality (all except exces-
sive costs and technology). 

As large corporations reporting to Wall
Street, overcoming these risks will be ex-
tremely difficult, if not impossible. What an
opportunity for the independent!  

The buying groups 
and wholesalers
Buying groups and wholesalers are mak-
ing bold, “out-of-the-box” moves, ex-
panding or introducing significantly more
programs aimed at independent dealers,
including better marketing programs and
new national account programs. And while
these organizations compete with one an-
other, we also see new alliances being
formed among them, such as the SP.
Richards and TriMega alliance on buying
and national accounts and is.group and
United Stationers on re-distribution.

These organizations and their stronger
presence within the distribution chain will
significantly help the independent dealer,
particularly in its competition with the big
box players.

Yet, the changes we have seen also raise
questions for dealers relative to the
choices they need to make—which pro-
grams are best for them? 

The independent dealer community may
have to make several major decisions in
2010 with relation to its buying groups and
wholesalers. These decisions will be a
major determinant of revenue, margin dol-
lars and percentages, and dealer prof-
itability.

Expanded product and
market opportunities
It wasn’t too many years ago that dealers
had a fairly static product mix of traditional
office products, and they predominantly
pursued the commercial market sector. 

Then came jan-san, break room products,
green products, industrial products, ad
specialty items and more, many sold at fa-
vorable margins. 

As the commercial sector fights a multitude
of economic battles and is being forced to
cut back on purchases, other sectors are
growing and will continue to grow, includ-
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Internal Risks –
2007
n Loss of distinctive

added-value

n Unacceptable
customer service

n Operational or
informational
breakdown

n Infrastructure
problems

n Loss of key sales or
management
personnel

n Inability to find or
keep sales talent

n Cultural issues
lowering morale

n Inability to take
advantage of a key
opportunity

n Lack of leadership
and strategic thinking

n Behind competition in
operational
effectiveness and
technology

n Cash problems and
excessive leverage

n Excessive costs

continued on page 36



Dealers typically know they need to change, but many ask me, what changes should I
be making? 

Obviously, the answer varies by dealer; each dealership is different based on local
market conditions. However, I would suggest independent dealers consider these ten
strategic actions in 2010:

1. Compete with the big box players. Thoroughly study the big box players in

your local market, particularly Staples/Corporate Express. Do your best, with the

help of your sales force, to identify their customers and the pricing to these

customers, and learn as much as you can about what’s happening internally within

their local organization. Pricing will always be a tough issue, but your differentiated

value can, in many instances, offset a pricing advantage. 

As I wrote earlier this year, the best way to succeed in times like these, particularly

against major players, is to follow the strategy of Cisco Systems’ CEO, John

Chambers: Focus on speed, skill, and flexibility. I might also add “relationships.”

The big box players lack these strengths. Next month’s column will be devoted to

specific strategies for competing with these major players.

2. Brand and market your differentiated value. Why are you unique and better

than your competition? Strategically positioning your differentiated value will

identify where you have—or could have—real competitive advantage. This

requires a strong emphasis on marketing and branding of your dealership. For

those of you who subscribe to OFDealer, read the December issue which features

branding and marketing of your dealership. The articles, by managing editor Alicia

Ellis and industry consultant Trish Brock, provide excellent background and insight

for marketing and communicating your brand.

3. Develop specific programs for solidifying customer relationships. The

authenticity the independent dealer brings to customer relationships can, as

mentioned previously, offset any pricing advantage that might be held by the big

box stores. A good relationship is important when developing and retaining any

account. Develop strategic programs for customer business development and for

customer retention. Hold frequent debriefing sessions with your sales staff—and

customers—to identify what’s going right and what needs correcting or improving.

Successful dealers attribute much of their success to strong customer

relationships. It’s knowing customers as individuals and helping them to address

their needs, questions, and concerns that cultivates customer loyalty.

4. Identify your best growth opportunities. Maintaining volume and growing

will require you to look at new markets, products and services. The government

and education sectors are very dependent upon state finances and shrinking

budget dollars. Healthcare is more robust at the present time, but all three may

fare better in the long term than the general commercial sector.

Expanded product and service opportunities must be analyzed in terms of

potential revenue, margin dollars and percentages. Partnering and establishing

alliances may be one way to increase these opportunities. Failure to develop new

growth opportunities will undoubtedly mean that you become a smaller company

because customers are cutting back on the typical products and services they

have been buying. 

ing the government sectors and the edu-
cation and healthcare markets. 

Healthcare may be the most attractive at
this time since state and local budget cuts
are affecting that sector along with the ed-
ucational arena. But all three sectors will
be growing in the foreseeable future.

Existing customers are buying less and
will continue to do so, and maybe not only
in the short run. “Lean and mean” is be-
coming more and more a long-term focus.
If a dealer wants to maintain or grow rev-
enue, expanding products and markets
must be a given.

Customer relationships
Relationships today remain critical no
matter how tough the economy, and this
has long been the cornerstone of the 
independent dealer. 

Customers want the best deal—in both
price and service—more-so than ever be-
fore. Today, they are more willing to switch
vendors and suppliers to get the best deal.
On the plus side, they want to form rela-
tionships with organizations that are com-
mitted to understanding their needs and
bright and innovative enough to meet
those needs efficiently and cost-effectively. 

Price is critical and in some areas, price
demands are not worth pursuing. For ex-
ample, dealers need to assess the mar-
gins and ultimate profitability of serving
national accounts; it may well be, as more
than just one dealer has found, that in
some situations, it’s more profitable to be
the second or third call on a national ac-
count and leave the low-margin commod-
ity business to someone else. 

Strategic Planning 
for 2010
Not every dealer will be successful in
2010, but the opportunity—even the prob-
ability—is there, provided a dealer has the
strategic mindset to think outside the box,
the subject of last month’s column.
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5. Evaluate the benefits of merger or acquisition. In 2009, we have seen an
increase in the number of dealer mergers and acquisitions. I foresee a further
increase in 2010. By the end of 2010, we’ll be talking about industry consolidation
on a regional basis with an increase of larger dealers—the result of these mergers
or acquisitions. Some dealers have already begun an aggressive acquisition
program. This may or may not be part of your game plan, but in any event, watch
what is happening. You may be facing new competition by the end of 2010.

6. Establish an intelligence network. To continuously understand the events
and changing conditions in your market, you’ll need daily intelligence. Ram
Charan, the author of Leadership in the Era of Economic Uncertainty, discusses
the importance of intelligence agents: “ground level intelligence that is detailed,
up-to-date and unfiltered.” He goes on to state, “Salespeople must become the
company’s eyes and ears, providing timely ground-level intelligence that forms
the basis for decisions about the company’s strategy and tactics.”

7. Make the right decisions. Difficult, tough and critical decisions will be
imposed upon dealer owners and management throughout next year, not only
relative to your wholesaler and buying group options, but also relative to pricing
and margins. What business will you be willing to take and what will you decide
to leave on the table?

Decisions must also be made in terms of where to spend and not spend money,
where to cut, who to cut, and where to add. It is essential to know what and
whom you must keep; again I see this as a major pitfall of the big box companies.
At some point, our economy will recover. Will you be staffed and ready for that
upturn?

8. Maintain and develop the necessary technology and operational
excellence. Keeping up with technological advances will be critical.
Technological superiority is not only about streamlining operations (the way of
the big box players); it covers the entire scope of your marketing and operations,
driving better service and communications with suppliers and customers. It’s as
basic as the web site you develop or the expansion of your online business.

9. Develop and promote your “buy local” story. Many dealers stress buy
local, “keep the dollars at home.” Every community needs every possible tax
dollar it can get and wants its workforce to be employed. You, as a local business,
can be a part of meeting that need. But your buy-local pitch is without substance
if you do not have community education and development as a part of your
strategy. 

Support your community financially, participate in community organizations.
Develop meaningful seminars to educate the community—and your customers—
on those things as a business that you or those you represent (manufacturers,
reps, and professionals) can offer. Many independents who truly work the buy-
local story by their contributions to and involvement in the community have
reaped amazing results for their dealerships.

10. Provide leadership. Most of my columns in 2009 have focused on finance
or leadership. Leadership—in terms of strategic thinking, innovation,
determination, execution and relationships with others within and outside your
organization—is essential for making all these other suggestions for 2010
actually happen.
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Do you consider yourself a coach in your busi-
ness? The term “coach” is sometimes used to de-
scribe a leadership style, such as a “coaching
style of management.” The concept of the coach
in a business environment is usually applied to
someone who encourages others, builds their
confidence, and helps them learn how to achieve
their goals, which in turn serves the overall goals
of the business. Some also consider a coach the
sideline cheerleader. 

The key to having an effective coaching style of
management is not to flaunt your knowledge and
be all telling, but rather to demonstrate your ability
to ask appropriate questions and listen effectively. 

When you ask question about current circum-
stances or probe to understand what your em-
ployees are thinking, you are taking an active
interest in their perspective and engaging them in
the solutions. 

When you allow your sales reps or employees to
come up with solutions on their own, they are
more apt to embrace any change in behavior that
they need to make in order to improve. 

I’d like to give you some examples of effective ques-
tioning and ways to listen actively to continue to de-
velop your coaching style of management.

Coaching and Questioning
Most of us recognize the difference between open
and closed questions. What are their appropriate
uses?

Closed questions are often used to focus a re-
sponse or confirm your understanding. A closed
question produces a “yes,” a “no,” or some other
short, definitive answer. 

Use closed questions when you want to focus a
response. For example, the question, “Did you get
your first order from that account?” most likely re-
ceives either a “yes” or a “no.”

It’s great to ask very direct and specific closed
questions when you want to avoid any gray areas.
You can also use closed questions to confirm your
understanding of what the other person has said.

A question like, “So is price most important?” pro-
duces a simple “yes” or “no,” perhaps followed by
a clarification. 

Open questions get the sales rep exploring possi-
bilities, so they might think about other perspec-
tives or alternatives. 

This type of questions can also help them priori-
tize. An open question encourages the sharing of
ideas and information. 

Use open questions to invite participation by the
other person in a conversation. For instance, this
question —”Describe to me what you discovered
when you met with the customer?”—generates an
explanation, not just a short “yes” or “no” answer. 

Use open questions to explore alternatives and
possibilities. To do this, ask a question that begins
with “What would happen if... ?” This will require
a thoughtful response and give you a clear under-
standing of a person’s creativity and open-mind-
edness about the situation. 

You can also use open questions to encourage an in-
dividual to examine different perspectives, as in the
question, “What are some other things you can do?” 

Sometimes you may be able to sense that an in-
dividual’s attitudes or needs may be at the root of
a problem. To uncover information about how
someone is thinking and feeling, ask a question
like, “How do you feel about this?” or “What do
you need to do to make this happen?” 

Finally, open questions can be “closed slightly” to
get a more specific response. For example, if you
want to help someone establish priorities but still
allow for elaboration, ask a question like, “What
do you think are the three most important issues
here?” or “How do you conceive approaching
these issues?”

Typically managers usually ask too many closed
questions and not enough open questions. Make
a special effort to be conscientious about the
types of questions you’re asking in order to elicit
the appropriate responses. 

Your coaching style of management will be more

Becoming an Effective 
Coach for Your People

It all begins with the right questions 
and effective listening skills

By Krista Moore

continued on page 39
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effective when you open the door for the other
person to participate in a conversation. 

You will notice they will be more engaged, will
appreciate your time and attention, and will
take ownership of their actions.

Coaching and Listening
We don’t always listen well when others are
speaking. Our thoughts may wander onto an-
other topic, such as an urgent project, pressing
personal issues, or where to go for lunch. Or we
may be formulating what to say next instead of
focusing on what the other person is saying. 

To coach well, you must listen well, which means
“listening actively.” Active listening shows inter-
est in both the person and what’s being said.
This puts the speaker at ease and encourages
the speaker to continue and to elaborate. 

Active listening also clarifies what’s been said.
The more you hear, the more information you
have for effective coaching. Whatever the sit-
uation, the goal is to put the person at ease
and encourage communication.

How do you “listen actively?” Here are several
nonverbal techniques to consider: 

n Avoid distractions. Put your other work
aside, face the person who is talking, and
focus your attention. This means that you do
not pick up the phone when it rings or check
your e-mail during a coaching conversation.

n Look at the person. Don’t gaze out the win-
dow or look at papers on your desk. A sincere
look in the eyes is a clear indicator that they
have your attention.

n Smile. A smile shows interest and helps put
the speaker at ease. As you hear ideas being
expressed, indicate through smiling and nod-
ding that you understand key points. 

n Don’t interrupt. Wait for the speaker to fin-
ish, and give your full attention until it’s your
turn to talk. Sometimes this takes a little pa-
tience and practice because we have some-
thing important to contribute and want to
express it.

Verbal techniques can also help: 

n Use casual phrases. When appropriate, use
short expressions such as “I see,” “Yes,” and
“Tell me more” to communicate that you are
following what’s being said. 

n Speak in a friendly tone of voice. A friendly
and casual tone of voice helps create a warm
atmosphere that encourages openness.

n Paraphrase what’s said. Say back to the
speaker what you’ve just heard, but in your
own words: “If I heard you correctly, you
said...” This clarifies what’s been said, pre-
vents you from jumping to incorrect conclu-
sions, and indicates to the speaker that you
understand.

The important first steps to developing a more
effective coaching style require asking great
questions and being an effective listener.
These abilities put the other person at ease,
encourage communication and allow you to
better understand a set of given circum-
stances—all essential qualities to continue be-
coming a better coach. 

Krista Moore is President of K Coaching, LLC an ex-

ecutive 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 devel-

opment. For more information,

visit the K Coaching web site at

www.kcoaching.com.
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“I wanted to give back to the community but I
also wanted to do something more than just
write a check.”

That was the thought going through the
mind of Brad Mills back in 2007, as he

closed the books on another outstand-
ing year for his dealership, Vancou-

ver-based Mills Basics.

The business had been started by
his father, Don Mills, and Brad had
pretty much called it home since
the day he left school and started
work in the warehouse. Now, he
was CEO of a thriving enterprise,
with just over 90 employees and
annual sales of $18 million. For
Brad and his family, there were
plenty of good reasons to give
back, but how could he really

make a difference? 

Brad found the answer in BOB, also
known as The Building Opportunities

for Business Inner City Society. BOB is
a local non-profit organization that re-

cruits job trainees with troubled back-
grounds and finds work for them with the

potential to set them on a more stable career
path.

Several of Brad’s own warehouse employees
had come to his company through BOB and,
he reasoned, if BOB worked for them, some-
thing similar might do just as much for other
folks in need.

The result: The HAVE Culinary Training Society.
Working out of a small café in downtown Van-
couver, HAVE—the initials stand for Hope Ac-

tion Values Ethics—provides a way for people
on the fringes—due to drug or alcohol addic-
tion, mental health issues, or simply those
struggling to learn English as a second lan-
guage—to overcome the barriers that sur-
round them and find a place closer to society’s
mainstream.

The organization’s eight-week training pro-
gram gives students all the culinary skills and
certification they need for an entry-level cook-
ing position and, even more valuable, it pro-
vides many of them with a new level of
self-confidence and self-esteem.

Not every student who signs up for the pro-
gram is a success story, of course, But of the
100 or so people who’ve been trained by
HAVE over the past 2-1/2 years, over 60 are
currently working in the local restaurant indus-
try, Brad reports.

And with the economy the way it is these days,
the resources HAVE provides are especially
valuable. “We were looking to offer a hand-up
rather than a hand-out and so far, it’s working,”
Brad reports. 

Brad himself provided most of the funding for
the program’s first two years, but now HAVE is
well on the way to becoming a self-sustaining
enterprise, thanks to revenue from its growing
café and catering business.

And as for the civic-minded entrepreneur who
back in 2007 wanted to do more than just write
a check for a good cause? Today, Brad Mills
not only knows a great place to get a good
meal at a good price. He can also look back
with pride on a job well done!
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THE OTHER SIDE OF Brad Mills

Cooking 
Up a Recipe 
That Tastes 
Good and 
Does Good
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In his column last month, consultant Tom Buxton
took aim at the retail side of the office products busi-
ness and let fire with both barrels. If you’re an inde-
pendent and running a retail store of any kind, Tom
argued, you’re got a losing proposition on your
hands and it’s long past time to close it down.
After spending almost forty years working hand in
hand with independent office products retailers, I re-
spectfully beg to differ. 
For its most recent quarter, Office Depot reported
sales in its North American Retail Division were down
18% compared to last year; at OfficeMax, retail sales
were down 12% and at Staples, North American re-
tail sales were down 5%.
While much of all that is due to the overall economy
and missteps by the companies themselves, I be-
lieve it also reflects the fact that consumers in gen-
eral are tired of big box retailing and looking for a
better value proposition. And that creates a perfect
opportunity for independent dealers today to seize
the retail moment.
There’s no doubt in my mind that the retail market
can be a very profitable and growing place for inde-
pendents and there are plenty of dealers I know who
take the evidence for that belief to the bank every
month. 
In the past five years, I have worked with numerous
dealers who have either completely or partially re-
modeled their stores, added new categories or just
re-merchandised their existing store mix. In every
single case, they saw revenue increases far beyond
what the owners ever imagined possible.

Dealer #1 completed a remodel and expansion,
added used fixtures from another retail outlet and
posted more than a 50% increase in revenues.
Dealer #2 kept their existing fixtures but added
more lighting and a new checkout area with im-
mediate increases in revenues and sales.
Dealer #3 went from $350,000 in revenues in 1992
to more than $11 million last year because they
were committed to retail and managed it properly.

If you’re in the retail business and wondering why
you aren’t posting numbers like these, ask yourself
the following questions: 

n When was the last time you did anything to
improve your store’s look or performance—
paint the store, change any counters, light-
ing, shelving, added any merchandising aids
or signage? ANYTHING?

n When was the last time you checked inven-
tory levels of each item and compared them
to actual sales history?

n When was the last time you brought in a
new category, a new line or added addi-
tional items to any category?

n When was the last time you looked at
adding or bringing in any new signage—
aisle, category, wall graphics, shelf signage,
etc. merchandising aids, etc.?

n When was the last time you had a retail sale
that was PRE-planned, with correct signage,
new merchandise and excitement? 

Are you just doing the same things over and over
again in a store that hasn’t changed in years and re-
ally expecting different results?
And if so, are you really surprised if maybe your sales
are down?
The commercial dealer today still needs a retail
arm—for convenience, same-day pick-up, add-on
sales and exposure. The value of one-on-one con-
tact with customers is priceless and that’s what retail
gives you in abundance.
But you have to do it right. 
If you break arm, you can choose to amputate it and
will still live for many years. But you can also decide
to keep it and make it better and live a much longer,
happier and more productive life.
Believe me. There’s nothing wrong with retail for in-
dependents that a little rehab won’t cure!

T H E  L A S T  W O R D

Take
Advantage
of the
Reality 
of RETAIL

By Don Larson
President

Don Larson & Associates
www.fixmystore.com

http://www.fixmystore.com

